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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Conspiracy mentality has been associated with various detrimental societal outcomes. However, research on its

predictors and consequences has been focused almost exclusively on adults. Guided by Self-Determination Theory, this study

examined reciprocal associations between basic psychological need frustration and conspiracy mentality among adolescents.
Methods: A sample of 232 high school students (Mg, = 14.6, SD = 1.53; 58% identifying as girls) completed surveys at two time
points over a 1-year interval (Spring 2023 and 2024) in the province of Quebec, Canada.

Results: Results indicated that frustration of the need for relatedness predicted an increase in conspiracy mentality, whereas
conspiracy mentality predicted an increase in relatedness frustration, with small effect sizes. Moreover, conspiracy mentality

predicted an increase in frustration of the need for autonomy, with a small effect size.

Conclusion: Given the negative implications of conspiracy beliefs, schools should implement strategies to address these beliefs

and provide adolescents with opportunities to satisfy their needs for autonomy and relatedness.

Conspiracy mentality is a general tendency to interpret major
events and societal phenomena as the result of secret plots
orchestrated by powerful, malevolent groups (Douglas
et al. 2019; Imhoff et al. 2022). Unlike belief in specific con-
spiracy theories (e.g., Pizzagate), conspiracy mentality is typi-
cally conceptualized as content-independent, reflecting a broad
and stable dispositional tendency to interpret events through
conspiratorial explanations (e.g., the idea that government
agencies act in secret). Conspiracy mentality is also, to a certain
extent, less context-specific than endorsement of specific con-
spiracy theories. However, contemporary events and geographic
location can shape what is considered conspiratorial, particu-
larly in periods of political instability or perceived democratic
failure, when certain statements or lines of reasoning may
appear as at least partially plausible rather than purely con-
spiratorial. Still, conspiracy mentality has been associated with
detrimental societal outcomes, including reduced compliance

with public health measures and political polarization, ulti-
mately threatening democratic stability, civic engagement, and
trust in institutions (Biddlestone et al. 2025; Imhoff et al. 2020;
Leonard and Philippe 2021).

Research on the predictors and consequences of conspiracy
mentality has focused almost exclusively on adults (see
Biddlestone et al. 2025; Goreis and Voracek 2019; Pilch
et al. 2023; Stasielowicz 2022). Yet, because conspiracy men-
tality tends to stabilize in adulthood and adolescence is a critical
period for cognitive, social, and identity development, under-
standing its emergence during this stage is essential for pre-
vention and intervention (Byrne et al. 2024; Imhoff et al. 2022;
Jolley et al. 2021). This study examined predictors of conspiracy
mentality among adolescents, focusing on its bidirectional as-
sociations with frustration of basic psychological needs (Ryan
and Deci 2017).
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1 | Predictors of Conspiracy Mentality in
Adolescence

Developmental changes in cognition across the lifespan suggest
that how individuals gather, interpret, and respond to conspiracy-
related information may differ between adults and adolescents
(Byrne et al. 2024). A recent systematic review identified only six
studies on conspiracy mentality or beliefs in adolescence, covering
about 2000 youth (Byrne et al. 2024). Findings showed that generic
conspiracy beliefs were positively associated with age, paranoid
thinking, peer issues, and mistrust at home, and negatively asso-
ciated with open-minded thinking and cognitive ability. This
limited research underscores the need for further studies on pre-
dictors of conspiracy mentality in adolescence.

Among factors studied in adulthood, motivational predictors have
received considerable attention. For instance, Biddlestone et al.
(2025) conducted a meta-analysis examining motives associated
with conspiracy beliefs, which included 971 effect sizes from 279
independent studies (137,406 participants, with an average sample
age of 32.8 years, ranging from 17.8 to 52.4). Guided by the the-
oretical model of Douglas et al. (2017), the authors concluded that
“people are more likely to endorse conspiracy theories when their
psychological needs are frustrated” (p. 48). This model highlights
three major motives underlying the adoption of conspiracy beliefs:
epistemic motives (e.g., desire for knowledge and certainty), ex-
istential motives (e.g., desire for safety and control), and social
motives (e.g., desire for value and connection). When facing
uncertainty or ambiguity, conspiracy theories may satisfy these
motives by offering rigid, comprehensive explanations, providing a
sense of control, certainty, uniqueness, and belonging to close-knit
communities (Douglas et al. 2017; Imhoff and Lamberty 2017;
Leonard and Philippe 2021; Liekefett et al. 2023; Pilch et al. 2023).

