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ABSTRACT

Conspiracy beliefs have long been a recurring feature of human society; however, when they target disadvantaged groups, such
as the LGBTQ+ people, they represent a particularly harmful phenomenon with detrimental consequences. Despite the increas-
ing interest in the phenomenon, research to date has often overlooked the influence of an individual social environment. Indeed,
recent evidence highlighted that individuals who experience limited social integration might be more vulnerable to adopting a
conspiratorial mentality. In this regard, social isolation may represent a possible trigger, fuelling epistemic uncertainty and exis-
tential anxiety, and enhancing susceptibility to anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs. Hence, the current study (N = 820) investigated
whether individuals who experience heightened levels of perceived social isolation are more likely to report high levels of anti-
LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs endorsement via an enhanced conspiratorial mentality. Results were in line with our expectations,
pointing out positive associations between perceived social isolation and conspiracy beliefs, both directly and indirectly, as a
function of greater levels of conspiracy mentality. Therefore, an individual's social isolation may represent a promising approach
to highlighting the factors that produce fertile ground for the endorsement of anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs and may represent
a promising aspect for identifying potential pathways for intervention and prevention.

Conspiracy beliefs have long been a recurring feature of human
societies and have historically been used to make sense of com-
plex and threatening realities (Hornsey et al. 2023; van Prooijen
and van Vugt 2018). Rather than being a novel phenomenon,
conspiracy beliefs become particularly socially consequential
when they are mobilized to legitimize social exclusion, discrim-
ination, and the erosion of fundamental rights (Bayar 2025).
When conspiracy beliefs target marginalized social groups,
such as LGBTQ+ people, their societal impact may be further
amplified, contributing to stigma, social exclusion, and op-
position to policies toward equality. In this regard, recent in-
ternational reports documented a persistent backlash against
LGBTQ+ rights across several countries, including increased

political mobilization against gender diversity, restrictions on
legal protections, and the spread of hostile hate speech toward
sexual and gender minorities (European Commission 2020;
ILGA-Europe 2024). Therefore, it is essential to grasp the social
conditions that nurture these beliefs, as they can indirectly fuel
ongoing discrimination and the erosion of support for LGBTQ+
rights.

Despite the increasing interest in understanding the anteced-
ents of the phenomenon, research to date has predominantly
focused on investigating either individual characteristics asso-
ciated with the endorsement of conspiracy beliefs (e.g., social
dominance orientation; Salvati et al. 2022) or their behavioral
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Keypoints

« The present research examines the associations be-
tween perceived social isolation and the endorsement
of conspiracy beliefs targeting LGBTQ+ people by
focusing on conspiracy mentality as a general dis-
positional orientation that is conceptually distinct
from, yet systematically related to, specific conspiracy
beliefs.

Findings showed that participants reporting a higher
level of perceived social isolation were more likely to
report a greater endorsement of anti-LGBTQ+ con-
spiracy beliefs.

The results showed an indirect association via the
conspiracy mentality, indicating that higher levels of
perceived social isolation were associated with higher
levels of conspiracy mentality, which, in turn, were
related to a higher endorsement of anti-LGBTQ+ con-
spiracy beliefs.

The individual's social context may represent a useful
approach to highlight the factors that produce fertile
ground for the endorsement of conspiracy beliefs.

and attitudinal consequences (e.g., discriminatory attitudes,
refraining from voting; Jolley et al. 2023). Hence, despite the
useful insights recent studies provide, they usually do not
take into account the individual social environment (Phadke
et al. 2021).

In this regard, recent evidence has highlighted that individuals
with limited social integration or who lack a sense of belonging
may be more vulnerable to displaying a conspiratorial mental-
ity (i.e., an underlying disposition that promotes the adoption of
conspiracy beliefs; Schnell et al. 2024) and that loneliness and
social disconnection are systematically associated with stronger
endorsement of conspiracy theories (Bierwiaczonek et al. 2024).

From a theoretical perspective, this vulnerability can be framed
within the Existential Threat Model (ETM; van Prooijen 2020),
which posits that experiences that undermine an individual's
fundamental needs (i.e., security, belonging, and meaning)
can constitute existential threats that promote conspiratorial
thinking. In this regard, social isolation constitutes a condition
of heightened existential insecurity that might be associated
with increased individuals' reliance on conspiratorial world-
views as a compensatory meaning-making strategy. Consistent
with this reasoning, empirical evidence shows that (experi-
ence of) social exclusion and social threat are associated with
increased endorsement of conspiracy theories (Graeupner and
Coman 2017; Poon et al. 2020). In this regard, social isolation
can fuel epistemic uncertainty and existential anxiety (Miceli
and Castelfranchi 2005), thereby increasing the appeal of con-
spiratorial narratives that offer simplistic explanations for com-
plex social realities.

