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Experiences of Workplace Bullying and the Tendency to
Engage in Conspiracy Theorizing
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Abstract: Experiences of bullying in the workplace can increase anxiety, paranoia, and hypervigilance to threat in victims. Such factors are also
associated with conspiracy beliefs. Two preregistered studies (cross-sectional and experimental) tested whether bullying experiences may be
linked to the development of conspiracy beliefs. Study 1 (n = 273) demonstrated that experiences of workplace bullying were positively as-
sociated with conspiracy beliefs, an effect that could be explained by paranoia. In Study 2 (n = 206), participants who imagined being bullied (vs.
supported) reported increased belief in conspiracy theories. Our research uncovers another antecedent of conspiracy beliefs: workplace
bullying. Future research should endeavor to explore how best to support victims and avert the link between being bullied and conspiracy
theorizing emerging.
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Conspiracy theories are commonly defined as “explana-
tions for important events that involve secret plots by
powerful and malevolent groups” (Douglas et al., 2017, p.
538). Conspiracy theories are known to accuse any group
that can be perceived as powerful and malevolent
(Douglas et al., 2019), from scientists and doctors (e.g.,
Lamberty & Imhoff, 2018) to one’s boss in the workplace
(e.g., Douglas & Leite, 2017). While conspiracy beliefs may
form as a route to explain large and significant events (e.g.,
Leman & Cinnirella, 2007), one’s life experiences may
also increase an individual’s susceptibility to conspiracy
theorizing (e.g., prior discrimination, Jolley & Jaspal,
2020). In the current research, we explore the possibil-
ity that hostile workplace experiences (i.e., bullying) could
be an antecedent to the development of conspiracy beliefs.

Psychology of Conspiracy Theories

Research exploring the psychology of conspiracy beliefs
has proliferated in the last 10 years (Douglas et al., 2019),
where psychologists have made significant progress un-
covering how conspiracy theories can impact the smooth
running of societies (see Jolley et al., 2022 for a review).
For example, conspiracy beliefs have been shown to im-
pact COVID-19 preventative behavior (such as following
government advice around self-isolation or wishing to
receive a COVID-19 vaccine; Douglas, 2021) and reduce

political vote intentions and engagement in climate-
friendly behaviors (Jolley & Douglas, 2014), alongside
impacting medical intentions (e.g., Lamberty & Imhoff,
2018) and workplace outcomes (e.g., turnover intentions,
Douglas & Leite, 2017). Conspiracy beliefs have also been
linked with being more willing to support violence (e.g.,
Jolley & Paterson, 2020) and engaging in unethical ac-
tivities (Jolley et al., 2019).

Worryingly, conspiracy beliefs are popular (Oliver &
Wood, 2014), often thought to be because they promise
to meet psychological needs (Douglas, et al., 2017). Psy-
chologists have identified a range of psychological cor-
relates of conspiracy beliefs such as feelings of uncertainty
(van Prooijen & Jostmann, 2013) and anxiety (Grzesiak-
Feldman, 2013). Association also exists between paranoia
and conspiracy beliefs (e.g., Grzesiak-Feldman & Ejsmont,
2008). Whilst it could be argued paranoia and conspiracy
beliefs are the same construct, Imhoff and Lamberty
(2018) provided evidence of their distinctions and diver-
gent associations with other factors (i.e., conspiracy beliefs
attribute evil to the powerful, whereas paranoia attributes
evil to people in general). Further supporting this notion,
Alsuhibani et al. (2022) also demonstrated that conspiracy
beliefs, but not paranoia, predicted poorer analytical
thinking. It is clear that some of these psychological
correlates can be frustrated during times of societal crisis,
such as rapid political change, a terrorist attack, or a virus
outbreak (van Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). Indeed, societal
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crises breed feelings of uncertainty, anxiety, and threat
(such as during the COVID-19 pandemic, Lalot et al.,
2021), where citizens try to make sense of a turbulent
society (Franks et al., 2017). Such conditions make fertile
ground for conspiracy beliefs to flourish.
Another contributor to the development of conspiracy

beliefs is experiences of collective victimhood and dis-
crimination. Early work by Abalakina-Paap et al. (1999)
showcased how African-American participants who re-
ported they had been subject to police harassment were
more likely to subscribe to HIV conspiracy theories that
propose HIV is human-made. More recently, Jolley and
Jaspal (2020) demonstrated in a sample of UK White gay
males, experiences of discrimination (because of their
sexual orientation) were associated with heightened HIV
conspiracy beliefs. In turn, HIV conspiracy beliefs were
then associated with less favorable attitudes toward pre-
exposure prophylaxis, a biomedical approach preventing
the risk of HIV. Jolley and Jaspal (2020) propose that the
roots of HIV conspiracy beliefs could be in adverse social
experiences (i.e., victimization), and its consequences may
be the rejection of biomedical therapies.
In a similar vein, Pantazi et al. (2022) found across a

