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ABSTRACT

Objectives. Conspiracy theories (CTs) thrive in
times of societal crises, such as the COVID-19
outbreak or the war in Ukraine. This study aims
to explore the CTs related to the COVID-19
pandemic and the Ukraine war.

Sample and settings. Mainly the students of the
University of Pardubice were asked to partici-
pate in the questionnaire survey, other respond-
ents were obtained using the snowball method
(N =1092).

Hypotheses. The author assumes that (1) people
who hold CTs from the COVID-19 pandemic are
more likely to adhere to CTs from the Ukraine
war; (2) supporters of a particular CT tend to be-
lieve mutually contradictory conspirational ex-
planations of the same phenomenon in the case
of both the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the
war in Ukraine; and (3) people not vaccinated
against the COVID-19 express less support for
Ukraine than those who have been vaccinated
against COVID-19.

Statistical analyses. Correlation analysis, Mann-
Whitney test, Confirmatory factor analysis.

INTRODUCTION

Results. All three hypotheses were confirmed:
(1) people who believe the CTs about the COV-
ID-19 pandemic tend to believe also the CTs
about the war in Ukraine; (2) supporters of a
particular CT tend to believe mutually contra-
dictory conspirational explanations of the same
phenomenon; and (3) people not vaccinated
against the COVID-19 are more likely to believe
the CTs not only about the COVID-19 pandemic
but also about the war in Ukraine, and they also
express less support for Ukraine and are more
susceptible to Russian narratives.

Limitations. Sample consists mainly of the
university students; correlational design of the
study.
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Conspiracy theories (CTs) can be defined as “attempts to explain the ultimate causes
of significant social and political events as secret plots by powerful and malicious
groups” (Douglas & Sutton, 2018, p. 256). We can argue whether conspirators are
necessarily “malicious”. If Elvis Presley, for example, faked his death, there are not
necessarily malicious reasons behind it (Clarke, 2002). Similarly, different perspec-
tives on the true influence and power of alleged conspirators are also possible (see
Nera et al., 2021). However, we can certainly agree with the assertion that CTs “tend
to gain momentum during societal crises such as natural disasters, war or pandem-
ics (Bierwiaczonek et al., 2020, pp. 1271-1272; see also van Prooijen & Douglas,
2017). The COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine certainly represent this type
of crises.
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Belief in unrelated CTs

Perhaps the best proven finding concerning CTs is the fact that people who believe
one CT tend to believe also other CTs that are often very different (Dagnall et al.,
2015; Drinkwater et al., 2012; Freeman et al., 2022; Galliford & Furnham, 2017,
Gligori¢ et al., 2021; Goertzel, 1994; Imhoff & Lamberty, 2017; Lewandowsky
et al., 2013a, 2013b; Miller, 2020; Pytlik at al., 2020; Stieger et al., 2013; Swami
et al., 2010, 2011, 2013; Swami & Furnham, 2012; Williams et al., 2022; Wood,
2017). For example, a person who believes that J. F. Kennedy was assassinated by
an organised conspiracy rather than a lone gunman, is also more likely to belie-
ve that the United States Air Force is concealing evidence of alien flying saucer
visits to Earth (Goertzel, 1994). Similarly, those who believe that Moon landings
were faked are more likely to believe that the attacks of September 11, 2001, were
planned and carried out by the U.S. government (Swami et al., 2010). Supporters
of a particular CT may even tend to believe entirely fictitious CTs (Swami et al.,
2011; see also Imhoff & Lamberty, 2017; Oliver & Wood, 2014a)”.

There are usually two types of explanations for this fact (Imhoff et al., 2022; Wil-
liams et al., 2022). According to Goertzel (1994), individual CTs support each other
to construct a so-called “monological belief system”.

“In a monological belief system, each of the beliefs serves as evidence for each of
the other beliefs. The more conspiracies a monological thinker believes in, the more
likely he or she is to believe in any new conspiracy theory which may be proposed”
(Goertzel, 1994, p. 740).

Another explanation may be that there is a latent variable, such as “conspiracy
mentality”, which can be defined as a “general tendency to attribute significant events
to the actions of malevolent actors, without referencing to a specific event™ (MiloSevic¢
Dordevi¢ et al., 2021, p. 144; for a comparison of both models, see Williams et al.,
2022; see also e.g. Frenken & Imbhoff, 2021; Sutton & Douglas, 2020).

One of our goals is to replicate research on correlations between individual CTs
and extend it towards new CTs related to the COVID-19 pandemic and the Ukraine
war. Miller (2020) interprets the specific CTs concerning the COVID-19 pandemic as
the ones forming a monological belief system. However, until the present time, the
CTs regarding the war in Ukraine have not been researched in this way. Unlike most
previous studies, we include also conventional explanations (such as those proposed
by Drinkwater et al., 2012) among the conspiracy explanations.

Mutually contradictory conspirational explanations

A less expected finding from the research on CTs is that supporters of a particular CT
tend to hold two mutually contradictory conspirational explanations for the same phe-
nomenon (Lewandowsky et al., 2018; Luki¢ et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2012). Almost
three-quarters of a century ago, Adorno et al. (1950) identified a strong correlation
between mutually incompatible anti-Semitic stereotypes (e.g. Jews are considered
both extremely seclusive and intrusive). In the case of CTs, for example regarding
the official version of Osama bin Laden’s death, a significant correlation was found
between the claim “When the raid took place, Osama bin Laden was already dead*,
and “Osama bin Laden is still alive®. The more likely respondents are to believe that
Osama bin Laden had been long dead when US forces struck his Abbottabad hideout,
the more likely they are to believe that he is still alive (Wood et al., 2012). Wood et
al. (2012) explain it by saying that “the monological nature of conspiracism ... is
driven not by conspiracy theories directly supporting one another but by the coher-
ence of each theory with higher-order beliefs that support the idea of conspiracy in
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general” (p. 771), i.e. official representatives are engaged in deceiving the public and
conventional explanations are incorrect. Irwin et al. (2015) proposed a link between
believing CTs and the tendencies towards doublethink. Luki¢ et al. (2019) contacted
and interviewed those respondents who held conflicting CTs. They discovered two
strategies that allowed these respondents to bridge the contradictions: “(a) distilling
the crucial content and downplaying other information and (b) treating the contradic-
tory scenarios as possible versions of events® (Luki¢ et al., 2019, p. 94).

