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Abstract

Conspiracy theories have recently been met with a lot of public scrutiny. They are generally
addressed as a form of belief system that is underpinned by psychological dispositions. In contrast,
we introduce the Conspiracy Practice Scale (CPS-6) as a novel instrument focussing on the spread
and consumption of conspiracy theories as a form of social practice. In a random split of a dataset
collected in Austria, Germany, and Switzerland (N = 6,460), exploratory factor analysis was
employed to determine dimensionality of the CPS-6 and discriminate it against conspiracy
mentality (nggs = 3,229). CPS-6 emerged as distinct single dimension with good overall reliability
(o = .86, w = .87). Results were confirmed using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on the second
split (ncpa = 3,231). Multi-group CFA revealed measurement invariance across countries and
convergent validity was indicated by correlations with related constructs. Overall, results show
CPS-6 to be a reliable and valid short-scale to measure conspiracy practice as a distinct construct.
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On ‘Doing Conspiracy Theory 2

Research on conspiracy theories' has spiked especially in the aftermath of the Covid-19
pandemic, rendering conspiracy beliefs more visible than ever before and spurring a
sharpened public awareness of their impact on public discourse and political delibera-
tion. Researchers in the social sciences have mainly dealt with conspiracy beliefs with
regard to their epistemology and psychological underpinnings (see Cassam, 2023). While
the former approach is concerned with the question if and under which circumstances
conspiracy theories contain adequate explanations of the events in question, the latter
aims at determining psychological proneness to and correlates of conspiracy beliefs (see
Douglas & Sutton, 2023). There is a growing conviction among researchers in the field
that a general susceptibility to conspiracy beliefs must be distinguished from beliefs in
specific conspiracy theories (Imhoff et al., 2022; Strombéck et al., 2024). However, both
are understood in terms of their psychological predispositions to believe in such theories.
Strikingly, latest research showed that in absolute terms, conspiracy beliefs have
not increased in recent decades (Uscinski et al., 2022), thus mirroring the notion that
conspiracy theories are rather common and stable forms of social sense-making, albeit
increasingly stigmatized ones (see Thalmann, 2019). The striking dissonance between the
surge in public scrutiny of conspiracy beliefs and their apparent stagnation across time
begs theoretical as well as empirical questions. If the shift in public discourse cannot
be plausibly explained through a dramatic surge of belief in conspiracy theories, and
we don’t want to dismiss it merely as an unfounded moral panic, explanations must
lie beyond the scope of conspiracy beliefs (Kumkar et al., 2026). Drawing on research
that brackets the role of the individual conviction of the factual accuracy of specific
conspiracy theories (e.g., de Zeeuw & Gekker, 2023; Koper, 2025; Muirhead & Rosenblum,
2019) and that focusses on what conspiracy theorists actually do, such as organizing
rallies and engaging in (online) discussions (e.g., Harambam, 2020; Kumkar, 2023), we
proposed the theoretical concept of ‘doing conspiracy theory’ or ‘conspiracy practice’
(Kumkar et al., 2026). Assuming that partaking in the production and communication
of conspiracy theories is, even where it involves acting on a preexisting belief, not
reducible to it, we can conclude that it is unlikely that people who believe in conspiracy
theories neatly correspond to those who communicate them. While, for example, belief
in conspiracy theories on the origins, existence, and dangers of Covid-19 was widespread
(Fotakis & Simou, 2023), the number of people that propagated those beliefs, for instance
in the form of public anti-lockdown protests, was significantly smaller. Conversely, while
conspiracy beliefs were generally highly prevalent within the protest crowds, not all