series of studies with Greek participants, historical col-
lective victimhood fostered conspiracy theorizing but only
for those who identified strongly with being Greek. Armaly
and Enders (2021) also provided evidence that victimhood
is linked to increased conspiracy beliefs. However, the
researchers demonstrated that believing one is a victim
does not appear to depend on true oppression and instead
cut across political and sociodemographic lines. For ex-
ample, they found that a roughly equal fraction of White
(53%) and non-White (57%) participants agreed that “the
system is rigged to benefit a select few,” which was as-
sociated with heightened conspiracy beliefs. In other
words, people do not need to be victimized due to group
status to feel like a victim; they can subjectively feel like
their group is a victim even in the absence of true op-
pression. Pantazi et al. (2022) proposed that conspiracy
endorsement may take the form of protecting the ingroup
from enemies, especially when the ingroup is (perceived to
be) a victim. Taken together, it is plausible that hostile
experiences (such as specific forms of victimization and
discrimination) in one’s everyday life could be a precursor
to conspiracy theorizing.

Bullying and Belief in Conspiracy Theories

In the literature to date on the antecedents of conspiracy
beliefs, discrimination and victimization that is not based
on collective identities have not yet received attention. An
important specific form of discrimination and victimization

to consider is workplace bullying. Bullying is interpersonal,
where there is a power imbalance between the bully and the
victim (e.g., coworker is bullied by a superior or informal
power imbalance between coworkers, Einarsen et al., 1994;
Shetgiri, 2013). Importantly, bullying is a multicausal
phenomenon, since it can result from a range of factors
(Salin, 2003). Compared to collective victimhood, indi-
viduals could end up being bullied because of individual
differences between workers (i.e., personality clashes that
inspire interpersonal conflict), appearance (e.g., size or
height), or even displayed aggression (e.g., Anti-Bullying
Alliance, 2021; Salin, 2003). As the root cause of workplace
bullying can be so diverse, researchers typically focus on the
acts to define bullying (Hewett et al., 2018). Specifically, the
negative acts toward the bullied victim can be work-related
(such as withholding work-related information) or personal
(such as gossiping about them), but they must be experi-
enced by the victim repeatedly over time (i.e., at least
weekly for 6months ormore, Leymann, 1996). Bullying can
include direct (e.g., name-calling) and indirect (e.g., gos-
siping) behaviors (see Shetgiri, 2013).
To measure the experiences of being bullied in the

workplace, two approaches are typically used (Nielsen
et al., 2011). First is the self-labeling method, where
participants simply report if they have been bullied within
the last 6 months. The second approach lists a range of
negative (bullying) behaviors, which participants respond
to, indicating if they have experienced such acts in the
workplace. Using such measures of bullying, researchers
have demonstrated that bullying experiences can impact a
victim’s wellbeing and performance at work. For example,
in a meta-analysis that included 90 studies, Bowling and
Beehr (2006) uncovered that workplace bullying was
predictive of burnout, stress, decreased job satisfaction,
and increased turnover intentions.
Furthermore, bullying can contribute to a negative work

climate (e.g., affect relationship with peers, reduce morale,
and organizational commitment, see Bartlett & Bartlett,
2011). Such a negative work climate has been linked with
conspiracy beliefs. Specifically, Douglas and Leite (2017)
found that a work place with negative features (e.g., little
autonomy over their work, frequent conflict and gossip in
the workplace vs. a positive climate) increased belief in
conspiracy theories. Whilst this study did not examine
bullying, we argue that the acts included as part of their
experimental manipulation could be stemmed from bully-
ing. Thus, as bullying behaviors can contribute to a negative
work environment (Bartlett & Bartlett, 2011), this work
provides initial support for the assertion that because bullied
victims may seek explanations for their difficult circum-
stances, being bullied could inspire conspiracy theorizing.
In supporting such a view, research has also found that

victims report increased feelings of anxiety and paranoid
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thinking (Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Singham, et al. 2017),
alongside being hypervigilant to threats in the environ-
ment (Jack & Egan, 2018). Such variables also predict
belief in conspiracy theories (Douglas et al., 2019). Victims
of bullyingmay find conspiracy theories appealing because
bullying experiences – which contribute to a negative work
environment – frustrate the exact psychological factors
that are a route to developing conspiracy beliefs. A route
that is appealing because conspiracy beliefs promise to
satisfy psychological needs and restore a sense of control
and meaning (Douglas et al., 2019). Whilst such a route
likely explains the link between collective victimization
and conspiracy theorizing (e.g., sexual orientation, Jolley &
Jaspal, 2020), it is plausible that victimization caused by
more interpersonal factors (i.e., bullying) can also inspire
conspiracy beliefs through the same mechanisms.