This study draws on Self-Determination Theory (Deci and
Ryan 2000; Ryan and Deci 2017) and the frustration of its three
basic psychological needs: autonomy (e.g., feeling pressured or
forced to do things), competence (e.g., feeling ineffective or lacking
confidence in one's ability to succeed), and relatedness (e.g., feel-
ing excluded and dislike by others; Vansteenkiste et al. 2020), a
widely used framework in adolescent research. These needs par-
tially overlap with Douglas et al. (2017) motives: existential with
autonomy (both involve self-direction, though the existential
motive is typically reactive, aiming to regain control); epistemic
motive with competence (both involve a desire to understand and
master one's environment, though the epistemic motive is more
focused on making sense of the world), and social with relatedness
(both involve connection, though social motive also included
group identity and status).

Drawing on Self-Determination Theory's conceptualization of
basic psychological needs, it is plausible that adolescents who
feel forced or pressured to act against their will may adopt a
conspiracist mindset to discredit external sources of pressure
and regain a sense of autonomy. Those who doubt their abilities
and chances of success may also turn to this mindset for con-
fidence, as simple explanations can apply to complex problems.
Similarly, adolescents who feel excluded and disliked by others
may seek alternative communities of like-minded peers for
social support. To compensate for frustrated needs, adolescents
may develop rigid thought patterns to restore control, predict-
ability, or security (Hunsinger and Parker 2025). Alternately,
they may also exhibit oppositional defiance (i.e., thinking or

acting contrary to expectations) to reclaim independence
(Vansteenkiste et al. 2020).

A conspiracy mentality may also frustrate adolescents’ psycho-
logical needs, creating a negative feedback loop (Albath
et al. 2024; Douglas et al. 2017; Liekefett et al. 2023). It can
reinforce feelings of pressure (e.g., conforming to others' behav-
iors and thoughts), incompetence (e.g., constantly reassessing
beliefs in light of new information), and exclusion (e.g., conflict
with family or peers). Moreover, as noted above, Self-
Determination Theory further predicts that initial need frustra-
tion can lead individuals to seek need substitutes and engage in
compensatory behaviors (e.g., rigid or oppositional behaviors)
that offer temporary relief but fail to satisfy needs (Vansteenkiste
and Ryan 2013; Vansteenkiste et al. 2020). To our knowledge, no
study has examined this negative loop in adolescents.

1.1 | Study Objective

This study examined reciprocal associations between basic psy-
chological need frustration and conspiracy mentality among
adolescents. Specifically: (a) does need frustration predict
increases in conspiracy mentality over time? and (b) does con-
spiracy mentality predict greater need frustration over time? A
two-wave longitudinal design with a 1-year interval was used.
Age, gender, ethnicity, academic achievement, and parental
education were controlled as potential confounders (O'Mahony
et al. 2023). Figure 1 presents the tested model. We hypothesized
that need frustration at Wave 1 (W1) would predict increases in
conspiracy mentality at Wave 2 (W2), and vice versa.

2 | Methods
2.1 | Participants and Procedures

This study is part of a larger two-wave longitudinal research project
on civic engagement. At W1 (Spring 2023), a total of 862 students
from Secondary 1 to 5 (equivalent to Grade 7 to 11 in the American
school system; Mage = 14.39, 56% identifying as girls) completed a
survey at their school. Students came from five public and five
private schools. Among the public schools, two were in high-
socioeconomic status (SES) areas, one in an average-SES area, and
two in low-SES areas, according to the Quebec government's school
deprivation classification. Most participants identified as White
(81%), were French-speaking (89%), and were born in Canada
(92%). Parental consent was obtained via an online or paper form
for all students. The study protocol was approved by the Research
Ethics Board of the Université du Québec & Montréal.