1) We are aware of the controversy surrounding the term conspiracy theories. However, we decided to use it none-
theless, because it is the most common term in this field of research (see e.g., Butter, 2020). We speak of conspiracy
theories only when addressing the specific content of conspiracy beliefs. In the following, we will delineate our
understanding of conspiracy practice as a distinct feature of conspiracy theorizing.
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participants indicated belief in specific Covid-19 related conspiracy theories (see e.g.,
Forschungswerkstatt Corona-Proteste, 2021; Lamberty et al., 2022; Nachtwey et al., 2020).
Thus, we propose ‘doing conspiracy theory’ as a distinct dimension of contemporary
“conspiracy culture” (Knight, 2000) that has been largely neglected to date and hold
that it allows for a broader understanding of this timely matter, without dismissing
conspiracy beliefs as an important factor. In the following, we introduce the conspiracy
practice scale (CPS-6) as a simple tool to measure ‘doing conspiracy theory’ using just
six items. We validate it in a sample comprised of data from Austria, Germany and
Switzerland. Accounting for and measuring conspiracy practice could help to further our
understanding of conspiracy beliefs by filling existing blind spots. CPS-6 is designed as a
complementary tool alongside established scales focusing on susceptibility to conspiracy
beliefs such as the “Conspiracy Mentality Questionnaire” (Bruder et al., 2013) and “Ge-
neric Conspiracist Beliefs Scale” (Brotherton et al., 2013). We hope that this exploratory
approach taking into account conspiracy practice will prove valuable for advancing the
scholarship of conspiracy theories.

Conspiracy Practice Scale (CPS-6)

In order to measure ‘doing conspiracy theory’ (Kumkar et al., 2026), i.e. conspiracy
practice, we developed a brief measurement instrument comprised of six items. Item
development was guided both by theoretical considerations and experience from field
work as well as interviews with people involved in conspiracy milieus. The authors

thus drew on experience from years of extensive research in the field of conspiracy theo-
ries (Amlinger & Nachtwey, 2021; Forschungswerkstatt Corona-Proteste, 2021; Kumkar,
2018). The scale broadly consists of three facets of conspiracy practice, i.e. 1) protest
participation, 2) online activism in so called ‘alternative media’, and 3) convincing people
of hidden truths. However, we assumed a single factor construct that is conspiracy
practice. Items were designed to either directly address how practices relate to notions
of ongoing conspiracies or used indirect cues that indicate mistrust or opposition to
‘mainstream’ accounts, that are key features of conspiracy theories (The original items
are in German—see Table 1 in the Appendix, translation: the authors):

I have participated in protests that were publicly portrayed as conspiracy-minded.

N =

I research alternative media to stay up to date on what is really happening in the
world.

I discuss on social media what is being concealed in the mainstream media.

I try to educate people that they cannot trust public opinion.

In discussions I am often referred to as a conspiracy theorist.

N

I try to rouse people with protests so that they finally realize that they are being
deceived.
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Participants were asked to indicate their approval through a Likert-scale ranging from
(1) do not agree at all to (6) completely agree. A middle response option was deliberately
omitted to reduce neutral responding and encourage respondents to express a directional
evaluation. However, participants were permitted to abstain from answering any given
item.

Objectives of the Present Research

In our study, we aimed at developing and validating a scale that allows us to effectively
and economically measure ‘doing conspiracy theory’ as outlined in the introduction.
CPS-6 addresses a specific set of behaviors (online and offline) and allows for gauging
the relationship between conspiracy beliefs and practices. While it is entirely plausible
that in some cases conspiracy practices follow specific beliefs, in other cases people
might engage in conspiracy practice independent of belief in specific theories.

Currently, several different instruments are available to measure proneness to con-
spiracy beliefs, such as the “Conspiracy Mentality Questionnaire (CMQ)” (Bruder et al.,
2013) and “Generic Conspiracist Beliefs Scale” (Brotherton et al., 2013). Notwithstanding
that these scales differ in their approach to measuring conspiracy beliefs and in their
underlying assumptions on how they come about, they align in their treatment of the
issue as something individuals do or do not believe in. Other instruments are designed
to assess protest participation (Kelloway et al., 2007), alternative media use (Prochazka
& Schweiger, 2019) or susceptibility to fake news (Maertens et al., 2024), thus each
touching on individual facets of CPS-6. However, our instrument is a comprehensive
scale, covering different facets at once, while still maintaining its efficiency.

In our exploratory study, we introduce CPS-6 to the armory of the studies in con-
spiracy theories, by assessing the additional value of considering conspiracy practice as
a feature of contemporary conspiracy culture. Thus, we developed a scale that covers
different facets of “conspiracy practice”. The objectives of the research are the following:

1. Validating the internal structure of the theoretically derived instrument, testing the
assumption that CPS-6 is a unidimensional factor, and discriminating CPS-6 against
“Conspiracy Mentality”.