Numerous studies dealt with mutually contradicting CTs within the COVID-19
pandemic (Frenken & Imhoff, 2021; Hartman et al., 2021; Imhoff & Lamberty, 2020;
Miller, 2020; Petrovi¢ & Zezelj, 2022), but attention has not yet been paid to conflict-
ing CTs concerning the Ukraine war. Therefore, our next goal is to replicate research
not only on conflicting CTs within the COVID-19 pandemic but also from the war in
Ukraine and to include conventional explanations alongside the conspirational ones
(see similarly Hartman et al., 2021).

Differences between vaccinated and unvaccinated people

Belief in CTs influences the specific attitudes, intentions, and behaviour of people.
CTs from the area of medicine are associated with lower adherence to common health
principles, (Natoli & Marques, 2020; Oliver & Wood, 2014b). In particular, CTs on
HIV/AIDS are connected with more risky behaviour, the neglect of prevention (Bog-
art & Thorburn, 2003, 2005; Bogart et al., 2008, 2011; Hoyt et al., 2012; Ross et
al., 2006) and poorer adherence to AIDS treatment programmes (Bogart et al., 2010,
but cf. Clark et al., 2008), and CTs regarding birth control with lower contraceptive
use (Thorburn & Bogart, 2005). Adherence to anti-vaccine CTs is associated with a
lower willingness of people to have themselves or their children vaccinated (Craciun
& Baban, 2012; Jolley & Douglas, 2014a; Khan & Sahibzada, 2016; Lohiniva et al.,
2014; Setbon & Raude, 2010; Tomljenovic et al., 2020). The supporters of CTs are
more likely to prefer alternative medical treatments over evidence-based medicine
(Lamberty & Imhoff, 2018) and they tend to hold anti-vaccine attitudes (Hornsey et
al., 2018).

Believing in CTs with the involvement of government is associated with a reduced
willingness to participate in elections. Besides, CTs related to climate change are
linked to a lower willingness to reduce the carbon footprint and donate to charity
(Butler et al., 1995; Douglas & Sutton, 2015; Jolley & Douglas, 2014b; van der Lin-
den, 2015; but cf. Wood, 2017 or Mari et al., 2017; see also Ardévol-Abreu et al.,
2020; Imhoft et al., 2021). CTs about a particular population group increase prejudice
against that group but also against other groups (Jolley et al., 2020; see also Bilewicz
et al., 2013). A general tendency towards CTs was associated with the rejection of
scientific conclusions about climate change, vaccination, and genetically modified
types of food (Lewandowsky et al., 2013b), with a higher willingness to engage in
civil disobedience (Imhoff & Bruder, 2014) or illegal actions (Mari et al., 2017) and
tendencies towards everyday crimes (Jolley et al., 2019) and even violence (Jolley &
Paterson, 2020; Rottweiler & Gill, 2020).

People adhering to CTs concerning the COVID-19 pandemic (for review see van
Mulukom et al., 2022) are less likely to follow official recommendations to prevent
the spread of the virus, e.g. hand-washing, limiting contact, etc. (Allington et al.,
2021; Biddlestone et al., 2020; Bierwiaczonek et al., 2020, 2022; Erceg et al., 2022;
Freeman et al., 2022; Imhoff & Lamberty, 2020; Pummerer et al., 2022; Rieger, 2020;
Romer & Jamieson, 2020; Swami & Barron, 2021; Teovanovi¢ et al., 2021; see also
Plohl & Musil, 2021; but cf. Alper et al., 2021). In general, the conspiracy mentality

Vyzkumné studie / 113



is related to a lower willingness to comply with government recommendations and
regulations (Barua et al., 2020; Marinthe et al., 2020; see also Fazio et al., 2021),
higher use of pseudoscientific practices, such as taking large doses of vitamin C, chlo-
roquine, eating garlic, etc. (Bertin et al., 2020; Bierwiaczonek et al., 2022; Pummerer
etal., 2022; Teovanovi¢ et al., 2021), and a lower willingness to be vaccinated against
the COVID-19 (Bertin et al., 2020; Bierwiaczonek et al., 2022; Freeman et al., 2022;
Hartman et al., 2021; Romer & Jamieson, 2020; Teovanovic et al., 2021; cf. Yang et
al., 2021).

Douglas (2021) summarises that “conspiracy theories are associated with political
apathy, support for non-normative political action, climate denial, vaccine refusal,
prejudice, crime, violence, disengagement in the workplace, and reluctance to adhere
to COVID-19 recommendations” (p. 1).

If adherence to CTs about the COVID-19 pandemic leads to a lower willingness to
get vaccinated against COVID-19 we would expect a higher number of people advo-
cating CTs about the COVID-19 pandemic among the unvaccinated than among the
vaccinated. If believing in one CT leads to a belief in another CT, though unrelated,
we might expect more unvaccinated people to also believe the CTs regarding the
Ukraine war. And, if believing in a CT influences people’s opinions and attitudes, we
can expect that those not vaccinated against COVID-19 will therefore have a different
perspective on the Ukraine war than the vaccinated ones (see EKOS Politics, 2022;
LaFleche, 2022). Therefore, our third aim is to find out if there is a difference between
the views on the war in Ukraine between vaccinated and unvaccinated people.

METHOD
Aims and hypotheses

As mentioned above, one of the best evidence-based facts about CTs is that supporters
of one CT also tend to believe other completely unrelated CTs. Therefore, our interest
was to find out if this finding is valid also in the case of relatively recent phenomena,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine. We assume that respondents
who hold CTs from the COVID-19 pandemic are more likely to adhere to CTs from
the Ukraine war (H1).

In order to test this hypothesis, one section of the questionnaire focused on the
respondents’ views on conspiracy claims about the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g. “The
COVID-19 disease is a hoax”) and another section contained conspiracy claims about
the war in Ukraine (e.g. “The footage from the town of Bucha with dead civilians is a
provocation with actors or mannequins.”).