In a similar vein, bullying can also include being so-
cially excluded, such as where an individual is excluded
from a work environment (Gamian-Wilk & Madeja-Bien,
2018). However, scholars have argued that exclusion and
bullying are theoretically and empirically separate con-
cepts (e.g., Ferris et al., 2008). Nonetheless, Poon et al.
(2020) have recently demonstrated that socially ex-
cluded participants (ostracized) were more likely to en-
dorse conspiracy theories. While ostracism and bullying
are distinct concepts, because of the overlap between the
two, this work provides further support for the idea that
bullying experiences could be an antecedent to con-
spiracy theorizing. In sum, it is plausible that experiences
of workplace bullying may be linked to heightened belief
in conspiracy theories. An effect explained by increased
feelings of anxiety and paranoia, alongside being hy-
pervigilant to threats in the environment, all grounded in
victims seeking to understand their circumstances.

The Present Research

In two studies, we investigated the relationship between
the experience of bullying and belief in conspiracy theo-
ries. In Study 1, we examined this relationship in a cross-
sectional study, where we tested whether prior experi-
ences of being bullied in the workplace predicted belief in
conspiracy theories. We also examined whether paranoia,
anxiety, and hypervigilance to threat mediated this rela-
tionship. We predicted that bullying experiences would be
associated with increased paranoia, anxiety, and hyper-
vigilance, which would then be associated with heightened
belief in conspiracy theories. In Study 2, we experimentally
manipulated exposure to a bullying work environment (vs.
support) and measured belief in conspiracy theories. State
paranoia was tested as a mediator. We predicted that
exposure to a bullying work environment would increase

feelings of (state) paranoia, which would be associated
with increased belief in conspiracy theories. The materials
of our two studies, the data and the corresponding sta-
tistical code, are made available on https://osf.io/4t6bp/.

Study 1

Method

Participants and Design
Following recommendations to receive stable correlations
(n = 250; Schönbrodt & Perugini, 2013), 274 participants
(69 male, 204 female, and 1 transgender; Mage = 34.90,
SD = 10.15) were recruited via the online platform, Prolific,
in early January 2020. All participants were residents in
the United Kingdom. Based on a preregistered exclusion
criterion (see https://aspredicted.org/CCP_GBD), 1 par-
ticipant was excluded because they do not wish their data
to be used in the analysis. Our remaining sample consisted
of 273 participants (69 male, 203 female, and 1 trans-
gender; Mage = 34.93, SD = 10.16). The predictor variables
comprised experiences of bullying at work, and the cri-
terion variable was a measure of belief in conspiracy
theories. Paranoia, anxiety, and hypervigilance were
measured as mediators of this relationship.

Materials and Procedure
Participants indicated their informed consent before be-
ginning the questionnaire. Participants were then asked to
complete two measures of bullying at work. First, partici-
pants completed the Short Negative Acts Questionnaire
(SNAQ, Notelaers et al., 2019), where there were nine
statements (e.g., “Someone withholding information which
affects your performance,” α = .88). Participants were asked
how often they have experienced each behavior at work on
a 5-point scale (1 = never, 2 = now and then, 3 = monthly, 4
= weekly, 5 = daily). Second, participants were provided with
a definition of bullying (e.g., “Bullying at work means
harassing, offending, socially excluding someone or neg-
atively affecting someone’s work tasks. . .”), before being
asked if they consider themselves to have been bullied over
the past 6 months (“Do you consider yourself to have been
bullied at your workplace over the past 6 months,”
Cooper-Thomas et al., 2013). Participants answered on a 5-
point scale (1 = no, 2 = yes, but only rarely, 3 = yes, now and
then, 4 = yes, several times a week, 5 = yes, almost daily), which
was turned into a dichotomous variable (�1 = no, 1 = yes).

Next, participants completed a measure of paranoia
(Paranoid Ideation Scale, Fenigstein & Vanable, 1992)
made up of 20 items (e.g., “Someone has it in for me,”
α = .93) where participants signified their applicability to
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themselves on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all applicable to me,
5 = extremely applicable to me). Anxiety was then measured
using seven items (e.g., “I feel tense of wound up,” Snaith,
2003, α = .88) on a 4-point scale (e.g., 0 = not at all, 1 = not
often, 2 = usually, 3 = definitely), followed by hypervigilance
with five items (e.g., “As soon as I wake up and for the rest
of the day, I am watching for signs of trouble,” Bernstein
et al., 2015, α = .87) on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all like me
to 5 = very much like me). These three measures were
counterbalanced. A measure of conspiracy beliefs was
then completed using 15 items (e.g., “A small, secret group
of people is responsible for making all major world deci-
sions, such as going to war,” α = .93; Brotherton et al.,
2013) on a 5-point scale (1 = definitely not true, 5 = definitely
true). Participants then provided demographic details,
before being debriefed, paid, and thanked for their time.