Within this framework, conspiracy beliefs targeting disadvan-
taged social groups, such as the LGBTQ+ community, rep-
resent a particularly harmful phenomenon (Mouafo 2023),
portraying sexual and gender minorities as a coordinated and
“powerful lobby” allegedly seeking to undermine social order,

heteronormative values and promote “children’s conversion.” By
framing sexual and gender diversity as a societal threat, rather
than a matter of human rights, these conspiracy beliefs may
provide fertile ground for discrimination and opposition to legal
protections aimed at safeguarding LGBTQ+ rights (Panerati
et al. 2026).

Building on this literature, the present research examines the
associations between perceived social isolation and the en-
dorsement of conspiracy beliefs targeting LGBTQ+ people by
focusing on conspiracy mentality as a general dispositional ori-
entation that is conceptually distinct from, yet systematically
related to, specific conspiracy beliefs (Bruder et al. 2013; Trella
et al. 2024). Recent evidence further suggests that dispositional
individual characteristics may be linked to conspiracy beliefs
via conspiracy mentality, supporting its role as a psychological
pathway through which broader vulnerabilities translate into
specific conspiratorial narratives (Salvati 2025).

1 | From Conspiracy Mentality to Specific
Conspiracy Beliefs

Conspiracy mentality refers to the individuals' general dispo-
sition to believe in specific conspiracy beliefs. In this regard,
Imhoff et al. (2022), propose that a conspiratorial mentality
represents an enduring tendency to perceive events as the re-
sult of hidden malevolent schemes. Thus, conspiracy mental-
ity reflects a broad conspiratorial mindset operating across
contexts, whereas specific conspiracy beliefs concern concrete
narratives targeting particular events or social groups (Sutton
and Douglas 2020; Sutton et al. 2024). Empirical work further
supports the conceptual and empirical separability of these
constructs, while also highlighting their systematic associa-
tion (Trella et al. 2024). Conspiracy beliefs can be seen as simple
explanations of complex observable facts (e.g., the COVID-19
pandemic), arising from the deliberate will of a small group of
powerful and malevolent people to cover up information to suit
their interests (Douglas and Sutton 2023). Accordingly, individ-
uals with stronger conspiracy beliefs are more likely to interpret
specific significant events as the result of hidden manoeuvers
by powerful groups with harmful purposes. Therefore, although
prior research has suggested that conspiracy mentality and spe-
cific conspiracy beliefs may also reinforce each other over time,
theoretical models commonly conceptualize conspiracy mental-
ity as a dispositional orientation that shapes the interpretative
framework within which specific conspiratorial narratives are
adopted (Bruder et al. 2013; Sutton and Douglas 2020).

Research has shown that conspiracy beliefs are often associ-
ated with prejudice and the need to maintain social hierarchies
(Imhoff and Bruder 2014; Jolley et al. 2020). In this regard, the
LGBTQ+ community has become a prominent target of con-
spiratorial narratives fuelled by public discourse that reinforces
prejudice and the symbolic threat of LGBTQ+ people. From this
perspective, conspiracy beliefs may serve as scapegoating narra-
tives, attributing social change and perceived societal threats to
stigmatized outgroups (van Prooijen 2021).

Although conspiracy beliefs against LGBTQ+ people show
similarities with other conspiracy beliefs (e.g., a group of
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powerful people secretly plotting to gain an advantage), the
LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs seem to represent a specific
phenomenon with distinct features (Salvati, Pellegrini, De
Cristofaro, Costacurta, and Giacomantonio 2024). According
to these beliefs, LGBTQ+ individuals represent a “power-
ful lobby” whose aim is to undermine institutions, moral
values and social order (Prearo 2023). This may be because
LGBTQ+ individuals are perceived as nonconformists, and
thus, they challenge traditional values and traditional family
structures. From this perspective, LGBTQ+ individuals can
be perceived as a destabilizing force in our society, and this
perception, in turn, may lead individuals to adhere to conspir-
acy beliefs about the LGBTQ+ community, with the conse-
quence of promoting further social exclusion and, sometimes,
conflict. Among the consequences associated with conspir-
acy beliefs against the LGBTQ+ community, recent findings
showed that they foster an increased detachment between
the LGBTQ+ community and broader society (Gkinopoulos
et al. 2024), more opposition toward the passing of protective
laws (e.g., regarding the promotion of anti-discrimination pol-
icies; De Cristofaro et al. 2025), and a more negative public
opinion (Salvati, Pellegrini, De Cristofaro, Costacurta, and
Giacomantonio 2024). These consequences may fuel and pro-
mote stereotypes, stigma, and prejudice against the LGBTQ+
community, hindering their rights and well-being (Jolley
et al. 2020).

