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Abstract. Conspiracy theories about climate change and climate policies are deliber-
ately spread, mainly by right-wing actors. Such narratives can limit societies” ability to
address climate change. But what exactly are the consequences of believing in climate-
related conspiracy theories and who is susceptible to believe them? Political ideology is
known to shape citizens’ views on climate-related topics, yet another worldview might
be relevant. Recent empirical work suggests that the so-called conspiracist worldview
(i.e., the assumption that societal events are the result of secret plots by malevolent
and powerful groups) can be a strong determinant of climate-related conspiracy beliefs
and behavior. The current article reviews this work and provides a theoretical frame-
work for studying the link between conspiracy beliefs and climate-related behavior. In
many cases, the conspiracist worldview appears to be more influential than political
ideology in predicting climate-related beliefs and behavior. At the same time, the cur-
rent review doubts that conspiracy beliefs per se are an obstacle to sustainability. Dis-
entangling effects of different worldviews and differentiating between types of conspir-
acy beliefs can provide a more nuanced view. This approach could inform the design
of future studies and help address the challenges that misinformation and conspiracy
theories pose for communicators and institutions who aim to bring about the sustain-
ability transformation.

Keywords: conspiracist worldview, conspiracy beliefs, climate-friendly behavior, poli-
tical ideology, misinformation.

1. INTRODUCTION

Human-made climate change poses a significant threat to human exist-
ence on Earth, including negative impacts on physical and mental health,
water and food supply as well as damages to infrastructure (IPCC 2023).
Despite an overwhelming scientific consensus about human-made climate
change (Cook et al. 2016; Myers et al. 2021), it remains a contentious topic in
the public and political debate. Survey data and social media analyses point
to growing ideological polarization about climate change and climate solu-
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tions (Bayes & Druckman 2021; Falkenberg et al. 2022).
While this trend might be more pronounced in certain
contexts (e.g., US politics), it has been noted that right-
wing political actors across the globe fuel this polariza-
tion by spreading climate contrarian claims (Falkenberg
et al. 2022; Lewandowsky 2021). Such organized disin-
formation campaigns shape public opinions about cli-
mate change (Chater & Loewenstein 2023; Oreskes &
Conway 2010). According to a YouGov survey conducted
in 2020, the statement that “the idea of man-made global
warming is a hoax that was invented to deceive people”
was rated as “probably true” or “definitely true” by, for
instance, 27% of respondents in the US, 16% in Ger-
many, and 14% in Italy (Ibbetson 2021). Yet, a shift has
been observed recently in that these contrarian claims
increasingly target climate solutions rather than cli-
mate change as such (Coan et al. 2021) - a development
that scholars have coined “new denial” (Nicolosi et al.
2025). Understanding when and why people adopt such
claims and refrain from acting in climate-friendly ways
is important to identify and overcome potential barriers
to sustainability.

Research has so far largely focused on right-wing
political ideology as core psychological determinant of
climate change denial and opposition to climate policy.
The current article sheds light on another ideology that
has yet received (too) little scholarly attention in the
context of the sustainability transformation: the con-
spiracist worldview. People who endorse this worldview
“believe that it is commonplace for networks of people
with malevolent intentions to exact elaborate hoaxes on
the public and to do so in near-perfect secrecy” (Horn-
sey 2020: 586). The current article reviews the emerg-
ing body of empirical work on the relationships between
conspiracist worldview, belief in conspiracy theories and
misinformation, and climate-related behaviors. There-
by, it aims to improve our understanding of the rela-
tive importance of conspiracist worldview and political
ideology in the climate domain and to provide a more
nuanced view on whether conspiracy beliefs actually
pose an obstacle to sustainability.

1.1 How worldviews shape appraisals of climate change
and climate-related behaviors

When speaking of worldviews in the current article, I
refer to “people’s broad, cognitive orientations towards the
world” (Hornsey 2021: 36). The term worldview is some-
times used interchangeably with the term ideology, which
becomes apparent in definitions of ideology as “a system
of beliefs and values that represent one’s worldview” (van
Bavel & Pereira 2018: 214). This terminological ambigu-
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ity notwithstanding (for a more detailed discussion on the
worldview concept, see Koltko-Rivera 2004), choosing the
term worldview seems adequate for the current purpose,
because it allows to capture and compare a broad array
of general beliefs in the ecological and socio-political
sphere. Given that worldviews determine how we navigate
through the (social) world, it seems reasonable to assume
that they provide a basis for how people appraise climate
change and act in response to it.

In environmental psychology, there is considerable
theorizing and empirical work on the so-called ecologi-
cal worldview, which comprises the general belief that
human activity is potentially harmful to the natural
environment (Dunlap ef al. 2000; Stern 2000). At the
core of political psychology is the examination of the
structure, antecedents and consequences of political
worldviews (or ideologies), which are classically con-
ceived as a unidimensional construct ranging from left
(or liberal/progressive) to right (or conservative), but
more fine-grained approaches focusing on different
aspects or types of political ideologies also exist (Jost
et al. 2009). More recently, yet another worldview has
attracted the attention of psychologists, focusing on the
role of powerful actors in secretly determining the fate
of the world. This worldview has been called conspira-
cist worldview (Hornsey 2020), conspiracist ideation
(Lewandowsky, Gignac & Oberauer 2013) or conspiracy
mentality (Imhoff & Bruder 2014). These worldviews
find expression in people’s more specific beliefs and
behaviors, for instance, in the climate domain.