2. Examining measurement invariance across the three German speaking countries
(Austria, Germany, Switzerland).

3. Testing convergent validity through correlations with the adjacent dimensions of
belief in specific conspiracy theories, authoritarianism, and right-wing extremism.
Although we assume that CPS-6 acts as a distinct dimension, we still predict that it
is positively correlated to said attitudes.
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Materials and Methods

Participants and Data Collection

Data collection was conducted via the online panel provider Bilendi/Respondi in all
three countries of the DACH-region, i.e. Austria (AT), Germany (DE) and Switzerland
(CH) between October 1st, 2024, and November 15th, 2024. Only the German-speaking
population in each country was targeted. We used SoSci Survey and employed survey
quota to ensure that the sample resembles the populations of the respective countries.
Quota were assigned for gender, age, region and education (low/medium/high). Due to
recruitment difficulties not all quotas could be met (see Table 2 in the Appendix for
sample characteristics).

A minimum age of 18 years was required to take part in the survey. Only participants
that provided their informed consent were eligible for participation. The survey included
a sociodemographic section before presenting participants with items regarding political
attitudes such as conspiracy mentality, authoritarianism, and right-wing extremism.

To account for limitations of data collection via online panels, two types of quality
checks were implemented. First, three attention checks were incorporated. All partici-
pants that failed to give the intended answer were automatically excluded from further
participation. Second, a check ensured that participants who finished the survey 50%
faster than the median completion time of the pilot study were also automatically
excluded from the dataset. Third, after data collection was completed, we excluded 52
participants with a relative speed index (RSI) greater than 2 (Leiner, 2019). Fourth, 1513
participants with missing values in items of the CPS-6 or the CMQ were excluded.” The
final sample of each country consisted of n = 2,125 (AT), n = 2,164 (GER) and n = 2,171
(CH).

Measures

In addition to the CPS-6, four other instruments were incorporated to determine con-
vergent validity and its role within the broader matrix of research on conspiracy
mentality, belief in specific conspiracy theories, authoritarianism, CMQ, and right-wing
extremism. The relationship between these psychological properties has been extensively
researched. While conspiracy mentality is defined as an element of authoritarian dispo-

2) To identify possible patterns underlying missing values, we conducted a non-responder Analysis for each factor
used in the following analysis, drawing on one item (with the highest item discrimination) per factor and using
chi-squared tests (see Table 8 in the Appendix). In general, female respondents as well as those with lower education
and social status are overrepresented amongst non-responders. Non-response thus mirrors findings from comparable
studies on political attitudes (see Koch & Blohm, 2009). Additionally, we checked for item-level pattens of missing-
ness in the CPS-6 (see Table 9 in the Appendix). Item 4 and 6 showed a higher number of missing values than

the other four items but overall, the number of missing responses in the CPS-6 items was no higher than in the
established constructs. We therefore conclude that there is no pattern of missing values that warrants interpretation.
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sitions (Schlief3ler et al., 2020), i.e. the psychological disposition to succumb to fascist
ideologies, research found that conspiracy beliefs predict right-wing extremism (see van
Prooijen et al., 2015). CPS-6 serves as an additional dimension to this theoretical and
empirical complex, focusing on ‘doing conspiracy theory’ as a form of social practice. We
thus expect CPS-6 to be positively correlated with all four instruments, while still acting
as an independent construct.

Conspiracy Mentality Questionnaire (CMQ)

CMQ (Bruder et al., 2013) is one of the most commonly used measurements to determine
susceptibility to conspiracy theories. It comprises five items (e.g., “I think that many very
important things happen in the world, which the public is never informed about”). We
adapted the original rating scale to a six-point Likert-scale without a middle category. In
our sample, internal consistency was good, o = .879 and » = .882.

Belief in Specific Conspiracy Theories

We asked participants to indicate belief in six specific conspiracy beliefs using one

item each with a six-point Likert response scale regarding 1) Climate change denial, 2)
Conspiracy theory on the origins of the Ukraine-Russia war, 3) Deep state theory, 4)
Covid-19 related conspiracy, 5) Great Replacement Theory and 6) “Homo-Lobby” theory
(see Table 3 in the Appendix for item wording). We established a mean index of belief

in conspiracy theories. Higher scores indicate greater overall belief in specific conspiracy
theories.