Students completed the survey online, either in class or in the
school's computer lab. At W2 (Spring 2024), students who agreed to
participate in the second wave were contacted by email or phone to
complete the follow-up questionnaire online from home. A total of
253 students refused to be contacted for W2. In addition, 82 stu-
dents could not be recontacted because their email address was no
longer valid. Many Secondary 5 students provided their school e-
mail address, which became inactive by W2. In the Quebec
(Canada) school system, Secondary 5 corresponds to the final year
of high school. Finally, 11 students withdrew from W2 despite
having provided initial consent. Consequently, 516 students were
contacted for W2, and a total of 232 questionnaires were com-
pleted (45%).
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FIGURE 1 | Representation of the main associations tested in the model.

Attrition was assessed by comparing students who participated
only in W1 (n = 630) with those who participated in both waves
(n =232) across all study variables measured at W1. Students who
only participated in W1 were more likely to identify as White
OAIN=850] =6.30, p=0.012) and be younger ({{860]=—2.10,
p=0.018; M =14.33 vs. M = 14.56) than those who participated in
both waves. Given the high percentage of attrition, we decided to
retain only students who participated in both waves in the
analyses (n = 232; M, = 14.6, SD = 1.53; 58% identifying as girls;
78% identifying as White; 71% of mothers and 56% of fathers
having at least a bachelor's degree). A Monte Carlo power analysis
conducted prior to the main analyses indicated that a minimum
sample size of 230 participants was required to detect bidirectional
cross-lagged effects of § =0.25 between conspiracy mentality and
need frustration, with 80% power at a = 0.05.

2.2 | Measures

Descriptive statistics for all items appear in Table 1.

2.2.1 | Conspiracy Mentality

Conspiracy mentality was measured with the five items of the
Conspiracy Mentality Questionnaire (Bruder et al. 2013) rated on
a 11-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (0% certainly not) to 10
(100% certain). The validation study of this questionnaire reports

good psychometric properties (Bruder et al. 2013). The MacDo-
nald's omegas in our study were 0.82 at W1 and 0.81 at W2.

2.2.2 | Basic Psychological Needs Frustration

Frustration of the needs for autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness were measured with the nine items of the Basic Psy-
chological Need Satisfaction and Frustration Scale rated on a
5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not true at all) to 5 (com-
pletely true) (Chen et al. 2015). The validation study of this scale
reports good psychometric properties (Chen et al. 2015). This
scale has been validated and widely used among diverse pop-
ulations, including adolescents (Van der Kaap-Deeder
et al. 2020). The MacDonald's omegas in our study were 0.59,
0.73, and 0.74 at W1, and 0.74, 0.74, and 0.76 at W2 for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, respectively.

2.2.3 | Control Variables

Students were asked to report their age, gender identity (coded as
0 = identify as a girl, 1 = identify as a boy), ethnicity (coded as
0 = White [78.4%], 1 =non-White [6.5% Arab, 6.0% Asian, 1.3%
Indigenous, 0.9% Hispanic, 2.6% Black, and 4.3% mixed]), and
parents’ education (mean of mothers' and fathers' education;
1 = Grade 7 to 12 = postdoctoral studies, M =8.50, SD = 1.70).
Grades were taken from the students’ official school records, ex-
pressed in percentages (M = 83.46, SD = 7.31).
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and loadings for the items (n = 232).