Results and Discussion

Confirmatory Analyses
Bivariate correlations between all the variables measured
in our study are presented in Table 1. As predicted, we
found a positive and significant relationship between belief
in conspiracy theories and bullying at work (measured with
the SNAQ), r(271) = .28, p < .001, 95% CI [.16, .38].
Then, we ran a multiple mediation model, with bullying

at work (SNAQ) as the independent variable; hypervigi-
lance, anxiety, and paranoia as the mediators; and con-
spiracy belief as the dependent variable (see Figure 1). We
first tested the total effect of bullying in the workplace on
belief in conspiracy theory. The more the participants
reported having being bullied, the more they believed in
conspiracy theories, β = .28, B = 0.36, SE = .08,
t(271) = 4.77, p < .001, η2

p = .077. Then, a series of three
regression models (testing the IV to mediators path)
showed that bullying at work was positively related to
hypervigilance, β = .42, B = 0.57, SE = .08, t(271) = 7.53,
p < .001, η2

p = .173, anxiety, β = .40, B = 2.79, SE = .39,
t(271) = 7.15, p < .001, η2

p = .159, and paranoia, β = .57,
B = 0.66, SE = .06, t(271) = 11.43, p < .001, η2

p = .325.
The last regression model (testing the mediators to DV

path) showed that the more people express paranoia, the
more they believe in conspiracy theories, controlling for
all the other predictors in the model, β = .32, B = 0.36,
SE = .09, t(268) = 3.82, p < .001, η2

p = .052. The two other
mediators were not significantly related to the DV

(ps > .652)1. The residual direct effect of bullying became
not significant, β = .07, B = 0.09, SE = .09, t(268) = 1.05,
p = .295, η2

p = .004. As for paranoia, the IV to mediator
and mediator to DV paths are both significant; we can
conclude that this indirect effect is significant (Judd
et al., 2014). A percentile bootstrap procedure (5,000
bootstrap samples; using the package “PROCESS” [v.
4.1; Hayes, 2018] in R [v. 3.6.1]) also leads to the same
conclusions with the confidence interval of the indirect
effect of paranoia (ab = 0.24) that does not include zero,
95% CI [0.10, 0.39]. Therefore, paranoia was shown to
be the only significant mediator (when controlling for
hypervigilance and anxiety) explaining the effect be-
tween bullying experiences and belief in conspiracy
theories.

Exploratory Analyses
As not all the paths of the hypothetical multiple mediation
were conclusive, we have chosen not to pursue a serial
mediation analyses (e.g., anxiety -> paranoia) any further as
detailed in our preregistration. Interestingly, as indicated in
Table 1, the participants who reported experience of bul-
lying experience at work in the previous 6 months believe
more in conspiracy theories than those who reported an
absence of bullying experience at work over this same
period. In a similar vein, if we run the same multiple
mediation model as the one reported in the Confirmation
Analyses section by replacing the independent variable by
this self-labeled bullied item (�1 = absence of bullying ex-
perience at work, 1 = bullying experience at work), we then find
the same pattern of results as the one observed previously,
with paranoia as the only significant mediator explaining
the effect between bullying experiences and belief in
conspiracy theories, ab = 0.13, 95% CI [0.06, 0.21].
The results from Study 1 demonstrated that experiences

of bullying –measured by experiences of a range of negative
(bullying) acts and self-labeled – were associated with
heightenedbelief in conspiracy theories.Whilst bullyingwas
associated with paranoia, anxiety, and hypervigilance to
threat, we found that only paranoia was a significant me-
diator between bullying and conspiracy beliefs in a test of
multiple mediation. Specifically, bullying experiences were
associated with increased paranoia, which in turn, were
associated with a higher endorsement of conspiracy beliefs.
However, these findings are based on cross-sectional data,
where causation is not possible to be concluded. Study 2
sought to address this limitation and explore causation.

1 When eachmediator is entered independently in a simplemediation (i.e., not controlling for each other), anxiety (ab = 0.09, 95%CI [0.02; 0.18]) and
hyperviligance (ab = 0.12, 95% CI [0.05; 0.19]) are significant mediators, in addition to paranoia (ab = 0.26, 95% CI [0.15; 0.39]). It is when controlling
for each other (in a test of multiple mediation as reported in the main text) that paranoia is shown to be the star player in explaining the effect of
bullying and conspiracy beliefs. See the General Discussion for a discussion on this point.
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Study 2

Study 1 has provided evidence that an antecedent to
conspiracy theorizing could be bullying experiences, an
effect that increased levels of paranoid thinking may
explain. Study 2 seeks to develop this work by exploring
causation. Specifically, using an experimental design,
participants were asked to imagine a new work envi-
ronment that included behaviors defined as bullying
(such as being harassed, Notelaers et al., 2019) or a
supportive work environment that did not include the
same negative acts. We predicted that exposure to a
bullying environment (vs. support) would increase belief
in conspiracy theories. Further, as we did not expect a
short experimental prime to increase trait paranoia
(which was our mediator in Study 1), we also included a
measure of state paranoia. We expected that being ex-
posed to a bullying prime (vs. support) would increase

(state) paranoia, which in turn would be associated with
heightened belief in conspiracy theories.