Authoritarianism (KSA-3)

We drew on the KSA-3 scale by Beierlein et al. (2015) to determine authoritarian disposi-
tions. The scale follows the tradition of the F-scale developed by Adorno et al. (1950) and
its further development by Altemeyer (1981). It measures susceptibility to fascist ideolo-
gies rather than overt approval of them. It is comprised of three subdimensions with
three items each: authoritarian aggression (e.g., “Social rules should be enforced without
compassion”; a = .74 and o = .74), authoritarian submission (e.g., “We need strong leaders
so that we can live safely in society”; o = .69 and w = .69), and conventionalism (e.g.,
“Proven practices should not be questioned”; o = .75 and w = .76), but is also applicable as
a global factor across the subdimensions (o = .84 and w = .84).

Right-Wing Extremism (FR - LF)

We used a shortened version of the “Questionnaire on right-wing extremist attitudes in
the Leipzig form” (FR — LF) (Decker et al., 2013), that consisted of six items in total (e.g.,
“When jobs become scarce, foreigners should be sent back to their home countries”).

The original version of the scale comprises six dimensions (i.e. “Approval of authoritari-

» «

an dictatorships”, “Chauvinism”, “Xenophobia”, “Antisemitism”, “Social Darwinism” and
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“Trivialization of National Socialism”) with three items each. When selecting items, we
followed the suggestions of a group of experts (see Kreis, 2007); each dimension is
represented by one item. Tests on internal consistency indicate good reliability in our
sample (o = .83 and w = .83).

Statistical Analysis

First, we examined the distributional properties of the CPS-6 items and assessed the
suitability of the sample for exploratory factor analysis by using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
(KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and conducting Bartlett’s test of sphericity on the
full dataset. In order to obtain two independent samples for exploratory and confirmato-
ry analysis, we split the complete dataset. To ensure similar sub-sample-sizes for each
country in both halves, we randomly split all three sub samples and reassigned each of
these country-specific halves to either one of the two final samples. Sample 1 finally
consisted of nggy = 3,229 and Sample 2 of nggy = 3,231 cases.

We then conducted an exploratory factor analysis in Sample 1 to test whether the
items of the CPS-6 can be differentiated from the existing construct of conspiracy men-
tality and form an independent unidimensional factor. For this purpose, both the newly
developed items of the CPS-6 and the established CMQ were included in the analysis.

Second, to further explore the dimensionality and construct validity of the CPS-6, we
conducted three confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) in Sample 2. The first CFA included
a model with only the newly developed CPS-6. The second CFA included a model with
the two scales (CPS-6 and CMQ) as separate factors. The third CFA included a model
with CPS-6 and CMQ Items as a single factor. Following recent recommendations not to
rely solely on Cronbach’s o (Hayes & Coutts, 2020), we determined Cronbach’s o and
McDonald’s w and item-total correlations for each item to assess internal consistency of
CPS-6 in Sample 2. According to common recommendations, we considered a o and ® >
.70 as acceptable and > .80 as good (Cortina, 1993).

To examine measurement invariance across the three countries, we conducted a mul-
ti-group confirmatory factor analysis in Sample 2 by comparing increasingly restricted,
nested models (configural, metric, scalar, strict and mean invariance, see Leitgdb et al.,
2023).

Finally, we tested convergent validity through correlations with the adjacent dimen-
sions of conspiracy mentality, belief in specific conspiracy theories, authoritarianism,
and right-wing extremism in the complete dataset.

All statistical analysis was performed with R (Version 4.4.1) with the graphical user
interface RStudio (Version 2024.12.1:Build 563) using several packages from the Compre-
hensive R Archive Network (See Table 4 in the Appendix for a list of the used packages).
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Results

Item-Level Analysis

According to common cut-offs of < 2 in skewness and kurtosis (Pituch & Stevens, 2016),
item 1 (“I have participated in protests that were publicly portrayed as conspiracy-mind-
ed) and item 5 (“In discussions I am often referred to as a conspiracy theorist”) of the
CPS-6 showed a problematic distribution in the full dataset (see Table 1 for detailed
distributional properties, descriptive statistics, skewness and kurtosis).