The ecological worldview is a core component of
one of the most prominent psychological theories that
aim to explain when and why people engage in pro-envi-
ronmental (including climate-friendly) behavior - the
value-belief-norm theory (Stern 2000; Stern et al. 1999).
According to this theory, individuals develop an ecologi-
cal worldview when they endorse a biospheric value ori-
entation (i.e., “values emphasizing the environment and
the biosphere”; de Groot & Steg 2007: 320), which can
be distinguished from orientations towards altruistic or
egoistic values. People with a more pronounced ecologi-
cal worldview are more likely to judge the environmental
consequences of human behavior as severe and acknowl-
edge that humans have the capacity to reduce these con-
sequences (Stern 2000). The value-belief-norm theory
predicts that people act in environmentally-friendly ways
out of a sense of moral obligation. In support of this
prediction, research has shown that individuals who
self-identify as pro-environmental persons feel morally
obliged and, hence, act more environmentally-friendly
(e.g., intend to use green energy or choose sustainable
products; van der Werff ef al. 2013). Moreover, people
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who are generally committed to environmental protec-
tion (i.e., they highly value the goal of protecting the
environment) are more likely to support environmental
policies (Kaiser et al. 2023).

Past research has demonstrated that individuals’
political ideology is an important psychological predic-
tor of how they appraise climate change and climate
policies. In a nutshell, those on the political right tend
to deny the existence of climate change and human con-
tribution to it to a larger extent than those on the politi-
cal left. This is supported by a large-scale meta-analy-
sis of roughly 200 empirical studies across 56 nations
(Hornsey et al. 2016), in which political affiliation (i.e.,
self-reported support for a certain political party) and
political ideology were more strongly related to climate
change denial than demographic variables (e.g., age, gen-
der, income, education). Similar results emerged when
looking more specifically at the personal values associ-
ated with a right-wing political ideology. People who
endorsed the view that businesses should operate freely
without government regulation (i.e., free-market ideol-
ogy), valued independence and self-reliance (i.e., individ-
ualistic values) or embraced existing social status struc-
tures (i.e., hierarchic values) were more likely to deny cli-
mate change. It has been argued that those on the politi-
cal right are more skeptical of climate change and cli-
mate science, because the solutions suggested to fight cli-
mate change (e.g., governmental regulations) are in con-
flict with these personal values (Hornsey 2021; Lewan-
dowsky 2021). Interestingly, ideological factors statisti-
cally contributed more to climate change denial than, for
instance, (objective and subjective) scientific knowledge
or personal experience of extreme whether events (i.e.,
one of the consequences of climate change; Hornsey et
al. 2016). The relationship between right-wing political
ideology and climate change denial has been confirmed
in subsequent multinational studies (Berkebile-Weinberg
et al. 2024; Hornsey et al. 2018). These studies also sug-
gest that denying climate change might be consequen-
tial in terms of individuals’ climate-related behaviors.
In fact, climate change denial was related to lower sup-
port for climate change mitigation policies (e.g., a carbon
tax) and lower intentions to engage in climate-friendly
behaviors (Hornsey et al. 2016). Moreover, a direct con-
nection between a right-wing political ideology and
rejection of climate policy is evident in many studies
(Bergquist et al. 2022; Berkebile-Weinberg et al. 2024).
This relationship becomes even more pronounced, when
individuals’ own political party affiliation is made salient
(Unsworth & Fielding 2014). This suggests that social (or
specifically political) affiliation is an important motive of
engaging in climate policy support or opposition (Ehret

et al. 2018; van Boven & Sherman 2021). In sum, those
on the political right seem to be more likely to oppose
climate policies, because these policies are in conflict
with their personal (e.g., individualistic or hierarchic)
values and because they rely on the cues provided by
their political parties.

1.2 Extending the scope: Conspiracist worldview as anoth-
er dimension of political attitudes

Drawing on findings from the US, scholars have
argued that political ideology (on a left-right dimen-
sion) is not the only relevant worldview to explain how
citizens look at politics (Uscinski et al. 2021). In fact,
they propose an additional (presumably independent)
“anti-establishment” dimension that contains populist,
conspiracist, and Manichean worldviews. Individuals
who score high on this dimension dislike “elites”, favor
narratives that distinguish between “us” (i.e., “the good
people”) and “them” (i.e., “the evil elites”) and have a
strong aversion against the existing political order. Nota-
bly, an anti-establishment orientation can be found both
on the political left and right (Uscinski et al. 2021). This
parallels the theorizing in research on conspiracy beliefs,
where a conspiracist worldview has been conceptualized
as a generalized political attitude next to traditional (i.e.,
left-right) political ideologies — one that is characterized
by strong prejudice against powerful groups (Imhoft &
Bruder 2014). Indeed, large multinational studies on the
empirical relationship between conspiracist worldview
and political ideology suggest that those at the political
extremes (either left or right) are more likely to endorse
a conspiracist worldview compared to political moder-
ates (Enders et al. 2023; Imhoff, Zimmer, et al. 2022).
This research highlights that conspiracist worldview and
political ideology are distinct constructs that might have
differential effects in the climate domain.