MW1 SDW1 LW1I MW2 SDW2 L W2
Conspiracy mentality
— I think that many very important things happen in the world, 7.04 2.31 0.52 7.06 243 0.51
which the public is never informed about.
— I think that politicians usually do not tell us the true motives 6.51 2.32 0.65 6.64 2.44 0.63
for their decisions.
— I think that government agencies closely monitor all citizens. 4.19 2.75 0.77 4.45 2.80 0.77
— 1 think that events which superficially seem to a lack a 3.27 2.79 0.78 3.84 2.85 0.78
connection are often the results of secret activities.
— I think that there are secret organizations that greatly influence 4.04 3.08 0.74 4.09 3.09 0.76
political decisions.
Autonomy need frustration
— Most of the things I do feel like “I have to do.” 3.07 1.05 0.51 3.21 1.02 0.58
— 1 feel forced to do many things I wouldn't choose to do. 231 1.13 0.67 2.50 1.21 0.73
— I feel pressured to do many things. 2.99 1.33 0.74 3.06 1.28 0.80
Competence need frustration
— I have serious doubts about whether I can do things well. 3.28 1.28 0.73 3.18 1.18 0.72
— I feel disappointed with many of my performance. 2.86 1.25 0.71 2.81 1.22 0.70
— 1 feel insecure about my abilities. 2.73 1.22 0.79 2.72 1.26 0.79
Relatedness need frustration
— I feel excluded from the group I want to belong to. 1.89 1.10 0.70 2.25 1.25 0.69
— I feel that people who are important to me are cold and distant 1.79 1.07 0.82 1.81 1.19 0.82
towards me.
— I have the impression that people I spend time with dislike me. 1.59 0.90 0.81 1.75 1.13 0.81

Abbreviations: L, Loading; M, Mean; SD, Standard deviation.

2.3 | Analytical Strategies

Invariance testing was first conducted to ensure that the mea-
sures at T1 and T2 were invariant over time. These analyses
were performed in Mplus version 9 (Muthén and Muthén 2025)
with the Weighted Least Square Means and Variance estimator,
which provides more accurate statistics for Likert-scale data
than estimators such as maximum likelihood. The results are
presented in Online Supporting Information S1: Material 1.
After invariance was established, the paths depicted in Figure 1
were added to the model with scalar invariance (see the full
syntax in Online Supporting Information S1: Material 2).
Missing data (0.9%) were handled using FIML. The model was
considered to have a good fit if it yielded a Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) greater than 0.90,
and a root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and a
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) less than 0.08
(Browne and Cudeck 1993; Hu and Bentler 1999).

3 | Results
3.1 | Descriptive Statistics

An examination of the item skewness and kurtosis revealed that
all items were normally distributed. Inspection of the full cor-
relation matrix revealed no collinearity between the items. It
also showed that grades were not related to any of the variables
and were therefore no longer included in the analyses. To
document adolescents’ endorsement of each item on the

conspiracy mentality scale, frequencies were also analyzed. The
reported percentages reflect the proportion of adolescents who
scored 6 (somewhat likely) or higher on the response scale.
Results indicated that adolescents were more likely to endorse
item 1 (75% at W1, 78% at W2), item 2 (68% at W1, 69% at W2),
item 3 (33% at W1, 36% at W2), item 5 (31% at W1, 36% at W2),
and item 4 (22% at W1, 27% at W2; Table 1 details the labeling
of the items).

Regarding item loadings (see Table 1), all items demonstrated
adequate loadings on their respective scales at W1 and W2,
ranging from 0.51 to 0.82 depending on the item, scales, and
wave of measurement.

3.2 | Tested Model

The model fit the data well, x* (435)=544.70, p=0.000,
CFI = 0.951, TLI = 0.944, RMSEA = 0.03 (90% CI = 0.02, 0.04),
and SRMR = 0.05. Results are presented in Table 2. Because our
model imposed strict constraints, we reported both 90% and
95% confidence intervals. Bidirectional associations were
interpreted as meaningful when their 90% confidence intervals
did not include zero. We can see that frustration of the need for
relatedness at W1 predicted an increase in conspiracy mentality
at W2, with a small effect size. Additionally, conspiracy men-
tality at W1 predicted an increase in frustration of the need for
autonomy and relatedness at W2 (small effect sizes). Stability
coefficients also showed that conspiracy mentality was partic-
ularly stable from W1 to W2.
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TABLE 2 | Results from the tested model (n = 232).