Method

Participants and Design
We recruited 218 participants with complete data (63
male, 154 female, and 1 transgender; Mage = 39.77,
SD = 11.46) via the online platform, Prolific, in early
March 2020 (importantly before any COVID-19 re-
strictions). “All participants were residents in the United
Kingdom, and had indicated on a Prolific pre-screen that
they had not been previously bullied in the workplace”.
Following our preregistered exclusion criterion (see
https://aspredicted.org/5M4_X8M), a total of 12 par-
ticipants were excluded (8 because they spent an unre-
alistic short time [less than 36 s] on the study, two

Figure 1. A multiple mediation model of the association
between bullying and belief in conspiracy theories via
hypervigilance, anxiety, and paranoia. The B values rep-
resent unstandardized regression coefficients. Solid lines
represent significant paths, and dashed lines represent
nonsignificant paths. Bullying is measured with the Short
Negative Acts Questionnaire (SNAQ). ***p < .001.

Table 1. Bivariate correlations (with 95% confidence intervals) between all the variables (Study 1)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Bullying at work 1.70 0.64 —

2. Self-labeled bullied itema �0.67 0.74 .58*** —

[.50, .66]

3. Hypervigilance 1.89 0.88 .42*** .25*** —

[.31, .51] [.14, .36]

4. Anxietyb 12.90 4.50 .40*** .28*** .67*** —

[.29, .49] [.17, .39] [.60, .73]

5. Paranoia 2.14 0.75 .57*** .34*** .66*** .60*** —

[.48, .65] [.23, .44] [.59, .72] [.52, .67]

6. Belief in conspiracy theories 2.70 0.84 .28*** .23*** .29*** .26*** .40*** —

[.16, .38] [.11, .34] [.18, .40] [.15, .37] [.29, .49]

Note.N = 273. Values in square brackets indicate the 95% confidence interval for each correlation. aValues represent point-biserial correlations; an absence of
bullying experience at work in the previous 6 months (value of 1 on the original scale) was coded �1, and experience of bullying experience at work in the
previous 6 months (values ranging from 2 to 5 on the original scale) was coded 1. bThese values do not correspond to the mean but the sum. ***p < .001.
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because they did not want their data to be used, and three
because their answer was considered in a nonconsensual
manner by two independent judges as nonserious par-
ticipants regarding the content of the task of imagination,
including one participant who failed two exclusion cri-
teria). Our remaining sample consisted of 206 partici-
pants (58 male, 147 female, and 1 transgender;
Mage = 40.12, SD = 11.38). Ninety-nine participants were
in the bullying condition and 107 were in the support
condition. This sample size was above the desired sample
size (N = 200) that we had specified in our preregis-
tration. This latter was based on a statistical power
calculation showing that this sample size allows us to
have 80% power to detect a difference corresponding to
a Cohen’s ds ≥ 0.40 (with α = .05).

Materials and Procedure
Participants provided their informed consent, before
being asked to imagine either being bullied (experi-
mental condition) or supported (comparison condition)
in a new workplace. In both conditions, participants were
asked to imagine that they have in past 6 months joined a
new workplace. They were then asked to imagine the
described scenario, followed by being asked to write
down as many aspects of the scenario that they imagined
as possible in their own words. The term bullying was not
used in either scenario. In the bullied condition, partic-
ipants were asked to imagine that during the first
6 months in their new job, they have experienced a range
of behaviors (taken from Notelaers et al., 2019, see also
Shetgiri, 2013), that are direct (e.g., shouting) and indi-
rect (e.g., gossiping). We did not include a specific
prompt to imagine being socially excluded (e.g., ignored
and left out of social activities). The full bullying scenario
is as follows:

I would like you to take a minute to imagine that you
have in the past 6-months joined a new workplace.
During that time, however, you have been harassed
and offended by someone which is negatively af-
fecting your work tasks. There has been the with-
holding of information, the spread of gossip and
rumour, insulting remarks about you, repeated re-
minders of any errors and persistent unwarranted
criticism of your work and effort. These behaviours
and others (such as that person shouting at you and
conducting unwelcome practical jokes on you) have
occurred repeatedly and regularly.