In the psychological literature, conspiracy theories
are usually defined as explanations of important events
based on the assumption of secret plans forged by pow-
erful groups to serve their own benefit or to harm the
public (Douglas et al. 2017; Sassenberg et al. 2023). Con-
spiracy belief then is the extent to which one personally
thinks that such an explanation is true, for instance that
“climate change is a hoax invented to deceive the pub-
lic”. Inspired by the observation that believing in one
conspiracy theory is often related to believing in other
(unrelated) conspiracy theories, scholars proposed the
concept of a conspiracist worldview. This worldview
is thought of as a relatively stable person characteristic
that is endorsed to a lesser or stronger degree by differ-
ent individuals and that shapes how they appraise soci-
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etal events. Individuals with a more pronounced con-
spiracist worldview have a stronger tendency to see (any)
societal events as the result of secret arrangements by
powerful actors with mean intentions and accordingly
are more likely to believe in (any) specific conspiracy
theory (Imhoff, Bertlich & Frenken 2022). Accordingly,
the term conspiracy belief comprises both the general
tendency to belief conspiracy theories (i.e., conspiracist
worldview) and the belief in specific conspiracy theories
(e.g., about climate change). Despite growing interest in
the topic (Douglas & Sutton 2015; Tam & Chan 2023;
Uscinski et al. 2017; van Prooijen et al. 2025), the psy-
chological literature is only about to understand which
role conspiracy beliefs and particularly a conspiracist
worldview play in shaping individuals’ appraisals of cli-
mate change and climate-related behaviors.

The following section reviews the literature on the
relationships between conspiracist worldview, specific
(conspiracy) beliefs in the climate domain and climate-
related behaviors. Notably, the focus of this review is on
climate change rather than environmental issues more
broadly. This is mostly due to the lack of empirical stud-
ies linking conspiracy belief with environmental topics
other than climate change (e.g., biodiversity loss, pol-
lution). Although individuals’ attitudes and behaviors
towards climate change and other environmental issues
are often highly correlated and reflect the same underly-
ing motivation (Kaiser 2021), it cannot be ruled out that
the effects of conspiracy beliefs might vary depending
on the specific issue. In line with the psychological lit-
erature (Stern 2000; Stern et al. 1999), I use a broad con-
ceptualization of climate-related behavior that includes
private-sphere behaviors (e.g., private energy consump-
tion, transportation behavior), public-sphere behaviors
(e.g., expressing support for climate policies), and cli-
mate activism (e.g., protesting for stricter political regu-
lations). Adding to this conceptualization, the current
review treats activism that is directed against the imple-
mentation of climate policies as a separate category that
has so far not been considered in the broader literature.
Going beyond previous reviews, different types of specif-
ic conspiracy beliefs are distinguished - including those
referring to climate change itself or climate policies, but
also belief in conspiracy theories that allege political cli-
mate inaction (and are thus “climate-friendly” in nature).
According to the conceptual model depicted in Fig. 1,
these specific conspiracy beliefs act as a link between
the general conspiracist worldview and climate-related
behaviors. In the case of available evidence, effects of
conspiracist worldview are compared to those of political
ideology and other worldviews.

Kevin Winter

2. CONSPIRACY BELIEFS AS AN OBSTACLE TO
THE SUSTAINABILITY TRANSFORMATION?

Most research has focused on belief in misinforma-
tion and conspiracy theories that deny the existence or
anthropogenicity of climate change, which is sometimes
summarized under the term climate change denial (Bid-
dlestone et al. 2022; Hornsey et al. 2016; Lewandowsky,
Gignac & Oberauer 2013; Lewandowsky, Oberauer &
Gignac 2013; Tam & Chan 2023). Yet, analyses of online
content suggest that conservative think tanks and lobby
groups put an increasing effort in spreading misinforma-
tion about climate policies and particularly renewable
energy (Coan et al. 2021; Nicolosi et al. 2025) and that
their narratives become much more sophisticated than
outright climate change denial (e.g., by acknowledging
climate change as such but justifying a delay in climate
action; Lamb et al. 2020). Currently, however, only few
empirical studies have investigated different types of cli-
mate misinformation or conspiracy theories and their
effects (e.g., Spampatti et al. 2024, 2025). It should be
noted that psychological research often does not clearly
distinguish between misinformation and conspiracy the-
ories, although the two can be conceptually separated.
A defining feature of misinformation is the truth value
of a statement, but widely accepted definitions are more
or less strict in this regard. They range from more leni-
ent definitions such as “publicly available information
that is misleading or deceptive relative to the best avail-
able scientific evidence [...]” (Southwell et al. 2022: 98)
to stricter ones such as “information that turns out to
be false” (Lewandowsky 2021: 2). Definitions of the term
conspiracy theory are usually neutral with regard to the
truth value of a statement and refer to them as “expla-
nations for important events” (see above) that might be
true or not. Nevertheless, scholars have associated a cer-
tain epistemic risk with believing in conspiracy theories
as they usually show properties (e.g., large numbers of
assumed conspirators) that make them by default less
likely to be true (Douglas & Sutton 2023). However,
there are cases in which conspiracy theories can be con-
ceived as plausible (Frenken et al. 2024), reflect majority
positions (Pummerer et al. 2025) or social realities (such
as country-level corruption; Alper & Imhoff, 2023), or
even turn out to be true (e.g., in case of Exxon Mobil
suppressing information on the climate impact of burn-
ing fossil fuels; Supran et al. 2023). One other important
distinction is that conspiracy theories by definition refer
to secret arrangements of powerful actors behind soci-
etal events, while misinformation does not necessarily
relate to such arrangements. From a practical viewpoint,
it might still be reasonable to look at the two constructs
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jointly, because (a) in reality (e.g., on social media) both
occur and are disseminated side by side, (b) conspiracy
theories sometimes contain misinformation and vice
versa, and (c) empirical studies show that agreement
with misinformation and conspiracy theories on specific
topics (e.g., wind energy, electric vehicles) is highly cor-
related and forms a coherent index (Bretter et al. 2025;
Winter et al. 2024).