The second hypothesis concerns conflicting CTs. We assume that respondents will
hold mutually contradictory CTs in the case of both the COVID-19 pandemic (H2a)
as well as the war in Ukraine (H2b). To test this hypothesis, items with contradictory
statements were included in both questionnaire sections.

Although the exact mechanism of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus origin is still un-
known, most experts agree on its natural origin (Calisher et al., 2021; Lewandowsky
et al., 2023; World Health Organisation, 2021). Apart from this type of conventional
explanation, there exists a popular “lab-leak hypothesis”, i.e. the hypothesis that this
coronavirus was man-made and it accidentally escaped from the laboratory (Maxmen
& Mallapaty, 2021)", or even that it was not only man-made but also deliberately re-
leased. These three mutually contradictory explanations concerning the origin of the

! One of the anonymous reviewers leans more towards a narrower conception of the term of CT, in
which this hypothesis does not belong to conspiracy explanations.
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coronavirus were included in the questionnaire as single items, together with the state-
ment “COVID-19 disease is a hoax”, which is also to a certain extent contradictory to
the claims about the origin of the coronavirus.

When the first images of murdered civilians in the Ukrainian town of Bucha ap-
peared on April 1%, 2022, apart from the conventional explanation (i.e. that the civil-
ians were murdered by members of the Russian army, which had occupied the town
until then), also conspirational explanations of these images were raised in Russian
official sources (and on other platforms). These explanations claimed that the footage
does not show corpses, but it is simply a staged spectacle (Ministry of Defence of the
Russian Federation, 2022; VGTRK, 2022), the civilians were killed by the members
of the Ukrainian army (Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation, 2022), and
A. Lukashenko, the President of Belarus, came up with the claim that there is evi-
dence about “psychological special operation in Bucha® carried out by the agents of
the British Secret Intelligence Service (TASS, 2022; Wilkie, 2022). Based on these
claims, four mutually contradictory items were formulated in the questionnaire.

Luki¢ et al. (2019) distinguish between necessarily mutually exclusive CTs (which
cannot be simultaneously true) and probably mutually exclusive CTs (which can be
in theory simultaneously true, but it is very unlikely) and found a positive correlation
only between the probably mutually exclusive CTs. From this perspective, the con-
spirational explanations for the origin of the coronavirus included in our research can
be regarded as the probably mutually exclusive ones. Although it is unlikely that the
coronavirus accidentally escaped from a laboratory while being deliberately released,
it is possible. In the case of the conspiracy claim “COVID-19 disease is a hoax”
combined with the explanations of the origin of the coronavirus, it depends on the
respondent’s understanding of the issue. The SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus might have
been man-made and somehow escaped from a laboratory (either accidentally or on
purpose) and simultaneously, the COVID-19 disease caused by this virus may be a
hoax. Nevertheless, according to our experience, numerous people confuse these two
terms and consider the virus and the disease to be the same. For such respondents,
claims that COVID-19 disease is a hoax and that the coronavirus is man-made are the
necessarily mutually exclusive CTs. The conspirational explanations of the events in
the town of Bucha can be categorised as the probably mutually exclusive CTs. For
example, it is possible — though not really probable — that the footage from Bucha
with dead civilians is a provocation with actors or mannequins and simultaneously,
the civilians in Bucha were slaughtered by Ukrainian soldiers.

The last hypothesis is based on findings from a Canadian survey that people not
vaccinated against COVID-19 are less supportive of Ukraine in the Ukrainian war and
more susceptible to Russian narratives than those who are vaccinated (EKOS Politics,
2022; LaFleche, 2022). We assume that unvaccinated respondents in the Czech Re-
public will also express less support for Ukraine than those who have been vaccinated
against COVID-19 (H3). In order to test this hypothesis, the questionnaire focused
both on the respondents’ vaccination status as well as their opinions on the war in
Ukraine (e.g. “The attack of Russian Federation on Ukraine was legitimate, owing to
the situation in Ukraine or a wider geopolitical situation.”) and on what democratic
countries should do (e.g. “Stricter economic and political sanctions against Russia.”).

Participants

The choice of respondents was carried out through an online questionnaire using
CAWI (Computer Assisted Web Interviewing). Primarily, the students of the Univer-
sity of Pardubice were approached via the student email. Students were also asked to
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approach their friends and acquaintances with a request to fill in the questionnaire,
thus additional respondents were obtained using the snowball method. The survey
was carried out from May 4, 2022 until June 21, 2022. The online questionnaire was
opened by 1412 respondents and its both parts were completed by 1094 participants.
Two questionnaires, where the respondents marked an age below 15 years, were re-
moved from the survey (their exclusion had no influence on the research results).
Thus, the final sample size is N = 1092 (55.95% female, 42.95% male, 1.1% did not
state their gender). The age of respondents ranges from 17 to 88 years (M = 26.21,
SD =10.18, 12 respondents did not state their age). Out of the respondents who stat-
ed their education (11 did not mark their education), 0.3% have primary education,
61.8% have secondary education, and 37.9% have university education. Assuming the
significance level a. = .01, this size of sample provides 80 % power to detect an effect
of Cohen’s d = 0.2 and correlation of » = .1 or larger.

This research was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of
Arts and Philosophy, University of Pardubice. The questionnaire was administered in
the Czech language, it was anonymous and completely voluntary, and each participant
was allowed to withdraw from its completion at any moment.

Measures

Data collection was carried out using a questionnaire consisting of three sections. The
first section, called “COVID-19 pandemic”, included single item regarding vaccination
status and 8 conspiracy items that contained a five-point Likert Scale (1: completely
agree; 2: rather agree; 3: neither agree nor disagree; 4: rather disagree; 5: completely
disagree; Cronbach’s o = .85). The second section, called “Conflict in Ukraine”, in-
cluded one multi-choice item (preferred response to the Russian invasion) and another
10 items related to CTs and opinions on the war in Ukraine (the same Likert scale as
the first part of the questionnaire; Cronbach’s o =.90). The third section called “Demo-
graphic questions” aimed to find out the respondents’ gender, age and education.

As expected, the collected data do not show a normal distribution (verified by Sha-
piro-Wilk test), and therefore non-parametric methods (Spearman correlation coef-
ficient, Mann-Whitney test) were used.