B SE V4 P 95% CI 90% CI

Links of interest:
FBPN at W1 to CPY at W2

WIFAUT to W2CPY 0.04 0.13 0.27 0.786 -0.22, 0.29 —0.18, 0.25

WI1FCPT to W2CPY —0.03 0.11 —0.31 0.760 —0.24, 0.18 -0.21, 0.14

WI1FREL to W2CPY 0.19 0.11 1.71 0.088 —0.03, 0.41 0.01, 0.37
CPY at W1 to FBPN at W2

W1CPY to W2FAUT 0.22 0.08 2.58 0.010 0.05, 0.38 0.08, 0.36

WI1CPY to W2FCPT —0.02 0.08 —0.20 0.838 —-0.17, 0.14 —0.15, 0.12

WI1CPY to W2FREL 0.14 0.076 1.84 0.066 —0.01, 0.29 0.02, 0.26
Other links:
FBPN at T1 to FBPN at T2

WI1FCPT to W2FAUT 0.21 0.12 1.80 0.072 —0.02, 0.45 0.02, 0.41

WI1FREL to W2FAUT —0.05 0.14 —0.39 0.699 —0.32, 0.22 —0.28, 0.17

WI1FAUT to W2FCPT 0.14 0.16 0.93 0.355 —0.16, 0.45 —0.11, 0.40

WIFREL to W2FCPT 0.09 0.13 0.67 0.502 —0.16, 0.33 —-0.12, 0.29

WI1FAUT to W2FREL 0.12 0.15 0.81 0.419 -0.17, 0.41 —0.13, 0.37

WI1FCPT to W2FREL 0.14 0.11 1.31 0.192 —0.07, 0.36 —0.04, 0.33
Stability links:
WICPY to W2CPY 0.60 0.06 9.71 0.000 0.48, 0.72 0.50, 0.70
WI1FAUT to W2FAUT 0.34 0.16 2.13 0.033 0.03, 0.65 0.08, 0.60
WI1FCPT to W2FCPT 0.36 0.12 2.96 0.003 0.12, 0.60 0.16, 0.56
WI1FREL to W2FREL 0.26 0.12 2.10 0.036 0.02, 0.50 0.06, 0.46
Control variables:
GENDER to W2CPY —-0.04 0.06 —0.60 0.550 —0.16, 0.09 —0.14, 0.06
GENDER to W2FAUT —0.01 0.07 —0.10 0.920 —0.15, 0.14 —0.13, 0.11
GENDER to W2FCPT —0.03 0.07 —0.44 0.660 —0.18, 0.11 —0.15, 0.09
GENDER to W2FREL 0.20 0.07 2.83 0.005 0.06, 0.34 0.09, 0.32
ETHNICITY to W2CPY 0.05 0.06 0.86 0.389 —-0.07, 0.18 —0.05, 0.16
ETHNICITY to W2FAUT —0.04 0.07 —0.55 0.580 -0.19, 0.11 —-0.17, 0.08
ETHNICITY to W2FCPT —-0.02 0.07 —-0.34 0.734 —0.16, 0.11 —0.14, 0.09
ETHNICITY to W2FREL —0.04 0.08 —0.53 0.593 —0.20, 0.11 —-0.17, 0.09
AGE to W2CPY —0.10 0.05 —-1.81 0.070 —0.20, 0.01 —0.18, —0.01
AGE to W2FAUT 0.09 0.08 1.24 0.216 —0.06, 0.24 —0.03, 0.22
AGE to W2FCPT 0.06 0.06 0.99 0.323 —0.06, 0.19 —-0.04, 0.17
AGE to W2FREL 0.07 0.07 1.01 0.312 —0.07, 0.21 —0.05, 0.19
PAREDUC to W2CPY —-0.01 0.08 —0.08 0.935 -0.17, 0.16 -0.15, 0.13
PAREDUC to W2FAUT 0.18 0.09 2.09 0.037 0.01, 0.35 0.04, 0.32
PAREDUC to W2FCPT 0.04 0.09 0.45 0.653 —0.14, 0.23 —-0.11, 0.23
PAREDUC to W2FREL 0.03 0.08 0.38 0.702 -0.12, 0.18 -0.10, 0.16