In the nonbullying condition (supported), participants
were asked to imagine that during the first 6 months in
their new job, they have experienced a range of behaviors
such as being supportive by colleagues. The full supported
scenario is as follows:

I would like you to take a minute to imagine that you
have in the past 6-months joined a new workplace.
During that time, your new colleagues have been
welcoming and supportive, which is having a positive
impact on you settling into the newwork environment.

Next, participants completed a measure of state paranoia
(Freeman, et al., 2007) using 10 statements (e.g., someone
was hostile towards me, α = .99) on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree), followed by belief in conspiracy
theories (as in Study 1, α = .92). The participant then an-
swered three manipulation check measures. First, partici-
pants were asked to complete the SNAQ (Notelaers et al.,
2019) as in Study 1, adapted to the experimental scenario.
Specifically, participants completed the following sentence:
“During the scenario that you imagined, someone was. . .”
for each of the nine items (e.g., “. . .withholding information
which affected your performance.”) on a 5-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Participants were
then asked to complete two further items that explicitly
measured bullying (“during the imagined scenario, I felt
bullied”) and ostracism (“during the imagined scenario, I
felt socially excluded [ostracized]”), each on a 5-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Participants who
were in the bullied condition were then asked to imagine a
supportive new work environment to eliminate any dis-
comfort. Finally, participants provided demographic details
and were debriefed, paid, and thanked for their time.

Results and Discussion

Confirmatory Analyses
Bivariate correlations between all the variables measured
in our study are presented in Table 2. As a preliminary
analysis, we first conducted independent t-tests on our
manipulation checks. As expected, the mean level of
bullying (SNAQ) is significantly higher in the bullying
condition (M = 3.81, SD = 0.38, n = 96) than in the support
condition (M = 1.05, SD = 0.15, n = 102), t(196) = 68.49,
p < .001, Cohen’s ds = 9.74, 95% CI [8.73, 10.74].2 We also
found the same pattern with the one-item bullying

2 For this statistical analysis, we detected 8 observations with large studentized deleted residual (i.e., > 4, seeMcClelland, 2014). Following our pre-
registering document, we removed these participants from the sample for this analysis. Keeping these participants did not change the result.
The following analyses also include some statistical outliers and their inclusion or not did not change the results either.
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measure (bullying: M = 4.82, SD = 0.38, n = 96; support:
M = 1.07, SD = 0.25, n = 107], t(201) = 83.63, p < .001,
Cohen’s ds = 11.76, 95% CI [10.58, 12.93]). Although social
exclusion was not explicitly prompted in the manipulation
text, because of the overlap between bullying and exclu-
sion, participants did also report feeling ostracized (bul-
lying: M = 4.54, SD = 0.65, n = 97; support: M = 1.05,
SD = 0.21, n = 106], t(201) = 52.54, p < .001, Cohen’s
ds = 7.38, 95% CI [6.61, 8.15]). Taken together, there is
consistent evidence that the manipulation was successful
in eliciting the perception of being bullied.

Next, we ran a mediation model, with bullying as the
independent variable (support condition coded �1 vs.
bullied condition coded 1), state paranoia as the mediator,
and conspiracy belief as the dependent variable (see
Figure 2). A first regression model tests our main hy-
pothesis, that is, the (total) effect of bullying on belief in
conspiracy theories. As predicted, belief in conspiracy
theories was significantly higher in the bullying condition
(M = 2.79, SD = 0.83, n = 99) than in the support condition
(M = 2.55, SD = 0.69, n = 107), β = .15, B = 0.12, SE = .05,
t(204) = 2.19, p = .029, η2

p = .023. A second regression
model (testing the IV to mediator path) revealed that
participants from the bullied condition (M = 4.31,
SD = 0.48, n = 99) reported higher level of state paranoia
than participants in the support condition (M = 1.07,
SD = 0.22, n = 107), β = .98, B = 1.62, SE = .03,
t(204) = 62.69, p < .001, η2

p = .951. Finally, a third re-
gression model (testing the mediator to DV path) exam-
ining the relationship between state paranoia and belief in
conspiracy theories, controlling for the experimental

condition, was not significant, β = .14, B = 0.07, SE = .14,
t(203) = 0.46, p = .65, η2

p = .001. The residual direct effect
of bullying was not significant, β = .01, B = .009, SE = .24,
t(203) = 0.04, p = .97, η2

p < .001. As the mediator to DV
path was not significant, mechanically, the indirect effect
could not be significant (Judd et al., 2014; Yzerbyt et al.,
2018). Estimation of the indirect effect (point estimate:
0.108, 95% [�0.331, 0.560]) included zero and was ob-
tained by using a Monte Carlo simulation (5,000 itera-
tions, using JSmediation package [v. 0.1.1] in R [v. 3.6.1],
Yzerbyt et al., 2018).