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics of the CPS-6 Items in the Complete Dataset

Item n M SD Min Max Skew  Kurtosis
Thave participated in protests that were publicly 6,460 1.48 1.12 1 6 2.65 6.43
portrayed as conspiracy-minded.

I research alternative media to stay up to date on 6,460 2.77 1.63 1 6 0.47 -0.97
what is really happening in the world.

I discuss on social media what is being concealed in 6,460 1.99 1.38 1 6 1.36 0.90
the mainstream media.

I try to educate people that they cannot trust public 6,460 2.44 1.45 1 6 0.74 -0.43
opinion.

In discussions I am often referred to as a conspiracy 6,460 1.77 1.26 1 6 1.72 2.20
theorist.

I try to rouse people with protests so that they 6,460 2.05 1.31 1 6 1.20 0.66

finally realize that they are being deceived.
Note. M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation.

A Shapiro-Wilk normality test indicated deviation of normal distribution for each of

the six items. The Mardia test for multivariate normality also revealed significant devi-
ations, Skewness = 15828.813, p < .001; Kurtosis = 125.986, p < .001. All CPS-6 items
showed pronounced floor effects, with item means ranging from 1.48 to 2.77. However,
this distribution was theoretically expected, as only a small proportion of the general
population is likely to endorse such practices. Accordingly, all subsequent exploratory
and confirmatory factor analyses were estimated using robust methods, with robust max-
imum likelihood estimation (MLR) applied to account for non-normal item distributions
and floor effects.

Dimensionality

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s test of spherici-
ty tests confirmed suitability of the data for EFA. The Items exhibited sufficient shared
variance with an overall Measure of Sampling Adequacy (MSA) of .93—which exceeds
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the recommended threshold of .60 (Field, 2017). Bartlett’s test was significant with x?(55)
= 18130.76, p < .001, conforming adequate homogeneity of variances (Watson, 2017).

As theoretically expected, parallel analysis suggested that the number of factors is 2.
Following the Kaiser Guttman criterion, the results of the EFA confirmed a two-factor
solution, Eigenvalue > 3 in both factors, with the items clearly loading on two distinct
dimensions corresponding to the CPS-6 and the CMQ. Each factor accounted for approxi-
mately 28% of the total variance. The pattern of factor loadings is presented in Table 5 in
the Appendix.

Reliability

The results of the reliability tests of the CPS-6 in Sample 2 showed very good internal
consistency with o = .86 and w = .87. Corrected total-item correlations ranged from .59
to .70 (see Table 6 in the Appendix), indicating that all items contributed meaningfully
to the overall scale. The scale showed strong internal homogeneity with an average
inter-item correlation of r = .518. Although this relatively high average could suggest po-
tential item redundancy, reliability did not improve if any individual item was removed.
Overall, the scale demonstrated strong internal consistency across all three countries,
with reliability estimates remaining consistently high in Austria (Cronbach’s o = .85,
McDonald’s o = .87), Germany (o = .88, ® = .89), and Switzerland (a = .85, ® = .85).

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) were estimated using the robust maximum likeli-
hood estimator (MLR). Model fit was evaluated using commonly recommended cut-off
criteria (Hu & Bentler, 1999), with Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index
(TLI) values = .95, Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) < .08, and Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) < .06 indicating good model fit. All reported
chi-square statistics and fit indices are based on robust (scaled) estimates.

The CFA of the first model including only the CPS-6 items showed good fit to the
data, x%(9) = 114.693, p < .001, CFI = .977, TLI = .961, RMSEA = .080, SRMR = .027. As
expected, given the large sample size, the chi-square test was significant. Standardized
factor loadings () ranged from .651 to .758 and were all statistically significant (p < .001),
indicating that the items adequately represent the latent construct of conspiracy practice.
These results provide initial evidence for the structural validity of the CPS-6.