2 | The Relationship Between Perceived Social
Isolation and Conspiracy Beliefs

From a psychological perspective, individuals may be partic-
ularly inclined to adopt a conspiratorial stance during periods
characterized by uncertainty, instability, and perceived loss of
control (Douglas et al. 2017). In such a context, conspiracy be-
liefs may provide an accessible framework for meaning-making
and the restoration of psychological coherence.

In this regard, recent evidence highlighted that individuals
who feel more alienated from society might be more prone to
adopt a conspiratorial thinking as a way to compensate for the
lack of meaningfulness and the sense of belonging to society
(Schnell et al. 2024). Consistent with these lines, individu-
als who experience persistent social isolation (characterized
by objective vs. perceived lack of relationships, psychologi-
cal barriers, physical barriers, and financial or environmen-
tal deficiencies; Nicholson 2009) often report a heightened
level of mistrust toward official sources of information (van
Prooijen 2022). Conspiratorial thinking may therefore serve
multiple psychological functions, including the satisfaction of
existential needs (e.g., feeling secure), epistemic needs (e.g.,
meaning-making and reduction of uncertainty) and social
needs (e.g., desire to protect a positive self-image) (Douglas
et al. 2017; Douglas and Sutton 2023; Salvati, Pellegrini, De
Cristofaro, and Giacomantonio 2024). In this sense, a con-
spiratorial mindset may serve as a coping mechanism for
individuals facing social exclusion (Imhoff 2024). Recent
research further shows that loneliness (understood as alias
perceived social isolation and unmet social needs; Courtin
and Knapp 2017), as well as reduced social support are as-
sociated with a greater tendency to endorse conspiratorial

thinking (Bertlich et al. 2025; Hettich et al. 2022; Cacioppo
and Cacioppo 2018).

Furthermore, social isolation can lead someone to view oth-
ers as untrustworthy or even potentially threatening, which
can create a defensive and suspicious worldview (Qualter
et al. 2010). This mindset may increase the appeal of conspira-
torial narratives that identify outgroups as intentional sources
of threats and social destabilization. This process can be fur-
ther understood within the Appraisal Model of Conspiracy
Theories (AMCT; Pummerer et al. 2024). This model suggests
that when people feel particularly vulnerable (e.g., when they
perceive themselves as socially isolated), they may be more
inclined to see social change through threat-based appraisals,
eliciting negative emotions (e.g., anger and resentment). These
feelings can facilitate the appeal of conspiratorial narratives,
especially those that blame specific social groups (e.g., “the
gay lobby”). Therefore, anti-LGBTQ+ beliefs can be viewed
as a specific example of a broader tendency to adopt a con-
spiratorial mindset driven by a personal appraisal. Thus,
anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs might help individuals
who feel socially excluded regain a sense of control (Douglas
and Sutton 2023). Importantly, although Bierwiaczonek
et al. (2024) focus on long-term loneliness trajectory in re-
lation to general conspiracy mentality rather than specific
anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs, their findings highlight the
role of persistent social disconnection in fostering a broader
conspiratorial orientation, which may subsequently shape the
endorsement of specific conspiracy narratives.

3 | Current Study and Hypothesis

The present study investigated the relationships between per-
ceived social isolation and anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs
via the conspiracy mentality. Despite the growing body of re-
search linking social isolation with general conspiracy men-
tality, relatively little is known about the specific processes
that may account for the conspiracist beliefs against LGBTQ+
people. Building on prior theoretical and empirical work, the
present study conceptualizes perceived social isolation as a
contextual condition that may increase an individual's suscep-
tibility to conspiratorial thinking by activating or strengthen-
ing a general conspiratorial mindset, rather than as a factor
shaping stable personality characteristics. In this perspective,
conspiracy mentality is understood as a relatively stable dispo-
sitional orientation whose expression may nevertheless vary
as a function of social experiences, such as perceived social
isolation.