The results of Study 2 provided experimental evidence
that exposure to an imagined bullying environment in a
new workplace (vs. a support condition) directly increased
belief in conspiracy theories. However, whilst we found
that exposure to a bullying prime increased feelings of
(state) paranoia, this factor did not act as a mediator
between the experimental condition and belief in con-
spiracy theories. This was unexpected and highlighted that
primed state paranoia does not explain this effect.
Nonetheless, our findings extend Study 1 by providing
causal evidence of the link between bullying experiences
and the development of conspiracy beliefs.

General Discussion

Across two studies, the current research has uncovered a
link between experiences of workplace bullying and belief
in conspiracy theories. In Study 1, prior experiences of

Table 2. Bivariate correlations (with 95% confidence intervals) between all the variables (Study 2)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Experimental conditiona �0.04 1.00 —

2. State paranoia 2.63 1.67 .98*** [.97, .98] —

3. Belief in conspiracy theories 2.66 0.77 .15* [.02, .28] .16* [.02, .29] —

4. Bullying (SNAQ) 2.45 1.44 .92*** [.90, .94] .91*** [.88, .93] .18* [.04, .31] —

5. Bullying (one-item) 2.84 1.89 .98*** [.97, .98] .98*** [.97, .98] .15* [.02, .28] .93*** [.90, .94] —

6. Ostracized (one-item) 2.71 1.80 .95*** [.94, .96] .96*** [.95, .97] .13 [�.00, .27] .91*** [.88, .93] .97*** [.96, .98] —

Note. N = 206. Values in square brackets indicate the 95% confidence interval for each correlation. aValues represent point-biserial correlations; support
condition was coded �1, and bullied condition was coded 1. *p < .05. ***p < .001.

Figure 2. A mediation model of the association
between the experimental condition and belief in
conspiracy theories via state paranoia. The B
values represent unstandardized regression co-
efficients. Solid lines represent significant paths,
and dashed line represents the nonsignificant
path. *p < .05. ***p < .001.

Social Psychology (2022), 53(4), 198–208 © 2022 Hogrefe Publishing

204 D. Jolley & A. Lantian, Workplace Bullying and Conspiracy Beliefs

 h
ttp

s:
//e

co
nt

en
t.h

og
re

fe
.c

om
/d

oi
/p

df
/1

0.
10

27
/1

86
4-

93
35

/a
00

04
92

 -
 S

un
da

y,
 M

ay
 0

5,
 2

02
4 

8:
22

:2
2 

PM
 -

 I
P 

A
dd

re
ss

:1
8.

22
2.

12
5.

17
1 



workplace bullying were associated with heightened
conspiracy beliefs, an effect that could be explained by
paranoid thinking. Specifically, bullying was associated
with paranoia, which in turn, was associated with
heightened conspiracy beliefs. Anxiety and hypervigilance
to threats did not act as mediators in a test of multiple
mediation. Study 2 then demonstrated that participants
who were asked to imagine being bullied in a new
workplace (vs. supported) indicated an increased belief in
conspiracy theories. Unexpectedly, (state) paranoia did not
mediate this effect. Together, to our knowledge, the link
between workplace bullying and belief in conspiracy
theories has been revealed for the first time.
These findings extend previous work by showcasing the

detrimental link between hostile work experiences (bul-
lying) and the development of conspiracy beliefs. Previous
work has examined the role of victimhood and discrimi-
nation but was often restricted to group characteristics
(e.g., Pantazi et al., 2022). Here, we offer a demonstration
of how the experiences of bullying that are removed from
collective identities can increase beliefs in conspiracy
theories. Our findings include both a cross-sectional
(Study 1) and an experimental (Study 2) design, allowing
a robust investigation of our preregistered predictions.
Bullying has been shown to impact wellbeing and work-
place behaviors, such as anxiety, burnout, and turnover
intentions (e.g., Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Hawker &
Boulton, 2000). Our work also showcases that bullying
can also increase belief in conspiracy theories. We know
that conspiracy beliefs can have serious consequences for
individuals and wider society (see Jolley et al. 2022). In the
work place, for example, conspiracy theories can reduce
job satisfaction and increase turnover intentions (Douglas
& Leite, 2017). It is plausible that bullying-inspired con-
spiracy theorizing may further cement an employee’s in-
tention to leave the company. However, it is also worth
noting that work-based problems do not limit themselves
to the workplace but can spread to other domains (e.g.,
workplace bullying jeopardizing life satisfaction, Nauman
et al., 2019). The emergence of conspiracy beliefs from
bullying could have much wider consequences than first
envisaged, a timely question for future research to tackle.
We also demonstrated the role that (trait) paranoid