The CFA of the second model, specifying CPS-6 and CMQ as two correlated latent
factors, demonstrated acceptable model fit, x%(43) = 762.900, p < .001, CFI = .950, TLI
=.936, RMSEA = .082, SRMR = .051. A significant covariance between the two latent
factors was observed (b = .055, SE = .028, p < .001), corresponding to a standardized
correlation of r = .743, indicating a strong positive relationship between the constructs.
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In contrast, a third CFA specifying CPS-6 and CMQ items as indicators of a single
common factor demonstrated poor model fit, x*(44) = 2232.925, p < .001, CFI = .842,
TLI = .803, RMSEA = .143. A chi-square difference test comparing the one-factor model
to the two-factor model indicated that the two-factor model fit the data significantly
better with a Ax%(1) = 661.65, p < .001, ACFI = .108 and ARMSEA = .061, exceeding the
recommended cut-off criteria proposed by Chen (2007) of ACFI =.010 and ARMSEA =
.015. This indicates that the items do not adequately reflect a single underlying construct.
Taken together, these results suggest that CPS-6 and CMQ represent two distinct but
related latent constructs rather than a single common factor.

To test the robustness of the results in view of the numerous cases excluded due
to missing values, we also conducted a CFA of Model 1 and 2 in the complete dataset—
including all cases with missing values in either CPS-6 or CMQ—using Full Information
Maximum Likelihood Method (FIML). The analysis showed only small differences com-
pared to the aforementioned results. The results can be found in Table 7 in the appendix.
These findings indicate that the reported CFA results are robust with respect to the
handling of missing data, as substantively equivalent model fit and parameter estimates
were obtained when missing values were addressed using full information maximum
likelihood estimation.

Multi Group Confirmatory Factor Analysis

To assess measurement invariance across the three countries of the DACH-region,
multi-group confirmatory factor analysis with a model consisting only of CPS-6 as a
factor using the robust maximum likelihood estimator (MLR) was used with increasingly
restrictive models: first, configural invariance was analyzed to ensure adequate fit in

all three samples. Second, loadings were restricted to be equal across groups (metric
invariance). Third, intercepts were restricted to be equal across groups as well (scalar
invariance) and deterioration of model fit was observed for each step. Fourth, item
residuals were restricted to be equal across groups (strict invariance).

Although the scaled chi-squared difference tests were significant at all levels of
measurement invariance, the changes in fit indices did not exceed the beforementioned
recommended cut-off criteria proposed by Chen (2007). Thus, metric, scalar, and strict
measurement invariance can be assumed across all three countries.

After establishing measurement invariance, latent mean comparisons were conducted
by constraining factor means across groups. Constraining latent means did not meaning-
fully reduce model fit, indicating no substantial evidence for cross-national latent mean
differences. These results indicate that the CPS-6 allows for meaningful cross-national
comparisons and that levels of conspiracy practice are comparable across the three
German-speaking countries. An overview of model fits can be found in Table 2.
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Table 2

Tests for Measurement Invariance and Latent Mean Comparisons

Invariance Model X' (df) AX(AdS) P CFI ACFI RMSEA ARMSEA
Configural 128.760 (27) .000 0.977 0.078

Metric 151.903 (37) 23.143 (10) .000 0.974 0.003 0.070 0.008
Scalar 183.619 (47) 31.716 (10) .000 0.974 0.000 0.064 0.006
Strict 217.611 (59) 33.992 (12) .000 0.967 0.007 0.064 0.000
Latent Mean Model 189.046 (49) .000 0.973 0.063

Note. df = degrees of freedom; CFI = comparative-fit-index; RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approxima-
tion. The latent mean model is based on scalar invariance and is not part of the hierarchical measurement
invariance sequence.

Convergent Validity

As shown in Table 3, Spearman’s rank-order correlations indicated significant positive
associations between the CPS-6 and all related constructs, thus confirming our initial
assumption. The strongest correlations were observed regarding belief in specific con-
spiracy theories, conspiracy mentality, and right-wing extremism. Moderate correlations
were found with authoritarianism, and two of its subdimensions: aggression and con-
ventionalism. In contrast, only a weak correlation was observed for the submission
subdimension (all indicators can be found in Table 3). All correlations were statistically
significant, p < .001. Confidence intervals (CI) were derived via bootstrapping with

5,000 resamples. Overall, our theoretical expectations were met by our empirical model:
While it is conceptually related to adjacent constructs, the scale measures a construct
distinct from classical authoritarian attitudes, conspiracy mentality and beliefs in specific
conspiracy theories.