In this framework, perceived social isolation is expected to be
associated with higher levels of conspiracy mentality, which
in turn facilitates the endorsement of specific conspiracy be-
liefs targeting LGBTQ+ people. Taken together, the associa-
tions lead to our main hypothesis: conspiracy mentality will
partially mediate the relationship between perceived social
isolation and endorsement of anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy be-
liefs, such that higher levels of perceived social isolation will
be associated with higher endorsement of anti-LGBTQ+ con-
spiracy beliefs both directly and indirectly through higher lev-
els of conspiracy mentality.
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4 | Method
4.1 | Participants and Procedures

Participants were recruited in Italy using a convenience sam-
pling strategy. Specifically, data collection was conducted
through an online survey disseminated through a snowball
sampling procedure, starting from university students enrolled
in the University course of Social Psychology by the correspond-
ing author involved in data collection for university credits
(i.e., they had to recruit at least 10 participants each). Data col-
lection started in October 2024 and ended in December 2024.
Participants were sent the link to the survey on the Qualtrics
platform, and they were told that the research was about the
investigation of the associations among some personal and in-
terpersonal relational characteristics with some political and so-
cial opinions. Then, they were invited to read and sign informed
consent. After completing the online questionnaire, participants
were thanked and debriefed about the hypotheses of the study.

Inclusion criteria to participate in the research were: (a) being
18years old; (b) being Italian; (c) not being an LGBTQ+ individ-
ual; (d) having correctly answered the attention check item re-
quiring participants to select a specific response option (“other”)
to demonstrate that they had read the instructions; (e) not hav-
ing interrupted the questionnaire before the conclusion. A total
of 1103 participants were recruited. All participants declared
that they were 18 years old and Italian. However, 44 participants
failed the attentional check item, 50 participants declared to

TABLE1 | Sample's characteristics.

Variable N %

Sex and gender
Male/Man 406 49.5
Female/Woman 414 50.5

Sexual orientation

Exclusively heterosexual 751 91.6

Predominantly heterosexual 69 8.4
Residency

Northern Italy 690 84.1

Central Italy 18 2.2

Southern Italy and Islands 101 12.3

Abroad 11 1.3

Education level

Primary School Diploma 13 1.6
Middle School Diploma 152 18.5
High School Diploma 462 56.3
Bachelor's Degree 79 9.6
Master's Degree 93 11.3
PhD or Higher Specialization 21 2.6

be LGBTQ+, and 189 participants dropped out of the question-
naire before completing it. Thus, the final sample consisted of
820 Italian participants (N, =406, 49.5%; N, .. =414, 50.5%),

ranging from 18 to 87years old, M=42.5, SD =16.5. See Table 1
for the sample's descriptives.

The study was not preregistered. To ensure transparency, all
inclusion and exclusion criteria, hypothesis and analytic de-
cisions are reported. The anonymized dataset and study ma-
terials are publicly available at the following link: https://osf.
io/am7nq/overview?view_only=c192c239c7744bf7879292084
19c24el.

4.1.1 | A Priori Power Analysis

A priori power analysis was conducted to determine the min-
imum sample size required for the study. To estimate an ade-
quate sample size to detect the indirect effect, a Monte Carlo
a priori power analysis for indirect effects was run by the free
online software ‘ShinyApp’ (Schoemann et al. 2017). We have
set the following option: Model: one mediator; Target Power:
0.80; Minimum N=50; Maximum N=3800; Sample Size Steps:
25; # of Replications: 5000; Monte Carlo Draws per Rep: 20000;
Random Seed: 1234; Confidence Level (%): 95; Input Method:
Correlations. The expected correlation between conspiracy men-
tality (M) and anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs (Y) was calcu-
lated through the average correlation among the three ones found
in previous studies [Study 1 by Salvati, Pellegrini, De Cristofaro,
and Giacomantonio (2024)—r,=0.21; Study 1 and Study 2 by
Salvati, Pellegrini, De Cristofaro, Costacurta, and Giacomantonio
(2024)—r,=0.28; r,=0.33]. Thus r,;,=0.30 was set. Instead,
lacking previous literature which investigated the specific as-
sociations of the social connection scale (X) with conspiracy
mentality and anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs, respectively, a
parsimonious small correlation was set for both: ¥=0.10. The re-
sults of the power analysis indicated a minimum sample of 725
participants to detect the indirect effect.

4.2 | Measures
4.2.1 | Sociodemographic Section

One single item asked participants’ biological sex, providing
three possible options (Male, Female, Other), whereas another
single item asked participants’ gender, through five possible
options (Man, Woman, Trans*, Agender, Other). Then, partic-
ipants were invited to indicate their age, nationality, residency
(Northern TItaly, Central Italy, Southern Italy and Islands,
Abroad), and educational level. Subsequently, participants re-
ported their sexual orientation through a single item with six
options (i.e., exclusively heterosexual, mainly heterosexual, bisex-
ual, mainly homosexual, exclusively homosexual, other).