2.1 Conspiracist worldview and climate change denial

The earliest studies investigating the conspiracist
worldview in the climate domain, examined its correla-
tions with climate change denial. Notably, these studies
operationalized climate change denial in a way that cap-
tures agreement with statements opposing the scientific
consensus about climate change (e.g., “Humans are too
insignificant to have an appreciable impact on global
temperature”) and, thus, represent instances of misin-
formation according to the abovementioned definitions.
Conspiracist worldview was measured via agreement
with several logically unconnected conspiracy theo-
ries (e.g., “The Apollo moon landings never happened
and were staged in a Hollywood film studio” and “The
assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. was the result of

Worldviews

Political ideology

Specific beliefs

an organized conspiracy by U.S. government agencies
such as the CIA and FBI”) that formed a coherent scale.
These studies conducted in the US found that endorsing
a conspiracist worldview was related to lower acceptance
of climate science (Lewandowsky, Gignac & Oberauer
2013; Lewandowsky, Oberauer & Gignac 2013). Using
similar measures, no reliable relationship between con-
spiracist worldview and climate change denial could
be found outside the US in a large-scale study covering
24 nations (Hornsey et al. 2018). In all these studies,
the relationship between political ideologies and cli-
mate change denial was more pronounced, but mainly
occurred in English-speaking countries. Other studies
measured the conspiracist worldview with more abstract
items about the role of (political) elites in secretly
arranging societal events (e.g., “Much of our lives are
being controlled by plots hatched in secret places”) rath-
er than agreement with single specific conspiracy theo-
ries. These studies — again conducted in the US - find
much larger and more stable correlations between a con-
spiracist worldview and climate change denial (Uscinski
et al. 2021; Uscinski & Olivella 2017). Adding up to this
work, a recent set of studies found that the conspira-
cist worldview (using both types of measures described
above) was strongly associated with climate change
denial among convenience samples in the US, UK, and

Climate-related behaviots

Private-sphere
behaviors

Climate change
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wortldview

Policy support

Climate policy
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Figure 1. Conceptual model displaying the empirical relationships between conspiracist worldview, specific (conspiracy) beliefs and clima-
te-related behaviors. Solid (dashed) lines represent positive (negative) empirical correlations, green (blue) circles denote positive (negative)
conceptual links to climate-related behaviors. Political ideology and ecological worldview (but not their empirical correlates) are retained

for illustrative purposes. Source: Production of the author.
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Germany (Winter, Pummerer & Sassenberg 2025).
Despite the apparent heterogeneity of effects, it seems
that overall, those with a stronger conspiracist worldview
are more prone to engage in climate change denial and
to believe in climate change conspiracy theories. How-
ever, these results might depend on the national context
under investigation and on the concrete measure of con-
spiracist worldview. It should also be taken into account
that over the last years the topic of climate change has
become more politicized and maybe more central to the
beliefs of those holding a conspiracist worldview, which
might explain larger correlations in more recent stud-
ies. In any case, climate change denial does not seem
to be only a matter of political ideology, but at least to
a certain degree also of a conspiracist worldview. As of
now, research in this area has rarely compared the rela-
tive effects (i.e., statistically controlling for the respective
other construct) of political ideology and conspiracist
worldview in a systematic way, which makes it difficult
to judge their relative importance when it comes to cli-
mate change denial.