thinking could play in explaining the relationship between
bullying and belief in conspiracy theories. In Study 1,
bullying experiences were associated with higher levels of
paranoia, which was associated with conspiracy beliefs.
However, in Study 2, after participants imagined a bullying
experience (vs. support), (state) paranoia was increased but
did not act as amediator between the bullyingmanipulation
and belief in conspiracy theories. This result may indicate
that the effects may lie in more trait-based cognitions.
Alternatively, whilst the manipulation was successful in

increasing belief in conspiracy theories and state paranoia,
more prolonged exposure to a bullying environment would
need to be required to influence levels of trait paranoia.
Future research could explore such a possibility.
We also found that anxiety and hypervigilance to threats

in the environment did not explain the effects in Study 1.
While each factor was correlated with both bullying ex-
periences and belief in conspiracy theories (andwere each a
significant mediator when not controlling for each other,
see footnote 1), paranoia was the key mediator in a multiple
mediation model. This might not be that surprising.
Paranoia, anxiety, and hypervigilance to threat, whilst
distinct concepts, are interconnected. For example, mal-
treatment (such as emotional abuse) is linked with para-
noia, via feelings of anxiety (Fisher et al., 2012). Bullying,
paranoia, and overestimation of threat (i.e., hypervigilance)
have also been found to be associated (Jack & Egan, 2018).
As paranoia is likely a product of anxiety exasperating
hypervigilance, in a model that seeks to explain the unique
links between bullying and conspiracy beliefs, paranoia rose
as the star player. Therefore, our research provides the first
test of exploring the mechanisms between bullying expe-
riences and belief in conspiracy theories and sets up a new
line of inquiry for future research.
Our work is not without limitations. Study 2 relied on a

scenario where participants (who had never been bullied)
imagined being bullied (vs. supported) in a new work en-
vironment. While imagination scenarios have been shown
to be effective in several topic areas, including workplace
social exclusion (e.g., Sjåstad et al., 2021), the real experi-
ence is likely a very different experience than what a näıve
participant imagined.Wealso experimentallymanipulated a
supportive condition (rather than a neutral) as a comparison,
thus, overshadowing the conclusion slightly that the effect is
purely down to bullying (vs. a neutral control). However, in
Study 1, we find that the effects were replicated when
comparing participants who had been bullied in the previous
6 months (vs. those who had not). Specifically, those who
had been bullied (vs. not) reported higher levels of paranoia,
which in turn was associated with belief in conspiracy
theories. This can provide some reassurance that the effects
appear to replicate for participants who have been bullied
(subjective experience). However, with that specific point in
mind, our bullying measures in Study 1 did rely on self-
reported bullying experiences. Participants may have over
or underestimated their experiences. Further, our measures
were based on the acts of bullying; thus, we did not take into
account any contextual factors that may have led to the
bullying experience. There are diverse factors involved that
can include personality clashes to displaced aggression (e.g.,
Salin, 2003). Future research could aim to utilize a more
objective measure of bullying behavior to explore whether
our reported effects replicate, alongside exploring how
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different contextual factors (e.g., bullying due to appearance
vs. interpersonal conflict) may strengthen or weaken the
reported effects.

Future research should also explore bullying in other
contexts, specifically bullying in school-age children. Re-
cently Jolley et al. (2021) have demonstrated that conspiracy
theorizing flourishes in adolescents, with age 14 years being
a peak age for conspiracy beliefs to develop. As in the
workplace, bullying in school can negatively impact the
victim (e.g., Stassen Berger, 2007), with the consequences
remaining in adulthood (e.g., Bender & Lösel, 2011). As with
adults in our work, it is plausible that bullying could also
inspire the development of conspiracy theorizing in young
populations. Moreover, as we continue to uncover the
connections between victimhood and conspiracy beliefs, a
timely question for future research is to explore how victims
can be supported to help buffer the development of con-
spiracy beliefs. Whilst conspiracy theories may act as a
potential adaptive function, where victimhood helps protect
the individual from harm (Pantazi et al., 2022), due to the
severe consequences of conspiracy theories, conspiracy
beliefs may harm the individual rather than protect. It might
be that support that is already available to victims of bullying
could help reduce the likelihood of conspiracy beliefs de-
veloping (e.g., see a systematic review by Vreeman &
Carroll, 2007). Exploring such a possibility would be an
important future research endeavor.

Conclusion

Our timely research has uncovered a link between the ex-
periences of workplace bullying and the endorsement of
conspiracy beliefs. We also provide initial evidence that
(trait) paranoia may explain this effect. Bullying experiences
can significantly impact the victim in numerous ways (e.g.,
Bowling & Beehr, 2006), with the development of con-
spiracy beliefs being another detrimental consequence. As
conspiracy beliefs can impact the smooth functioning of a
society (see Jolley et al. 2022), understanding how conspiracy
beliefs form is timely. Ourwork encourages the development
of tools to support victims to try and avert the link between
being bullied and conspiracy theorizing emerging.
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