4.2.2 | Political Orientation
We used a 7-point single-item Likert scale that asked partici-

pants to select their political orientation from 1=extremely left
to 7=extremely right.
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4.2.3 | Religiosity

Participants were administered a scale of five items on a 5-point
Likert scale, from 1=not at all to 5=completely, to measure
their level of religiosity (Cronbach's alpha=0.89). An example
item was: “Currently, I consider myself a religious person”. The
total score was computed by averaging the scores of all the items
so that higher levels corresponded to higher religiosity.

4.2.4 | Perceived Social Isolation

In order to have a measure of perceived social isolation, we used
the UBC State Social Connection Scale (Lok and Dunn 2023).
Participants were invited to report their levels of agreement,
from 1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree, to 10 items
which asked them to think about how they felt during last week
(Cronbach's alpha =0.88). Example items were: “I didn't feel re-
lated to most people” or “I felt a strong bond with other people
(reversed)”. After having appropriately reversed some items, the
total score was calculated through the average of the 10 items,
so that higher scores on the scale corresponded to higher levels
of social isolation.

4.2.5 | Conspiratorial Mentality

We used the Conspiracy Mentality Questionnaire (Bruder
et al. 2013), which asked participants to respond to five items,
indicating the degree of probability for each of them on an 11-
point Likert scale, from 0% = certainly not, to 100% = certainly
yes (Cronbach's alpha=0.87). An example item was: “I think
that government agencies closely monitor all citizens”. The total
score was calculated by averaging the 5 items, so that high levels
of the scale corresponded to high levels of conspiracy mentality.

4.2.6 | Anti-LGBTQ+ Conspiracy Beliefs

Participants responded to the gender ideology and LGBTQ+
lobby conspiracies beliefs (GILC) scale (Salvati, Pellegrini, De
Cristofaro, and Giacomantonio 2024). Such a tool has nine items
on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1=totally disagree to
5=totally agree (Cronbach's alpha=0.95). An example of two
items of the scale are the following: “There are very powerful
LGBT people who manage to influence the decisions of the
Parliament and the Government, to the detriment of other cit-
izens”; “Some very powerful people want to spread ‘gender ide-
ology’ in schools to indoctrinate children”. The final score was
computed through averaging the nine items, so that high scores
in the GILC scale corresponded to higher levels of anti-LGBTQ+
conspiracy beliefs.

4.2.7 | Sexual Prejudice

We used a brief, subtle, and modern measure of sexual preju-
dice, named denial of discrimination against LGBTQ+ people
(Salvati, Pellegrini, De Cristofaro, and Giacomantonio 2024).
Such a tool assessed participants’ beliefs that discrimination
against LGBTQ+ people is no longer an issue in our society.

Participants responded to 3 items (e.g., discrimination against
LGBTQ+ people is no longer a problem in this country) on a 5-
point Likert scale, ranging from 1= totally disagree to 5=totally
agree (Cronbach's alpha = 0.78). The final score was computed by
the mean of the three items, so that higher scores corresponded
to higher levels of sexual prejudice against LGBTQ+ people.

4.3 | Strategy Analysis

We have run preliminary analyses to test that multicollinear-
ity and normality were not an issue. Thus, we calculated skew-
ness and kurtosis, based on the cutoff of < I3], and we have run
correlations considering the maximum value of 10.80! for the
absence of multicollinearity. The main analyses consisted of a
regression mediation model (Figure 1) to test our research hy-
potheses. Specifically, the social connection scale entered the
predictor (X), the conspiracy mentality entered as mediator (M),
and the anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs were the dependent
variable (Y). Such a mediation model was run both including
and not including gender, age, educational level, religiosity, po-
litical orientation, and denial of discrimination as covariates.
All the analyses were run using SPSS, version 29, and its macro
PROCESS. The significance of the indirect association was com-
puted through the percentile bootstrap method with 5000 sam-
ples, whereas we have set the confidence intervals at 95%.