2.2 Conspiracist worldview and climate policy conspiracy

beliefs

More recently, psychologists have started to investi-
gate the relationship between conspiracist worldview and
agreement with misinformation and conspiracy theories
about climate policies (rather than climate change itself).
This work has so far mainly been conducted in the con-
text of renewable energies. A first remarkable finding
across these studies is that misinformation and con-
spiracy theories about these technologies are much more
prevalent when compared to those about climate change
in other studies (reported above). For instance, in a
study with over two thousand German citizens (quota-
based for age, gender, education, and federal state), 26%
of the participants tended to believe in conspiracy theo-
ries (e.g., “The municipality withholds important infor-
mation that would speak against the construction of the
wind turbines”) about a (hypothetical) local wind energy
project (Winter et al. 2022). Even higher numbers were
found in a follow-up study covering a range of misinfor-
mation statements and conspiracy theories about wind
energy (e.g., “Climate scientists manipulate facts in order
to portray wind energy in a particularly positive light”
or “The underground power cables of wind turbines can
cause cancer in local residents”). Here, in quota-based
(for age, gender, and education) samples in Australia, the
UK, and the US, between 15% and 45% of participants
(depending on the exact statement and the country)
agreed with such claims (Winter et al. 2024). These find-
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ings could be extended to the context of electromobility
with quota-based (for age, gender, and education) sam-
ples in Austria, Australia, Germany, and the US (Bretter
et al. 2025). In these surveys, some misinformation state-
ments were even believed by a majority of the popula-
tions (e.g., over 50% of Germans and Austrians agreed
that “Electric vehicles are more likely to catch fire than
petrol cars”) and overall, more participants agreed than
disagreed with misinformation about electric vehicles.
These studies consistently identified the conspira-
cist worldview as the main psychological determinant
of agreement with misinformation and conspiracy theo-
ries. Conspiracist worldview was measured with the
Conspiracy Mentality Questionnaire including items
such as “Events which superficially seem to lack a con-
nection are often the result of secret activities” (Bruder
et al. 2013). Indeed, the conspiracist worldview explained
up to 20% of variance in misinformation agreement in
the context of wind energy (Winter et al. 2024). At the
same time, political ideology was not a consistent predic-
tor of misinformation agreement, but if anything, those
on the political right were more likely to agree with such
claims. The ecological worldview was related to less
agreement, but only explained about half the variance
compared to conspiracist worldview (Winter et al. 2024).
Although the central role of conspiracist worldview was
evident in the context of electromobility, too, there were
slight differences when it comes to the role of the other
worldviews. A more right-wing political ideology was
linked to more agreement with misinformation about
electric vehicles, but the role of an ecological worldview
was negligible (Bretter et al. 2025). Overall, conspira-
cist worldview explained about six times the variance
of agreement with misinformation about electric vehi-
cles compared to all other included predictor variables
together. These effect sizes are striking and underscore
the importance of conspiracist worldview in predicting
agreement with misinformation and conspiracy theories
about climate policies, while political ideology seems
to play only a minor role in this context. These studies
investigated beliefs in misinformation and conspiracy
theories on a very general level. However, a recent study
looked at conspiracy beliefs about local political issues.
In this study with a sample of London citizens, the con-
spiracist worldview was related to belief in conspiracy
theories about the implementation of a low emission
traffic zone in the city center (e.g., that it “[...] is a mon-
ey-making scheme for the government rather than a gen-
uine effort to reduce emissions”) (Douglas et al. 2025).
These findings underscore that the conspiracist world-
view is a relevant predictor of more specific (conspiracy)
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beliefs about political measures intended to reduce car-
bon emissions.

A rather new avenue of research has brought forth
the notion of conspiracy theories that accuse politicians
of deliberately doing too little to combat climate change
in favor of secret agreements with industry, at the same
time being aware of and accepting the negative conse-
quences for future generations. On the one hand, these
conspiracy theories are fundamentally different from
the ones classically studied, because they acknowledge
climate change itself and the need for political climate
action. On the other hand, they share all definitional cri-
teria with other conspiracy theories (i.e., secret arrange-
ments, powerful groups, malevolent intentions). These
political inaction conspiracy theories are shared by a
majority of people and appear quite plausible as a row
of studies conducted in Germany shows. Here, a major-
ity of participants agreed with statements such as “Dis-
cussions between politics and business on climate issues
take place behind closed doors” or “When it comes to
climate protection, politicians do what they want with-
out considering the interests of future generations”
(Pummerer et al. 2025). In these studies, conspiracist
worldview strongly predicted agreement with these state-
ments, which underscores that they qualify as conspira-
cy theories. On the contrary, political ideology was not
a consistent predictor of political inaction conspiracy
beliefs, which might be surprising given that such narra-
tives seem to resonate more with the political left. More
systematic research on the role of conspiracist worldview
and political ideology in predicting (different types of)
political inaction conspiracy theories is necessary.

Overall, it can be concluded that conspiracist world-
view predicts different types of conspiracy beliefs in the
climate context, ranging from climate change conspiracy
beliefs (or climate change denial) to climate policy con-
spiracy theories and political inaction conspiracy theo-
ries. In contrast, political ideology seems to be particu-
larly relevant for climate change denial, but less so for
climate policy and political inaction conspiracy beliefs.
Compared to the conspiracist worldview, believing in
specific conspiracy theories might be a more proximal
predictor of climate-related behaviors. The empirical
work linking both conspiracist worldview and more spe-
cific conspiracy beliefs with climate-related behaviors
will be reviewed in the following.

2.3 Conspiracy beliefs and private-sphere climate-friendly
behaviors

Predictors of private-sphere climate-friendly behav-
iors are intensely studied in environmental psychology

(Steg & Vlek 2009). This group of behaviors comprises
relatively mundane everyday actions such as switching
off the light when leaving the room or buying seasonal
fruits and vegetables, but also more impactful behaviors
such as buying an electric car or insulating one’s home.
Psychological research is only beginning to understand
how conspiracist worldview and specific conspiracy
beliefs shape these behaviors. In a recent set of studies,
participants in Germany and the UK with a pronounced
conspiracist worldview (measured with the Conspiracy
Mentality Questionnaire) reported lower frequencies of
private climate-friendly behaviors (e.g., wearing warm
clothes instead of turning up the heating at home, buy-
ing seasonal fruits and vegetables) (Winter, Pummerer
& Sassenberg 2025). Interestingly, in the same research,
US participants with a stronger conspiracist worldview
(measured via agreement with several specific conspiracy
theories not related to the climate-domain) were actually
more likely to engage in private climate-friendly behav-
iors (e.g., use public transport, reduce one’s meat intake).
Whether this inconsistency appeared due to different
national contexts, the type of measure used or the spe-
cific behaviors investigated remains an open question for
future research. Another set of studies, though, demon-
strated quite convincingly that conspiracist worldview
(again, measured with the Conspiracy Mentality Ques-
tionnaire) was related to lower intentions to buy an elec-
tric vehicle across quota-based samples in Austria, Aus-
tralia, Germany and the US (Bretter et al. 2025). Nota-
bly, in these studies, right-wing political ideology pre-
dicted lower purchase intentions for electric vehicles to a
similar degree, but the ecological worldview did not play
a meaningful role. Thus, overall, the conspiracist world-
view seems to be associated with a lower readiness to
perform climate-friendly behaviors in the private sphere.