RESULTS
Confirmatory factor analysis

We conducted correlated two-factor CFA (F1: COVID-19 items; F2: Ukraine items),
but the model fit was unsatisfactory (CFI = .848, TLI = .825, RMSEA = .106, SRMR
=.094). The improved four-factor model (FC1: CTs about the origin of the SARS-
CoV-2 coronavirus; FC2: other CTs about the COVID-19; FU1: CTs about the events
in the town of Bucha; FU2: opinions on the war in Ukraine) showed much better re-
sults (CFI =.932, TLI = .919, RMSEA = .072, SRMR = .055; factor loadings can be
found in Appendix 1) and was therefore used in further analysis.

Hypothesis 1

The questionnaire section “COVID-19 pandemic” contained 6 items that included
conspirational statements, and the section “Conflict in Ukraine” included 4 statements
of this type. Table 1 shows the correlation coefficients between the two groups of
statements. For comparison, each group in Table 1 includes also an item with a con-
ventional explanation (the grey row and column).

There is a weak to moderate positive correlation between the conspiracy claims, in
all cases statistically significant (p <.001). The conventional explanations in the areas
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Table 1 Spearman correlation coefficients between conspirational questions

Civilians The foot-  Civilians in Civilians in The official
in the town age from the town of the town of media pro-
of Bucha, the town of Bucha were Bucha were vide a sig-
Ukraine, Bucha with slaughtered slaughtered nificantly

were dead civil- by Ukraini- by the distorted
slaughtered iansisa an soldiers. agents of  view of
by Russian  provocation the Brit- events in
soldiers. with actors ish Secret  Ukraine.
or manne- Intelligence
quins. Service.
COVID-19 disease is a
hoax. -348 407 370 355 363
The COVID-19 threat is -329 360 323 286 419
deliberately exaggerated.
SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus,
which causes COVID-19,
arouse naturally without 234 -.251 -.255 -.188 -279
conscious human interven-
tion.
SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus is
a man-made virus that es- -216 236 240 204 284

caped from a laboratory.

SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus
was deliberately created and -.268 301 278 239 343
released by humans.

Multinational and national

institutions and authorities

bias and conceal informa- -.310 328 328 .305 407
tion about the origin of

SARS-CoV-2.

COVID-19 vaccination is
used for chipping/tracking -254 338 .260 285 266
the population.

of the pandemic and the war in Ukraine also show a positive correlation and both
correlate negatively with the conspiracy claims (again, all correlation coefficients are
statistically significant; p <.001).

Table 2 shows the correlation coefficients between the factors with conspirational
items.

Table 2 Spearman correlation coefficients between factors

FU1: CTs about the events in the town of Bucha

FC1: CTs about the origin of the SARS-CoV-2
coronavirus

FC2: other CTs about the COVID-19 453

316

There is a positive correlation between the factors containing COVID-19 CTs and
the factor containing unrelated CTs about the war in Ukraine (both correlations are
significant; p <.001).
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Hypothesis 2

The section “COVID-19 pandemic” contained three statements dealing with the ori-
gin of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus that are in a mutual conflict (two of them being
conspirational, one conventional). To a certain extent, also the claim “COVID-19 dis-
ease is a hoax™ is contradictory to the claims about the origin of the coronavirus. In
Table 3, there is a correlation matrix for these mutually conflicting claims.

Table 3 Spearman correlation coefficients for conflicting conspiracy claims in the section
“COVID-19 pandemic”

SARS-CoV-2
CO- coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2 SARS-CoV-2
VID-19  which causes  coronavirus is coronavirus
disease is COVID-19, a man-made was deliber-
a hoax. arouse naturally virus that ately created
without con- escaped from  and released
scious human  alaboratory. by humans.
intervention.
COVID-19 disease is a hoax. .
SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, which
causes COVID-19, arouse natu- -312 1
rally without conscious human ’
intervention.
SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus is a
man-made virus that escaped from 292 -.698 1
a laboratory.
SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus was
deliberately created and released 357 -.558 .691 1
by humans.

There is a moderate to strong positive correlation between the conspiracy claims,
and the conventional explanation for the origin of the coronavirus (the grey column
and row in Table 3) correlates with them negatively. In all cases, the correlation is
significant (p <.001).

The section “Conflict in Ukraine” contained four questions that included state-
ments related to the massacre in Bucha. Three statements are conspirational, one is
conventional. Table 4 shows the correlation matrix.

There is a strong positive correlation between conspiracy claims. Again, the con-
ventional claim correlates with them negatively (correlation coefficients are statisti-
cally significant, p <.001).

We also focused on the respondents who selected the “completely agree” option
for any of these statements. Our aim was to find out in how many cases the particular
answer was combined with the “completely agree” option for any other contradic-
tory claim. Table 5 and Table 6 show the numbers and percentages of cases when the
respondent selected the “completely agree” option for a given statement and the num-
bers and percentages when there was a conflict with the “completely agree” option for
a contradictory statement.

Most respondents (ranging from 54.69% to 76.92%) who completely agree with a
particular conspiracy statement also completely agree with another claim that is to a
certain extent incompatible. In the case of conventional claims, a similar conflict is
committed only by a small percentage of respondents (6.76% and 1.91%).
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Table 4 Spearman correlation coefficients of contradictory conspiracy claims in the section
“Conflict in Ukraine”

Civilians in the
town of Bucha
were slaugh-
tered by the

e The footage
Civilians in the from the town  Civilians in the

%%zvrgigg Bvlvlec?ea’ of Bucha with  town of Bucha
g dead civilians  were slaugh-

slaughtered by . - . agents of the
: is a provocation tered by Ukrai- o
dRussmn el with actors or  nian soldiers. British Secret
1ers. mannequins Intelligence
quins. Service.
Civilians in the town of Bu-
cha, Ukraine, were slaugh- 1
tered by Russian soldiers.
The footage from the town
of Bucha with dead civil- 689 1

ians is a provocation with
actors or mannequins.

Civilians in the town of
Bucha were slaughtered by -.780 713 1
Ukrainian soldiers.