5 | Results

The results of preliminary analyses (Table 2). The results of
preliminary analyses (Table 2) showed that skewness and kur-
tosis values were generally within acceptable ranges, with only
one value slightly exceeding [1I (George and Mallery 2024).
Furthermore, none of the correlations among the study vari-
ables exceeded commonly accepted cutoff 10.80l, suggesting
no issues of multicollinearity (Tabachnick and Fidell 2019).
Descriptive statistics for all the study variables, including means
and standard deviations, are reported in Table 2. In this regard,
correlation results provided preliminary support to our hypoth-
eses, showing that higher levels of social isolation were associ-
ated both with higher levels of conspiracy mentality, r=0.09,
p<0.01, and with higher levels of anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy
beliefs, r=0.15, p<0.01, although these associations were small

Conspiratorial
Mentality

.10™ 28"

Hk .
.10 Anti-LGBTQ+
Conspiracy Beliefs

Social Isolation

FIGURE1 | Mediation model testing the indirect association of so-
cial isolation with anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs via conspiratorial
mentality (N=2820). Standardized coefficients are reported. The model
includes gender, age, religiosity, political orientation, and sexual preju-
dice as covariates.
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in magnitude. In contrast, conspiracy mentality showed a stron-
ger positive association with anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs,
r=0.31, p<0.01, with a medium effect size. Overall, this pattern
of bivariate correlations is consistent with the hypothesized re-
lationship and provides the basis for the subsequent mediation
analyses.

The results of the regression mediation model (Table 3) were in
line with our hypotheses, both including and not including gen-
der, age, educational level, religiosity, political orientation, and
denial of discrimination as covariates. Here, we report all the
results of the model, including all the covariates, believing that
they would strengthen the results. The model explained a signif-
icant proportion of anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs variance,
R?=32.97%, F(8,811)=49.87, p<0.001.

Specifically, the results showed that the positive association
between social isolation and anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy be-
liefs resulted significant, both before, §=-0.13, p<0.001, and
after adding conspiracy mentality as a mediator to the model,
B=-0.10, p<0.001. Furthermore, higher social isolation was re-
lated to higher conspiracy mentality, 8=-0.10, p=0.003. Also,
higher levels of conspiracy mentality were related to higher
levels of anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs, §=0.28, p<0.001.
Finally, in line with our hypothesis, the results showed that
the mediating association of social isolation with anti-LGBTQ+
conspiracy beliefs via conspiracy mentality resulted significant,
B=-0.03,95% CI [-0.048, —0.010].

6 | Discussion

Our study aims to advance our understanding of the psy-
chosocial processes associated with the endorsement of anti-
LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs by identifying relational patterns
among perceived social isolation, conspiracy mentality, and
anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs. Particularly, the findings of
our study highlight the complex relationship between perceived
social isolation, conspiracy mentality, and the endorsement of
anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs. While previous research has
mainly emphasized individual psychological traits in explaining
conspiratorial mentality, the present work addresses perceived
social isolation as a relational and context-sensitive psycholog-
ical experience, rather than a stable individual characteristic.

TABLE 3 | Regression model (N=2820).

Rather than introducing a novel construct, the present study
contributes by extending existing research to examine perceived
social isolation as a psychosocial condition that reflects an indi-
vidual's subjective appraisal of their social embeddedness and
connectedness. Indeed, while previous studies have mainly fo-
cused on causes and the consequences of general conspiracy be-
liefs (Uscinski et al. 2022), much less attention has been given to
how these dynamics work when conspiracies specifically target
marginalized groups, such as the LGBTQ+ community.

For this reason, the present study aimed to shed light on the
phenomenon by showing a positive relationship between per-
ceived social isolation and the endorsement of anti-LGBTQ+
conspiracy beliefs. Findings showed that participants reporting
a higher level of perceived social isolation were more likely to re-
port a greater endorsement of anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs.
This relationship is in line with previous research suggesting
that socially isolated individuals are more likely to experience
existential anxiety, and thus to adopt simplified explanations
for complex social phenomena (Miceli and Castelfranchi 2005).
These simplified explanations may be functional for individuals
experiencing social exclusion, helping them find meaning and a
sense of coherence in situations they perceive as threatening or
disordered (van Prooijen 2017).

Furthermore, our findings showed that a higher level of per-
ceived social isolation was positively associated with a con-
spiracy mentality. Indeed, the results are consistent with the
idea that experiences of isolation and social disconnection
may nourish a generalized attitude of suspicion and distrust
(Cacioppo and Cacioppo 2018; Schnell et al. 2024). The experi-
ence of social isolation tends to make people more vulnerable to
alternative, nonofficial explanations of phenomena, even when
such interpretations appear to be conspiratorial or implausible
(Imhoff 2024). In this sense, a conspiratorial mindset may repre-
sent a coping mechanism for individuals facing social exclusion
(Marchlewska et al. 2021).