Somewhat more empirical research has been con-
ducted on the relationship between specific conspiracy
beliefs and private climate-friendly behavior. In the
abovementioned studies (and other than for conspira-
cist worldview), climate change conspiracy beliefs were
consistently related to a lower frequency of performing
private climate-friendly behaviors (Winter, Pummerer &
Sassenberg 2025). This is in line with meta-analyses cov-
ering several individual studies that have linked belief in
climate change conspiracy theories and climate change
denial with lower intentions to show private climate-
friendly behaviors (Biddlestone et al. 2022; Hornsey et
al. 2016). One of these individual studies tested this rela-
tionship in an experimental design, thus, allowing for
causal interpretations. In this study, participants who
were confronted with a text promoting climate change
conspiracy theories afterwards reported a lower likeli-
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hood to act in a climate-friendly way (e.g., buying ener-
gy-efficient household appliances) compared to those
not reading a climate conspiracy text (Jolley & Douglas
2014). The relationship between climate change con-
spiracy beliefs and lower (self-reported) climate-friendly
behaviors in the private sphere has been confirmed in
longitudinal studies in China and the US (Chan et al.
2023). Beyond the climate domain, exposure to climate
change conspiracy theories can reduce individuals’
intention to engage in politics more broadly (e.g., voting
in an election; Jolley & Douglas 2014). Furthermore, this
study suggests that the effects on political disengagement
could be explained by increased feelings of political
powerlessness induced by the conspiracy theories. Thus,
being confronted with a climate change conspiracy the-
ory can have detrimental effects on individuals’ readi-
ness to engage in climate action and political behavior
more generally. However, more recent studies using a
very similar design found that whether climate change
conspiracy beliefs translate into lower climate-friendly
behavioral intentions might depend on characteristics
of the person receiving the conspiracy theory (Mang et
al. 2024). Conspiracy beliefs referring to a concrete pol-
icy or product might be even more strongly and directly
linked to private climate-friendly behavior. Indeed, indi-
viduals who believe in misinformation and conspiracy
theories about electric vehicles show lower purchase
intentions (Bretter et al. 2025). However, more research
is needed given that this relationship has so far been
empirically investigated in only a single study.

2.4 Conspiracy beliefs and climate policy support

Verbally expressing support for climate policies
can be seen as a form of public-sphere climate-related
behavior (Kaiser et al. 2023; Stern 2000). Given its inher-
ent political nature, a growing body of work examines
whether climate policy support is shaped by (both gen-
eral and specific) conspiracy beliefs. In the context of
wind energy, the conspiracist worldview has been iden-
tified as a central predictor of lower policy support. For
instance, in a quota-based German sample the conspira-
cist worldview strongly predicted a lower likelihood to
vote in favor of a planned wind farm and explained five
times more variance than political ideology (Winter ef
al. 2022). This pattern of results could be replicated in
a longitudinal study design allowing to draw conclusions
about the temporal relationship between the variables.
Here, an increase in conspiracist worldview predicted
more negative attitudes towards wind farms close to
one’s hometown four months later (Winter, Pummerer,
von Qertzen et al. 2025). In the context of electric vehi-
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cles, conspiracist worldview and (right-wing) political
ideology turned out to be equally strong predictors of
lower policy support — while the ecological worldview
was almost irrelevant (Bretter et al. 2025). In further
studies, the conspiracist worldview predicted lower sup-
port for local (Douglas et al. 2025) as well as national
and international climate policies (Lezak & Thibodeau
2016). However, in the latter case, conspiracist world-
view did no longer significantly predict lower policy
support when statistically controlling for other world-
views including (right-wing) political ideology - which
remained a significant predictor of lower policy support.
This suggests that the stability and size of the relation-
ship between conspiracist worldview and (lower) policy
support over and above other worldviews might depend
on the concrete policy domain or setting.

A considerable amount of research has examined
how belief in climate change conspiracy theories and
misinformation relates to policy support. Based on
meta-analyses on the correlates of climate change con-
spiracy theories (Biddlestone et al. 2022) and climate
change denial (Bergquist et al. 2022; Hornsey et al.
2016), these specific beliefs are clearly negatively related
to support for climate policies (e.g., carbon taxes). This
is further corroborated by individual studies testing
the effects of exposition to climate change misinforma-
tion (Cook et al. 2017; McCright et al. 2016; Ranney &
Clark 2016; Spampatti et al. 2024; van der Linden et al.
2017). A similar pattern occurs for beliefs in misinfor-
mation and conspiracy theories about specific policies
or climate change mitigation measures. In the contexts
of wind energy (Winter et al. 2022, 2024; Winter, Pum-
merer, von Oertzen et al. 2025), electric vehicles (Bretter
et al. 2025) and low emission traffic zones (Douglas et
al. 2025), these specific beliefs predicted lower expressed
support for the respective policies. In this domain, a sin-
gle experimental study has been conducted that leads
to similar conclusions. Here, participants who received
a seeming news article that alleged a conspiracy of fos-
sil fuel companies behind the promotion of the carbon
capture technology supported the implementation of this
technology to a lesser degree compared to participants
who did not read conspiratorial content (Bolsen et al.
2022). Overall, the available empirical evidence speaks
for a strong relationship of belief in conspiracy theories
and misinformation about a specific policy with lower
support of this policy.