Civilians in the town of Bu-

cha were slaughtered by the

agents of the British Secret =393 652 731 !
Intelligence Service.

Table 5 COVID-19 pandemic: Cases when participants “agreed completely” with potentially con-
tradictory statements and occurrence of conflict between them

N Conflict
Yes % No %
COVID-19 disease is a hoax. 14 9 64.29 5 3571
SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, which causes COVID-19,
arouse naturally without conscious human interven- 74 5 6.76 69 93.24

tion.

SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus is a man-made virus that 128 70 54.69 58 4531
escaped from a laboratory.

SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus was deliberately created 90 69 76.67 71 2333
and released by humans.

Table 6 Conflict in Ukraine: Cases when participants “agreed completely” with potentially contra-
dictory statements and occurrence of conflict between them

N Conflict
Yes % No %
Civilians in the town of Bucha, Ukraine, were 470 9 191 461 98.09

slaughtered by Russian soldiers.

The footage from the town of Bucha with dead civil- 13 10 7692 3 23.08
ians is a provocation with actors or mannequins.

Civilians in the town of Bucha were slaughtered by 18 13 7222 5 2778
Ukrainian soldiers. ’ )
Civilians in the town of Bucha were slaughtered by 7 5 7143 5 28.57

the agents of the British Secret Intelligence Service.
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Hypothesis 3

The questionnaire included an item regarding the number of doses of the COVID-19
vaccine the respondent had taken (with the options “1 or 2 doses”, “3 or more doses”
and “no doses”). Thus, respondents could be divided into the categories of the vac-
cinated (928; 84.98%) and unvaccinated (164; 15.02%) against COVID-19 (approxi-
mately 66% of the Czech Republic population was at least partially vaccinated in June
2022; Mathieu et al., 2021).

Table 7 shows the differences between vaccinated and unvaccinated respondents
in the factors of four-factor model. Appendix 2 summarises the differences between
these groups in their opinions on the claims concerning the COVID-19 pandemic, and
Appendix 3 summaries the differences between vaccinated and unvaccinated respond-
ents in their opinions on the claims concerning the war in Ukraine (for higher clarity,
data for unvaccinated respondents are presented in grey rows).

Table 7 Mean, standard deviation and Cohen’s d for four factors

vaccine | M SD D
FC1: CTs about the origin of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus Yes 2.93 2.53 0.65
No 1.23 2.40

FC2: other CTs about the COVID-19 Yes 9.99 1.85 1.21
No 7.71 2.13

FU1: CTs about the events in the town of Bucha Yes 8.91 2.62 0.70
No 7.05 2.94

FU2: opinions on the war in Ukraine Yes 4.74 2.94 0.77

No 2.38 3.70

There are significant differences in all four factors (p < .001). Unvaccinated re-
spondents show a higher agreement with all conspiracy claims including COVID-19
pandemic than the vaccinated ones. More unvaccinated respondents consider the Rus-
sian attack on Ukraine legitimate than the vaccinated ones, and they blame the West-
ern countries and believe that the official media provide a significantly distorted view
of the events in Ukraine. Unlike the vaccinated ones, fewer of them consider sanctions
imposed on Russia to be legitimate and they less believe that Russia commits war
crimes in Ukraine and that the refugees should be aided. They also accept conspira-
tional explanations for the events in Bucha. In all cases, the differences between the
views of the two groups are statistically significant (p <.001).

The questionnaire also included the question “How should democratic countries
respond to the Russian invasion of Ukraine?”, which offered 6 multiple-choice op-
tions (it also included the option “Other” where the respondents could write their
own answer — those who selected this option usually mentioned negotiations about
peace). Figure 1 shows the differences between vaccinated and unvaccinated respond-
ents in relation to various responses of democratic countries to the Russian invasion
of Ukraine.

Unvaccinated respondents are less supportive of sanctions against the Russian Fed-
eration and aid provided to Ukraine than vaccinated respondents (differences between
the two groups are significant in all cases, p <.001).

DISCUSSION

In this study, we confirmed three hypotheses regarding CTs about the COVID-19
pandemic and the war in Ukraine.
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How should democratic countries respond to the
Russian invasion of Ukraine?

Stricter economic and political sanctions | 75.54
against Russia. :] 50.61

Isolation of Russia through suspension of | 64.55

cooperation in culture, sport, science, etc. LT 40.85
\
\

Additional non-military and financial aid to | 63.58

Ukraine. _l 43.90
Additional military aid to Ukraine 1 60.67
(equipment, weapons, military technologies). EEEa 31.10
|
\
Direct military aid (no-fly zone, involvement | 27.16
of armies of other countries). L ] 1280
[
\
\ 7.44
None of the above. 0 ] 2195

i
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 &0

OVaccinated @ Unvaccinated

Figure I Opinions of vaccinated and unvaccinated respondents on the Russian invasion

Hypothesis 1

In agreement with other studies (Dagnall et al., 2015; Drinkwater et al., 2012; Free-
man et al., 2022; Galliford & Furnham, 2017; Gligori¢ et al., 2021; Goertzel, 1994;
Imhoff & Lamberty, 2017; Lewandowsky et al., 2013a, 2013b; Miller, 2020; Pytlik
at al., 2020; Stieger et al., 2013; Swami et al., 2010, 2011, 2013; Swami & Furnham,
2012; Williams et al., 2022; Wood, 2017), our research also shows that people hold-
ing one CT also tend to believe other completely unrelated CTs. This applies even to
relatively new CTs from the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine. Our first
hypothesis (H1) was confirmed.

The strongest correlation (r = .419) occurs between the claims “The COVID-19
threat is deliberately exaggerated” and “The official media provide a significantly
distorted picture of events in Ukraine.” This phenomenon is probably also due to the
fact that although the aforementioned statements concern different CTs, they are to a
certain extent similar as they refer to a distortion of information in the public space.
Similarly, e.g. Dagnall et al. (2015) identified the strongest correlation (» = .61) be-
tween CTs regarding the death of Marilyn Monroe and the death of Princess Diana. In
addition to correlations between individual items, correlations between factors of the
CFA model were also found (see Table 2).