Abbreviations: CPY, Conspiracy mentality; FAUT, Frustration of autonomy; FBPN, Frustration of basic psychological needs; FCPT, Frustration of competence; FREL,
Frustration of relatedness; PAREDUC, Parent education; W1, Wave 1; W2, Wave 2.

Although control variables are not depicted in Figure 1 for the 4 | Discussion
sake of parsimony, they were included in the tested model.
Results indicated that adolescents identifying as girls reported
more frustration of their need for relatedness at W2. Parental
education also predicted more frustration of adolescents’ need
for competence at W2.

This study aimed to explore bidirectional associations between
need frustration and conspiracy mentality among a sample of
adolescents. Overall, few associations were statistically signifi-
cant in the tested model, possibly due to the high stability of
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conspiracy mentality in our adolescent sample, a pattern also
observed in prior research with adults (e.g., Liekefett
et al. 2023). Nonetheless, we found positive and distinct asso-
ciations related to the needs for autonomy and relatedness.

5 | Associations Between Conspiracy Mentality
and Frustration of Basic Psychological Needs

Conspiracy mentality at W1 predicted increased autonomy and
relatedness frustration at W2, while relatedness frustration at W1
predicted higher conspiracy mentality at W2. Effects sizes were
small. These findings partially replicated those of Albath et al.
(2024) in an adult sample. They similarly found that conspiracy
belief, both at the between- and within-levels, predicted decreases in
perceived control—which partially overlaps with the need for
autonomy. They also reported evidence of a negative feedback loop,
which we did not observe. They also found that belonging—which
partially overlap with the need for relatedness—predicted lower
conspiracy belief, but not the reverse. This contrasts with our
results, which showed that conspiracy mentality also predicted
relatedness frustration in adolescents. Finally, no association
emerged between conspiracy mentality and competence (what they
called the self-esteem need), corroborating our findings.

As noted earlier, on one hand, adopting a conspiracy mentality may
reinforce feelings of pressure. For instance, once adolescents adopt
such beliefs, they may feel compelled to conform to the expectations
of other believers, limiting their freedom of choice. Such beliefs may
also hinder autonomous reflection and internalizing of norms,
fostering perception of being forced to do things (Vansteenkiste and
Ryan 2013). Endorsing conspiracy beliefs may also heighten feelings
of exclusion, especially if conflicts arise with peers who reject these
beliefs. According to Self-Determination Theory, these experiences
likely frustrate autonomy and relatedness needs. On the other hand,
we also found that experiences of relatedness frustration may lead
to higher conspiracy beliefs among adolescents. Peer-related diffi-
culties have also been identified as predictors of generic conspiracy
beliefs in a prior systematic review (Byrne et al. 2024). Our study
extends these findings by suggesting a negative feedback loop
between generic conspiracy beliefs and relatedness frustration.

Drawing on Self-Determination Theory, we hypothesized that
adolescents who doubt their abilities might adopt a conspiracy
mentality to boost their confidence or reduce insecurity, as it offers
simple explanations to complex issues, and legitimizes perceptions
of external constraints. However, no significant association emerged
between conspiracy mentality and competence frustration. This
contrasts with adult studies reporting positive links between the
epistemic motive and conspiracy beliefs (Biddlestone et al. 2025).
Yet, our measure of competence differs from the epistemic motive,
which focuses on making sense of the world. We also expected that
adopting a worldview defined by conspiracy beliefs could reinforce
feelings of incompetence due to constant reassessment, but this was
not supported. Future research is needed to replicate these findings
in other adolescent samples.