2.5 Conspiracy beliefs and climate activism

Public support for climate policies is crucial for their
implementation. Yet, citizens can express their opin-
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ion about a policy (or policies more generally) in more
(publicly) visible forms, for instance, participating in
protests, signing petitions, joining citizens’ initiatives, or
writing letters to politicians. These behaviors have been
conceptualized as climate activism (Stern 2000) and the
dominant approach is to investigate activism that aims
for stricter and more comprehensive climate change
mitigation measures. However, the same behaviors can
be performed with the goal of preventing or reversing
the implementation of climate policies (e.g., protest-
ing against the construction of a wind farm or against
higher carbon taxes). Given that entirely different beliefs
and motivations might underlie these different forms
of activism, it seems necessary to distinguish between
pro-climate and anti-climate activism in this review.
Although the conspiracist worldview has been linked
to an increased readiness to perform (predominantly
non-normative) activist behaviors (Gkinopoulos & Mari
2022; Imhoff et al. 2021), only a handful of studies so far
investigated this relationship in the climate domain.

Research on pro-climate activism shows no consist-
ent relationship between the conspiracist worldview and
support for radical pro-climate activist groups (e.g., the
“Last Generation”) with the two constructs being either
slightly negatively related or unrelated (Pummerer et
al. 2025). This result calls for a closer inspection of the
role that specific conspiracy beliefs play in this con-
text. On the one hand, believing in a conspiracy theory
that alleges political inaction in the domain of climate
change (e.g., “When it comes to climate protection, poli-
ticians do what they want without considering the inter-
ests of future generations”) is related to higher support
for radical pro-climate activist groups (Pummerer et al.
2025). On the other hand, confrontation with a climate
change conspiracy theory video reduced the likelihood
that participants in an experiment signed a petition
aimed at mitigating climate change (van der Linden
2015). As reviewed above, the conspiracist worldview is
related to all sorts of different specific conspiracy beliefs
in the climate domain. Accordingly, it might be that in
the context of climate activism the effects of specific con-
spiracy beliefs (pulling into different directions) cancel
each other out, overshadowing any direct effects of con-
spiracist worldview on pro-climate activism. This high-
lights that more conceptual nuance is needed to fully
understand this relationship.

A clearer picture emerges when looking at anti-
climate activism - a phenomenon that is only about to
attract attention in psychological research. In this work,
both the conspiracist worldview and specific conspiracy
beliefs about a concrete climate policy were correlated
with stronger intentions to engage in political action

against these policies. For instance, believing in misin-
formation and conspiracy theories about wind farms
(e.g., about their seeming health consequences or impact
on bird populations) strongly predicted the intention
to protest or sign petitions against wind farms (Winter
et al. 2024). Similarly, believing in conspiracy theories
about low traffic zones in the city center was related to
higher normative (e.g., send a complaint to city coun-
cilors) and non-normative (e.g., verbally or physically
attacking people who are in favor of the policy) political
action intentions with regard to this local climate policy
(Douglas et al. 2025). Although providing only initial
evidence, these studies show that (general and specific)
conspiracy beliefs potentially come with behavioral con-
sequences that can be detrimental to the implementation
and success of climate policy measures.

3. EVALUATION OF THE EMPIRICAL
EVIDENCE AND CRITICAL REMARKS

This article reviewed the empirical evidence on the
relationships between (a) the conspiracist worldview
and specific conspiracy beliefs in the climate domain,
(b) conspiracist worldview and climate-related behav-
iors, as well as (c) specific conspiracy beliefs in the
climate domain and climate-related behaviors. This
emerging body of research suggests that the conspira-
cist worldview predisposes individuals to belief (differ-
ent types of) specific conspiracy theories that, in turn,
are related to (different types of) climate-related behav-
iors (see Fig. 1). Crucially, the conspiracist worldview in
many cases explains unique (and often bigger) portions
of variance beyond established ideological predictors of
climate-related behaviors such as political ideology or
the ecological worldview. Yet, in many studies these dif-
ferent worldviews are not systematically compared with
each other. The reviewed findings highlight the need to
acknowledge the conspiracist worldview as a relevant
factor in predicting climate-related outcomes and to
examine its correlates and consequences more closely.
Some work points out that populist attitudes (which are
closely related to a conspiracist worldview) might rein-
force the relationship between political ideology and
climate policy support (Huber et al. 2020). Accordingly,
it can be worthwhile to consider not only additive, but
also interactive effects of conspiracist worldview with
political ideology or other worldviews in the future.
In addition, it should be critically acknowledged that
most of the reviewed studies do not measure actual cli-
mate-related behaviors but rely on reports of behavioral
intentions, which are prone to biases (e.g., social desir-