Similarly to conspirational explanations, there exists a positive correlation also be-
tween conventional ones (cf. Drinkwater et al., 2012) although, except for one case,
it is the weakest one in comparison with correlations between conspirational explana-
tions (r, = .234, see Table 1). Thus, the person who holds a conventional explanation
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in one area tends to adhere to a conventional explanation also in another domain.
The question is whether it is owing to the fact that also conventional explanations
represent a monological belief system or because of the existence of a latent vari-
able of “conventional mentality” (cf. Hagen, 2018). Another potential cause is that
conventional explanations are mostly supported by much stronger evidence, and they
usually have a much higher a priori probability (e.g. CT assumes a certain number of
conspirators who have to not only carry out the conspiracy but also keep it secret — see
Grimes, 2016; see also Wagner-Egger et al., 2019), and therefore, it is not surprising
that they occur together. But the correlation in this case is only weak, so it needs to be
interpreted with caution.

Hypothesis 2

As for the mutually conflicting conspirational explanations, a significant correlation
was identified both between conspirational explanations of the origin of SARS-CoV-2
as well as the ones regarding the events in the Ukrainian town of Bucha. This finding
is in accordance with other research studies (Frenken & Imhoff, 2021; Hartman et
al., 2021; Imhoff & Lamberty, 2020; Lewandowsky et al., 2018; Luki¢ et al., 2019;
Mlller 2020 Petrovi¢ & Zezelj, 2022; Wood et al., 2012). Respondents who adhere to
a specific conspirational explanation of a partlcular phenomenon tend to adhere also
to an inconsistent conspirational explanation of the same phenomenon. Both variants
of the second hypothesis (H2a and H2b) were confirmed. In contrast, conventional
explanations are negatively correlated with all conspirational explanations.

Luki¢ et al. (2019) found a positive correlation only between the probably mutu-
ally exclusive CTs. They found no or even a negative correlation between necessarily
mutually exclusive CTs. We found a strong correlation between probably mutually
exclusive claims (# = .691 in Table 3 and from » = .652 to r = .731 in Table 4), but
also a positive correlation between claims that can be considered necessarily mutu-
ally exclusive. However, this correlation is much weaker than in the case of probably
mutually exclusive claims (7, = .292 and r, = .357; see Table 3).

Studies such as Wood et al. (2012) are ‘sometimes criticised owing to the fact that
the correlation between the “degree of agreement” of the contradictory claims not
necessarily means that a particular person believes two conflicting propositions. A
respondent may assume that the conventional explanation (such as the one about the
natural origin of the coronavirus) is false, and may consider two mutually contradic-
tory explanations (such as the ones about the coronavirus being man-made and ac-
cidentally escaping from the laboratory, or being deliberately released) to be equally
plausible explanations of the origin of the coronavirus (Basham, 2017; Hagen, 2018).

In our study, the options “completely agree/disagree” and “rather agree/disagree”
on a Likert scale were used in order to distinguish strong beliefs from suspicions.
Therefore, in our analysis, we were able to focus on the respondents who completely
agree with the particular statement and find out whether they also completely agree
with another claim that is incompatible with it. Between half and three-quarters of
the respondents who completely agree with one of the conspirational explanations
(54.69% to 76.92%) also completely agree with another explanation, though a contra-
dictory one (see Table 5 and 6). It should be pointed out that in the case of the events in
the Ukrainian town Bucha, this type of occurrence concerns only several individuals
(i.e. very few respondents completely agree with any of the conspiratory explana-
tions), but in the case of the origin of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, there are dozens
of such respondents. Hagen (2018) mentions that the study Wood et al. (2012, p. 307)
“did not document individuals who simultaneously believed two mutually exclusive
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scenarios (though it would not be too surprising to find some isolated occurrences).”
However, our study appears to have documented the existence of such individuals.
Furthermore, these individuals constitute a majority among the convinced supporters
of CTs.

Hypothesis 3

As expected, unvaccinated respondents adhere to CTs concerning the COVID-19 pan-
demic to a larger extent than the vaccinated ones. Unlike the other research studies
that have identified a relationship between the COVID-19 related CTs and the inten-
tion to get vaccinated (Bertin et al., 2020; Bierwiaczonek et al., 2022; Freeman et al.,
2022; Hartman et al., 2021; Romer & Jamieson, 2020; Teovanovic et al., 2021), our
research found out an association between the COVID-19 related CTs and the fact
whether the respondent really was or was not vaccinated (intentions may not neces-
sarily result in behaviour — see Sheeran, 2002; Sheeran & Webb, 2016). The biggest
difference between the vaccinated and unvaccinated respondents occurred in the case
of items “The COVID-19 vaccines were developed at such a rapid pace that there
was insufficient testing of their safety,” and “The COVID-19 threat is deliberately
exaggerated” (effect size 1.38 and 1.16; see Appendix 2). It might be assumed that
if some people believe that the safety of the COVID-19 vaccine was not sufficiently
tested (and therefore, will not consider it to be safe) or that the COVID-19 disease is
not dangerous, they might be rather unwilling to get the COVID-19 vaccine. The link
between CTs and the reluctance to get vaccinated is explained in terms of the respond-
ents’ concerns about vaccine safety and the perceptions of lower disease risk (Romer
& Jamieson, 2020).

As for the war in Ukraine, the views of vaccinated and unvaccinated respondents
differ significantly in all items (See Appendix 3). Unvaccinated respondents more ad-
here to conspirational explanations of the events in the Ukrainian town of Bucha, and
they are more susceptible to Russian narratives (the legitimacy of the Russian attack
on Ukraine, blaming the Western countries for the war; Alyukov, 2022; Brusylovska
& Maksymenko, 2023), and tend to believe that the official media provide a signifi-
cantly distorted view of events in Ukraine. On the contrary, they see to a lesser extent
the sanctions against the Russian Federation as justified, they less believe that Russia
commits war crimes in Ukraine, and they are less willing to help the refugees. Simi-
larly, they less agree with the fact that democratic countries should sanction Russia
and help Ukraine (see Figure 1). This result is in accordance with the finding that peo-
ple with pro-Russian and anti-Western attitudes are more likely to hold CTs regard-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic (Achimescu et al., 2021). A recent survey in the Czech
Republic also revealed that a group of respondents called “Moderate supporters of
conspiracies focusing on COVID-19 agree less with the government’s pro-Ukraine
actions, are less in favor of accepting refugees and are more susceptible to Russian
narratives than the general public (Pika et al., 2023). Thus, the third hypothesis (H3)
was also confirmed.