51 | Study Limitations and Strengths

Among the study's limitations, the relatively small sample may
have affected the stability of the parameter estimates. In addition,
autonomy frustration at W1 showed a low omega coefficient,

increasing measurement error and reducing estimate accuracy. All
measures were also self-reported, introducing potential social
desirability and shared method biaises. Future work could include
parent or teacher reports of adolescents' conspiracy mentality.
Another limitation is the two-wave design, which prevent distin-
guishing within-person changes (how an individual' scores change
over time) from between-person differences (how individuals dif-
fer from one another over time). This distinction is important, as
effects may vary across levels. Future studies should include more
than two waves to separate variance, improve estimates of
dynamic processes, and test mediation models. For example,
Kruglanski et al.'s (2022) “3 N” model of radicalization suggest that
a heightened Need for personal significance (e.g., feeling that one
matters, merits respect and has social worth) leads individuals to
compelling Narratives offering meaning and purpose, including
conspiracy beliefs, which then guide them to Networks that vali-
date and reinforce these beliefs. This model warrants further
investigation among adolescents. We also used a questionnaire of
conspiracy mentality developed for adult populations. Jolley et al.
(2021) noted that such measures may not capture emerging forms
of conspiracy beliefs among younger populations. Future research
should use instruments developed and validated for this age
group. Finally, it is worth considering that adolescents may ex-
perience frustration of multiple basic psychological needs simul-
taneously, and that such co-occurring frustrations could have
additive or interactive effects on conspiracy mentality. Examining
these potential combined effects would be an important avenue for
future studies with larger samples.

This study also has strengths. First, it was guided by well-
established theoretical framework. In their systematic review,
Pilch et al. (2023) noted that much research on conspiracy
beliefs lacks such grounding, which is essential for clarifying
the concepts, generating hypotheses, and interpreting
findings. Second, we used a short longitudinal design with two
waves spaced 1 year apart. As noted by researchers, few studies
in this field adopt longitudinal approaches (e.g., Albath
et al. 2024; Jolley et al. 2021; Liekefett et al. 2023), which are
critical for examining developmental trends and potential
pathways between need frustration and conspiracy mentality.
Finally, we tested these associations in a sample of adolescents,
addressing a gap in a literature largely focused on adults.

5.2 | Practical Implications

O'Mahony et al.'s (2023) systematic review of 25 intervention
studies found that programs enhancing analytical thinking and
critical reasoning were most effective, though most interventions
failed to change conspiracy beliefs. Rather than confronting
directly adolescents, broader strategies that satisfy autonomy and
relatedness may be more beneficial. Autonomy-supportive (and
non-moralizing) approaches, such as offering meaningful choi-
ces, encouraging discussion, decision-making, and problem-
solving, considering adolescents’ perspectives, as well as using
non-controlling language (Grolnick and Lerner 2023; Mageau
et al. 2015), are well supported in research (see Wang et al. 2024,
for a meta-analysis). Evidence for relatedness-focused strategies
is less conclusive (see Wang et al. 2024), but building supportive
relationships, dedicating attention and energy, and fostering
positive peer connections likely help (Grolnick and Lerner 2023).
Finally, helping adolescents manage uncomfortable emotions
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linked to frustrated needs may also be effective, as emotion
dysregulation has been associated with conspiracy beliefs in
adults (Molenda et al. 2023).

6 | Conclusion

This study examined frustration of Self-Determination Theory's
three basic psychological needs and its potential feedback loop
with conspiracy mentality in adolescence. Conspiracy mentality
predicted greater autonomy and relatedness frustration, while
relatedness frustration predicted higher conspiracy mentality
over 1 year. Given the harmful consequences of conspiracy
beliefs, schools should address these beliefs and provide
opportunities to satisfy autonomy and relatedness needs. Future
studies are encouraged to replicate these findings with larger
samples and additional measurement points.
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