140

ability). What is more, the conceptual model displayed
in Fig. 1 resonates with the dominant approach in the
literature to view the conspiracist worldview (or world-
views in general) as the basis for (i.e., the cause of) more
specific beliefs and behaviors (Hornsey 2021; Imhoff &
Bertlich et al. 2022). Yet, this approach can be criticized,
because it is mostly based on correlational findings and
ignores other potential causal pathways. There is evi-
dence that people sometimes endorse conspiracy theo-
ries to justify or rationalize their behaviors (van Prooi-
jen & Bohm 2024) and even an increase in conspiracist
worldview might occur in response to changes in more
specific beliefs (Liekefett et al. 2023; Winter, Pummerer
& von Oertzen et al. 2025). Thus, as plausible as the rea-
soning behind the displayed conceptual model is, future
research should account for bidirectional relationships
and test them rigorously in experimental study designs.
As of now, the majority of research focuses on the
negative correlations of conspiracy beliefs with climate-
friendly behaviors and portrays conspiracy beliefs as a
potential obstacle to the sustainability transformation,
accordingly. In line with this view, research has linked
the conspiracist worldview with belief in misinforma-
tion and conspiracy theories about climate change
(e.g., that climate change is a hoax) or climate policies
(e.g., that wind farms or electric vehicles pose a health
threat). These specific beliefs (and in many cases con-
spiracist worldview itself) are related to outcomes that
are harmful to the climate such as a lower frequency of
or intention to perform climate-friendly behaviors in
the private sphere (e.g., to buy energy eflicient house-
hold appliances), lower support of climate policies (e.g.,
the extension of wind energy, higher carbon taxes) and
higher willingness to protest against the implementation
of such policies. Based on this work, one could well jus-
tify the position that conspiracy beliefs pose an obstacle
to the sustainability transformation (Biddlestone et al.
2022; van Prooijen et al. 2025). However, this dominant
approach ignores two crucial aspects that leave room
for a different, more nuanced conclusion. First, the con-
spiracist worldview is not inherently marked by a lack
of environmental concern. Actually, empirical findings
show that the conspiracist worldview and the ecologi-
cal worldview are not substantially related to each other
(Winter et al. 2024). Thus, the relevant dimension on
which those endorsing a conspiracist worldview base
their judgements in the climate domain is probably not
so much whether their behavior protects or harms the
climate, but rather if their behavior is in line with or
opposed to what established authorities (e.g., scientists,
politicians) promote. This means that the negative rela-
tionship between conspiracist worldview and climate-
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friendly behaviors potentially only holds as long as cli-
mate action is (perceived to be) promoted by established
authorities. On the contrary, this relationship might be
attenuated or even reversed in cases where, for instance,
governments reduce their efforts to protect the climate
or actively promote policies with a negative climate
impact (e.g., expand fossil fuel industries). Second, the
dominant approach ignores that there are specific con-
spiracy theories that can be seen as climate-friendly
such as the ones that blame politicians of knowingly
harming the climate and future generations. One of the
empirical papers reviewed above shows that believing
in such conspiracy theories is related to more support
for pro-climate activism (Pummerer et al. 2025). Study-
ing the conspiracist worldview in different societal and
political contexts as well as a broader array of conspir-
acy beliefs (including climate-friendly ones) and behav-
ioral outcomes, therefore, seems pivotal to get a more
nuanced understanding of the role that the conspiracist
worldview plays in the sustainability transformation. To
gain a complete picture of the link between conspiracy
beliefs and environmental issues more broadly, research
beyond the climate domain is necessary. There is reason
to assume that this relationship might vary depending
on the specific topic and that in some cases, conspira-
cist worldview is positively linked to pro-environmental
attitudes. For instance, those with a stronger conspiracist
worldview were more sensitive to the potential environ-
mental dangers of genetically-modified foods (Lewan-
dowsky, Gignac & Oberauer 2013) and supported the
phase-out of nuclear energy in Germany to a stronger
degree (Imhoft & Bruder 2014). Whether these attitudes
reflected a genuine interest in protecting the environ-
ment or, for instance, a skeptical view on certain tech-
nologies remains unclear. In addition, it seems likely that
these relationships can change over time and depend on
the socio-political context.

4. CONCLUSION

Worldviews play a crucial role in determining how
citizens appraise climate change and climate action.
While previous research has mainly considered the role
of (right-wing) political ideology in this context, the cur-
rent article adds the conspiracist worldview as another
ideological base of more specific beliefs and behaviors
in the climate domain. Crucially, the endorsement of a
conspiracist worldview predisposes people to believe in
misinformation and conspiracy theories about climate
change and climate policies. Conspiracist worldview
also predicts less private climate-friendly behaviors, less
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climate policy support and anti-climate activism - and
it often does so to a stronger extent than (right-wing)
political ideology. Yet, the conspiracist worldview is also
related to believing in “climate-friendly” conspiracy theo-
ries that allege secret arrangements and mean intentions
on the part of politicians to deliberately delay climate
action. These specific conspiracy beliefs are related to a
support for pro-climate activism. This review shows that
the relationship between conspiracy beliefs and climate-
related behaviors might be more complex and diverse
than often assumed. Accordingly, it seems premature to
judge the conspiracist worldview and specific conspiracy
beliefs as a barrier to the sustainability transformation
per se. Rather it seems to depend on the type of conspir-
acy beliefs and potentially also the socio-political context
they are embedded in. Future research needs to disentan-
gle these different aspects conceptually and empirically.
This would help to clarify when and how conspiracy
beliefs affect climate-related (or broader environmental)
behaviors and how the associated societal challenges
could be addressed by communicators and institutions.
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