In comparison with the research conducted in Canada (EKOS Politics, 2022; LaF-
leche, 2022), the differences between vaccinated and unvaccinated respondents are
not so dramatic in the Czech Republic. For example, in the Canadian study, 86% of
vaccinated respondents and only 13% of unvaccinated ones agree with stricter eco-
nomic sanctions against Russia. In our study, the proportion is 76% and 51% in the
Czech Republic. This difference might be partially due to the wording of questions
(in the Canadian study the question was “How should Canada respond to the Russian
invasion of Ukraine?” compared to the question “How should democratic countries

Vyzkumné studie / 123



respond to the Russian invasion of Ukraine?”’), owing to a different distribution of
respondents (respondents with three or more doses vs unvaccinated ones in Canada;
vaccinated vs unvaccinated respondents in the Czech Republic) or various levels of
vaccination coverage within the population (at the time of data collection, 15% of
the Canadian population were unvaccinated compared to 34% in the Czech Repub-
lic, Mathieu et al., 2021; i.e. people with more extreme views may have been left
in a smaller percentage of the unvaccinated population in Canada). Another factor
that might play a role is the direct experience of the Czech society with the Russian
occupation (1968—1989). In February 2022, i.e. immediately after the beginning of
the Russian invasion, 74% of the Czech population expected Russia to attack also
a country other than Ukraine (Dolejsi, 2022). In April 2022, this number dropped to
39% (presumably due to the course of the war and the failures of the Russian invad-
ing army), and 28% of the population believed that Russia would directly attack the
Czech Republic (FOCUS, 2022). Given the historical experience and a feeling of im-
mediate threat, the attitudes towards the war in Ukraine in the Czech Republic may
not be to such a degree associated with the attitudes towards the COVID-19 vaccina-
tion, such as in Canada. However, the possible influence of the historical or cultural
context on the differences in the opinions of the Canadian and Czech populations is
outside the focus of this study.

Limitations and future research

One of the limitations of this study is the research sample. Mainly the students of the
University of Pardubice were asked to participate in the research, other respondents
were obtained via the snowball method. Such a sample is not representative (lower
age, higher education, slightly higher representation of women, higher compliance
with COVID-19 vaccination) and therefore, conclusions need to be formulated with
caution. Another related limitation is the use of an online questionnaire, which does
not allow for the participation of the respondents without an Internet connection (on
the other hand, the data obtained via an online questionnaire do not differ from the
data collected in a traditional way; King et al., 2014). Another limitation is the cor-
relational design of the study, which is incapable of proving causal relationships. For
example, it is possible that a participant decided not to get vaccinated against COV-
ID-19 because he/she believed one of the CTs about the pandemic. However, it is also
possible that the participant decided not to get vaccinated owing to a different reason
and then accepted the CT as a post hoc rationalisation of the vaccination rejection (for
a similar interpretation, see Bierwiaczonek et al., 2022). Nevertheless, we assume
that the possibility of one’s belief in CTs supporting the person’s decision to reject the
vaccination is more likely (in line with previous research: Bertin et al., 2020; Free-
man et al., 2022; Hartman et al., 2021; Romer & Jamieson, 2020; Teovanovi¢ et al.,
2021). We must also note that the correlations we found are mostly moderate, some
even weak. But our results are consistent with other studies as well as our expecta-
tions, so we believe our conclusions are justified. The last limitation might be the fact
that the answers provided by some respondents may not necessarily reflect their real
opinions as they might represent expressive responding (Bullock et al., 2015; Prior
et al., 2015). However, Berinsky (2018) has shown that expressive responding occurs
only in a small extent in questionnaire surveys, in contrast to previous research.
Further research might be aimed at replicating a similar study on a representative
sample of Czech society. It could be possible to focus on the issues of Ukrainian refu-
gees in the Czech Republic. Over 478,000 refugees have fled to the Czech Republic
(as of January 10, 2023; UNHCR, 2023), which is the highest number per capita in
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the European Union (McVicar, 2023). Therefore, it would be interesting to find out
whether the Czech society’s view on the treatment of Ukrainian refugees (aid pro-
vided by the state, respondents’ own engagement in providing aid, etc.) is related to
CTs about the war in Ukraine, to other CTs or to general conspirational thinking (e.g.
Brotherton et al., 2013; Bruder et al., 2013). Another option is the use of an experi-
mental research design to demonstrate causal relationships between variables.

CONCLUSION

In summary, this study shows that people who hold CTs in the area of the COVID-19
pandemic also tend to adhere to CTs regarding the war in Ukraine. Thus, the research
represents one of the existing confirmations of the finding that supporters of a particu-
lar CT also tend to believe other CTs that are completely unrelated. Furthermore, the
research shows that the CTs advocates may to a certain extent hold two mutually con-
tradictory explanations of the same phenomenon, both in the case of the COVID-19
pandemic as well as the war in Ukraine. In this study, the results of previous research
were replicated with a new sample (the population of the Czech Republic) and a new
CT (regarding the war in Ukraine). The last finding is that people not vaccinated
against COVID-19 are more likely to believe the CTs not only about the COVID-19
pandemic but also about the war in Ukraine, they also express less support for Ukraine
in this war and are more susceptible to Russian narratives.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1 Factor loadings for four-factor solution

Factor

FC1: CTs
about the
origin of
the SARS-
CoV-2

coronavirus

FC2: other FUI: CTs
CTs about about the
the CO- events in
VID-19 the town
of Bucha

FU2: opin-
ions on
the war in
Ukraine

SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, which causes CO-
VID-19, arouse naturally without conscious
human intervention.

SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus is a man-made
virus that escaped from a laboratory.

SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus was deliberately
created and released by humans.

COVID-19 disease is a hoax.

The COVID-19 threat is deliberately exag-
gerated.

COVID-19 vaccination is used for chipping/
tracking the population.