Itis interesting to notice that higher levels of conspiratorial men-
tality were related to higher levels of anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy
beliefs. This finding is consistent with previous studies sug-
gesting that a conspiratorial mindset often manifests through
specific narratives, particularly those aimed at preserving tra-
ditional social norms and hierarchies (Imhoff and Bruder 2014;

95% confidence

interval

Effect b B SE Lower Upper t p
Social isolation (@ — Conspiratorial mentality 0.19 0.10 0.06 0.065 0.306 3.02 0.003
Conspiratorial (b) —» Anti-LGBTQ+ 0.13 0.28 0.01 0.105 0.162 9.20 <0.001
mentality conspiracy beliefs
Social isolation (© - Anti-LGBTQ+ 0.09 0.10 0.03 0.039 0.140 3.51 <0.001

conspiracy beliefs
Total effect c+axb 0.11 0.13 0.03 0.062 0.167 4.29 <0.001
Indirect effect axb 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.009 0.042

Note: The results include gender, age, education, religiosity, political orientation, and sexual prejudice as covariates.
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Jolley et al. 2020). Narratives about LGBTQ+ individuals may
include their representation as part of an influential group
perceived as challenging conventional social norms and desta-
bilizing traditional values (Salvati, Pellegrini, De Cristofaro,
Costacurta, and Giacomantonio 2024).

Finally, we found an indirect association between social isola-
tion and anti-LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs, via the conspiracy
mentality. Indeed, we found evidence concerning this relation-
ship, confirming that higher levels of perceived social isolation
were associated with higher levels of conspiracy mentality,
which, in turn, were related to a higher endorsement of con-
spiracy beliefs against LGBTQ+ people. It is worth noting that
these findings remained consistent even after controlling for
potentially confounding variables (gender, age, religiosity, edu-
cation level, political orientation, and denial of discrimination),
confirming that the relationship is robust across demographic
variables and that the observed effects are not driven by those
variables. At the same time, given the cross-sectional nature
of the present study, these indirect associations should be in-
terpreted with caution. Cross-sectional studies do not allow
for causal inference and cannot establish temporal precedence
among variables. Although the present model is theoretically
grounded, alternative explanations remain plausible, including
reciprocal or reinforcing processes whereby conspiracy mental-
ity or conspiracy beliefs themselves may contribute to increased
perceptions of social isolation over time. Longitudinal and ex-
perimental design will therefore be necessary to disentangle
the directionality of these associations and to test whether per-
ceived social isolation precedes changes in conspiracy mental-
ity, or whether these processes mutually influence one another.

For individuals experiencing social isolation, conspiracy beliefs
may represent both a way of giving meaning to an unpredictable
world and a way to belong to something, through the affiliation
with other individuals who share similar perspectives and views
(Bertlich et al. 2025; Biddlestone et al. 2025; van Prooijen 2022).
Indeed, as highlighted by van Prooijen (2022), conspiracy beliefs
may fulfill certain psychological needs, providing individuals
with transient psychological comfort, such as helping them to
make sense of unpredictable and/or complex events by offering
a simplified explanation, although the effects on well-being are
negative in the long term. This kind of immediate psychologi-
cal reward may help explain why conspiracy beliefs persist: they
would not only be due to cognitive biases or misinformation,
but they would also represent coping mechanisms, particularly
for those individuals who feel disconnected from others, and
would offer a form of psychological comfort. These individuals,
by adopting such beliefs, may feel a sense of group identity, of-
fering meaning and a sense of belonging in an otherwise un-
certain social environment. This is why the social and clinical
implications of our study are considerable, considering that con-
spiracy beliefs can have detrimental consequences, including re-
inforcement of harmful stereotypes, stigmatization and reduced
support for anti-discrimination laws (De Cristofaro et al. 2025;
Gkinopoulos et al. 2024). In this regard, it is important to ex-
pand the understanding concerning the endorsement of anti-
LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs to social processes (Panerati and
Salvati 2025), going beyond individual characteristics. In this
regard, the individual's social context may represent a useful

approach to highlight the factors that produce fertile ground for
the endorsement of those beliefs.

6.1 | Limitations, Future Directions,
and Social Impact

This study also presents some limitations that must be acknowl-
edged. Firstly, the cross-sectional design does not support causal
relationships. Future directions might include longitudinal stud-
ies to determine whether social isolation precedes the develop-
ment of conspiracy mentality or whether these variables interact
in a different way over time, for example, if such beliefs them-
selves contribute to social isolation. Additionally, future studies
could investigate whether similar mediating mechanisms apply
to conspiracies targeting other marginalized groups, besides the
LGBTQ+ population.