Table 3

Convergent Validity of CPS-6 Using Spearman’s Rank Correlation

Variable T Cl n

Conspiracy mentality 0.65 [0.64, 0.67] 6,460
Belief in specific conspiracy theories 0.73 [0.72, 0.74] 5,426
Authoritarianism 0.38 [0.35, 0.40] 5,781
Authoritarian aggression 0.31 [0.29, 0.34] 6,066
Authoritarian submission 0.25 [0.22, 0.27] 6,202
Conventionalism 0.34 [0.31, 0.36] 6,241
Right-wing extremism 0.61 [0.59, 0.63] 5,540

Note. r; = Spearman's rank correlation coefficient; CI = 95% bootstrap confidence interval; n = sample size.
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Discussion and Limitations

The present study introduced and validated the novel Conspiracy Practice Scale (CPS-6)
as a brief instrument to assess ‘doing conspiracy theory‘. We understand CPS-6 as an
additional, insightful tool in the study of conspiracy theories, focusing on what people do
rather than what they believe in.

Our findings provide promising evidence for the reliability, structural validity, and
applicability of the scale across the three German-speaking countries. First, exploratory
factor analysis supported the expected one-factor structure of the CPS-6, with all items
demonstrating substantial and statistically significant factor loadings. Notably, CPS-6
emerged as a distinct factor that is empirically separable from the Conspiracy Mentality
Questionnaire (CMQ), indicating that the instrument captures participation in conspiracy
practices rather than susceptibility to conspiracy beliefs. This provides strong support for
the structural validity of the scale and initial evidence for its construct validity. Second,
CPS-6 exhibited good internal consistency across all three countries. Moreover, metric,
scalar, and strict measurement invariance across countries was supported, and latent
mean comparisons indicated comparable levels across groups. These findings suggest
that the CPS-6 allows for meaningful cross-national comparisons and that similar levels
of conspiracy practice can be observed across the three German-speaking countries.
Third, convergent validity was demonstrated by high correlations with conspiracy men-
tality, belief in specific conspiracy theories, and right-wing extremism. Additionally,
moderate associations were observed with authoritarianism and its subdimensions, ex-
cept for authoritarian submission, which showed only a weak correlation. Overall, these
results indicate that conspiracy practice is conceptually as well as empirically related to
adjacent constructs, while still constituting an independent factor.

Despite these strengths, the following limitations must be acknowledged. All CPS-6
items show a floor effect, which may reflect the generally low prevalence of participation
in conspiracy practice in the general population. Although this distribution was to be
expected in the population, the effects of social desirability must also be considered a
contributing factor. What participants actually do does not necessarily coincide with
practices they are willing to admit to in an online survey. While this is the case for
all inquiries of socially divisive topics, items addressing actions rather than attitudes or
beliefs might be affected differently. Thus, further research must put more emphasis on
discerning conspiracy practice from mere claims of ‘doing conspiracy theory’. Further-
more, potential self-selection effects must be factored in, especially since conspiracy
beliefs are associated with mistrust in science (see Steger & Schiitz, 2025).

Moreover, the present study focused exclusively on the CMQ as a comparative meas-
ure; future research should include a broader range of theoretically related constructs
such as the Generic Conspiracist Beliefs Scale” (Brotherton et al., 2013) and scales on
political activism or civic engagement to test convergent validity more thoroughly. This
would also allow us to further empirically explore the general gap between attitudes
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and behavior often assumed in social psychology (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), while
also relating it to the question at hand: i.e. the relationship between doing and beliefs in
conspiracy theories.

Additionally, the current version of the CPS-6 does not allow for differentiation
between various forms of conspiracy practices, such as online versus offline practices.
Future work should aim to further refine the scale by developing subdimensions that
capture the heterogeneity of ‘doing conspiracy theory’. Lastly, CPS-6 should be used to
map the nexus of conspiracy mentality, specific conspiracy beliefs and practices in future
research, e.g., through Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) that allow for examining the
direction of the relationships between the variables.

In summary, the CPS-6 offers a concise and sound instrument to assess conspira-
cy practices. It constitutes an important step toward understanding the relationship
between conspiracy mentality, belief and practices and provides a valuable tool for future
research on the social and political consequences of conspiracy theories. However, our
model should be replicated in other samples to corroborate its validity and applicability.
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