Multinational and national institutions and
authorities bias and conceal information about
the origin of SARS-CoV-2.

Civilians in the town of Bucha, Ukraine, were
slaughtered by Russian soldiers.

The footage from the town of Bucha with
dead civilians is a provocation with actors or
mannequins.

Civilians in the town of Bucha were slaugh-
tered by Ukrainian soldiers.

Civilians in the town of Bucha were slaugh-
tered by the agents of the British Secret Intel-
ligence Service.

The attack of the Russian Federation on
Ukraine was legitimate, owing to the situation
in Ukraine or a wider geopolitical situation.
The USA, NATO or Western countries bear a
huge part of the blame for the war in Ukraine.
The sanctions imposed on the Russian Fed-
eration because of the war in Ukraine are
legitimate.

Russia is committing war crimes in Ukraine.

Refugees from Ukraine must be aided, even if
it requires significant expenditure from public
budgets.

The official media provide a significantly
distorted view of events in Ukraine.

817

-.890

-.790

.653
.662

501

739

.870

=791

-.885

-.739

742

.664

-.694
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-.613
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Appendix 2 Mean, standard deviation, Cohen’s d and agreement/disagreement with statements

vaccine M SD D Agree | Does not know | Disagree

COVID-19 disease is

a hoax Yes 463 | 0.79 | 0.81 3.13% 6.90% 89.98%
No 395 | 1.17 15.85% 14.63% 69.51%
The COVID-19
threat is deliberately Yes 349 | 1.16 | 1.16 | 24.03% 19.18% 56.79%
exaggerated.
No 2.15 | 1.14 65.24% 19.51% 15.24%
SARS-CoV-2
coronavirus, which
causes COVID-19, | yoo | 390 | 1.00 | -0.61 | 2834%|  37.18% | 34.48%
arouse naturally
without conscious
human intervention.
No 3.77 | 1.01 9.15% 29.88% 60.98%
SARS-CoV-2
coronavirus is a
man-made virus that Yes 3.07 | 1.16 | 0.53 31.68% 32.76% 35.56%
escaped from a labo-
ratory.
No 246 | 1.11 53.66% 30.49% 15.85%

SARS-CoV-2 coro-

navirus was delib- Yes | 347 | 1.17 | 0.60 | 20.04% 2920% | 50.75%
erately created and

released by humans.

No 2.77 | 1.13 37.20% 36.59% 26.22%

Multinational and
national institutions
and authorities bias |y | 307 | 118 | 076 | 35.13% 25.54% | 39.33%
and conceal informa-
tion about the origin
of SARS-CoV-2.

No 220 | 1.02 63.41% 23.17% 13.41%

The COVID-19 vac-
cines were developed

atsucharapidpace | voo | 337 | 125 | 138 | 29.53% 17.03% 53.45%
that there was insuf-

ficient testing of their

safety.

No 1.66 | 0.89 87.20% 7.93% 4.88%
CO\{ID-19 vaccin_a-
tion is used for chip- | oo | 475 | 069 | 076 | 226% 3.77% | 93.97%
ping/tracking the
population.

No 4.16 1.14 8.5 % 17.07% 74.39%

Note 1: 5-point Likert scale used: 1 completely agree; 2 rather agree; 3 neither agree nor disagree;
4 rather disagree; 5 completely disagree

Note 2: Agree = completely + rather agree; Does not know = neither agree nor disagree; Disagree =
= completely + rather disagree
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Appendix 3 Mean, standard deviation, Cohen’s d and agreement/disagreement with statements

vaccine M SD D Agree DEEZVI:IOt Disagree
The attack of the Russian Yes 456  0.90 5.17% 6.79%  88.04%
Federation on Ukraine was
legitimate, owing to th 0.59
simation i UKIene of a No 400 122 1341%  1585%  70.73%
wider geopolitical situation.
The USA, NATO or West- Yes 403 1.14 11.75% 15.73%  72.52%
ern countries bear a huge 058
part of the blame for the war ~ No 335 128 25.61%  28.05%  46.34%
in Ukraine.
The sanctions imposed on Yes 1.55  0.96 87.93% 5.60% 6.47%
the Russian Federation be- 2039
cause of the war in Ukraine ~ No 194 114 73.17%  15.85%  10.98%
are legitimate.
Civilians in the town of Bu- Yes 1.88 0.96 70.47% 26.29% 3.23%
ha, Ukraine, laugh- -0.54
) by i oo, No 241 101 4756%  44.51%  7.93%
The killing of civilians in Yes 1.36  0.75 88.79% 9.81% 1.40%
the t f Bucha i -0.
the lownof Buchaisawar o166 092 O 7a30%  2378%  1.83%
The footage from the town Yes 435 090 2.91% 18.10%  78.99%
of Bucha with dead civilians 071
is a provocation with actors ~ No ~ 3.70 1.08 9.76%  39.02%  51.22%
or mannequins.
Civilians in the town of Yes 427 0095 2.80% 23.17%  74.03%
Buch laughtered b 0.60
Uktaintan soldioss 0% No  3.69  1.06 6.10%  45.12%  48.78%
Civilians in the town of Bu- Yes 450 0.83 0.86% 18.32%  80.82%
cha were slaughtered by the 057
agents of the British Secret No 401 1.04 244%  4024%  57.32%
Intelligence Service.
Russia is committing war Yes 1.33  0.73 0.60 92.35% 5.50% 2.16%
crimes in Ukraine. No 181 109 76.83% 15.24% 7.93%
Refugees from Ukraine Yes 2.16  1.09 69.94% 16.38%  13.69%
must be ai_de(_i, even if it ) 0.56
requires significant expendi- ~ No 277 1.12 ’ 46.34% 23.78%  29.88%
ture from public budgets.
The official media providea  Yes 319 1.14 27.80% 29.42%  42.78%
ignificantly distorted vi 0.66
oEoverts it Ukramne. " No 244 117 5427%  2439%  21.34%

Note 1: 5-point Likert scale used: 1 completely agree; 2 rather agree; 3 neither agree nor disagree;
4 rather disagree; 5 completely disagree

Note 2: Agree = completely + rather agree; Does not know = neither agree nor disagree; Disagree =
= completely + rather disagree
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