Secondly, the data were drawn from a convenience sample,
which limits the generalizability of the findings: the sample
may not adequately represent the broader population in terms
of key variables such as age, political orientation, and educa-
tion. Future studies could employ more representative sampling
strategies to assess the consistency of these findings better.

Furthermore, the present study was conducted in an Italian
context using a convenience sample, which limits the generaliz-
ability of the findings. Future studies should examine whether
the observed associations replicate in different national contexts
characterized, for instance, by different levels of institutional
support for LGBTQ+ rights. In addition, the current study fo-
cused on the general population. Future studies could extend
this work by taking into account how conspiracy beliefs tar-
geting LGBTQ+ people might be internalized from LGBTQ+
people themselves, for instance, concerning phenomena such as
internalized homophobia.

Thirdly, the study relied exclusively on self-report measures,
which may limit its conclusions: although self-report instru-
ments are widely used in psychological research, they may have
some limitations. Responses may be influenced by variables
such as social desirability bias, and this is particularly relevant
when exploring sensitive topics, such as attitudes toward mar-
ginalized groups, such as the LGBTQ+ population. In addi-
tion, self-reported data may detect more subjective perspectives
rather than observable behavior in a real-world context, which
may result in incoherence. Future research could employ addi-
tional data sources in order to validate the conclusions drawn
from self-report instruments. Related to this, a further limita-
tion concerns the operationalization of perceived social isola-
tion. Indeed, in the present study, social isolation was assessed
in terms of perceived social isolation, reflecting an individual's
subjective evaluations of their social connectedness. Although
this approach is theoretically meaningful and widely used, it
does not allow for capturing more objective indicators concern-
ing social isolation, such as the size of one's social network,
frequency of social interaction, time spent with significant
others, and so on. Future research could benefit from integrat-
ing both subjective and objective measures of social isolation
to examine whether perceived and structural aspects of social
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disconnectedness differentially relate to conspiracy mentality
and conspiracy beliefs.

Finally, although gender did not show a significant associa-
tion with anti-LGBTQ+ beliefs in the present study, future
research may nevertheless benefit from further exploring the
role of gender-related processes in this domain. In particular, it
may be valuable to investigate whether gender identity, gender
norm adherence, or gender-related existential concerns (such as
threatened masculinity) might interact with social isolation and
conspiracy mentality in shaping susceptibility to anti-LGBTQ+
conspiracy beliefs. Such an approach could help shed light on
whether gender operates as a conditional factor (rather than a
predictor) influencing how social isolation influences conspir-
acy mentality and translates into conspiratorial thinking target-
ing gender and sexual minorities.

Upcoming efforts may empirically test whether and how initia-
tives aimed at reducing social isolation and loneliness are asso-
ciated with changes in conspiracy-related mentality and beliefs,
for instance, through longitudinal or experimental designs that
allow for causal inference.

These informational initiatives would not only tackle the psycho-
logical basis of conspiracy thinking but would also promote un-
derstanding of others and empathy, thereby alleviating the social
damage these beliefs may cause and enhancing individual well-
being. Educating the public in schools, at work and in other envi-
ronments on these variables may promote a deeper understanding
of how social isolation can affect beliefs, perceptions, and emotions
and its detrimental effects. At this stage, however, any implications
for applied interventions or public policy remain speculative given
the correlational nature of the present findings. Nevertheless, ex-
isting theoretical and empirical work (Imhoff 2024) suggests that
social connectedness and perceived belonging represent relevant
psychosocial dimensions in understanding vulnerability to con-
spiracy thinking. Future research may therefore benefit from ex-
amining how broader social environments, relational experiences,
and perception of connectedness relate to conspiracy mentality and
specific conspiracy beliefs. In this sense, innovative approaches to
fostering social connections and reducing the experience of social
isolation may represent promising avenues for future investigation
and developing strategies to tackle the phenomenon.

7 | Conclusion

The current study offers a novel perspective on the interplay
among conspiracy mentality, endorsement of conspiracy be-
liefs against LGBTQ+ people and perceived social isolation.
By examining these, we found that feeling socially isolated is
associated with greater endorsement of anti-LGBTQ+ conspir-
acy beliefs both directly and indirectly through higher levels of
conspiracy mentality. While we cannot draw causal conclusions
from these findings, they do help deepen our understanding
of the psychological factors that might lead to the rise of anti-
LGBTQ+ conspiracy beliefs. Therefore, addressing feelings of
social isolation may represent an important aspect to consider
in future research and prevention strategies, particularly when
aiming to understand vulnerability to conspiratorial narratives
targeting sexual and gender minorities.
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