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Introduction

In the past decade, extreme conspiracy theories advocated by both far-left and far-right
groups have attracted a considerable number of believers. Studies suggest links between
the increase in conspiracy beliefs and the spread of social media and its algorithm-driven
echo chambers (Del Vicario et al., 2016). Recent research shows that just using social
media alone is insufficient to change people’s beliefs, instead, the rise in conspiracy

beliefs is the result of a complex interaction between the social-political climate,
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information communication technology, and individuals’ dispositions (Enders et al.,
2021).

While most studies on extreme conspiracy theories are largely Western-focused,
the phenomenon is also observable in non-Western countries, even in Japan, where the
society is relatively less politically polarised. For instance, in 2020, hundreds of JAnon
(a self-claimed Japanese arm of QAnon) supporters rallied in Tokyo and Osaka to support
President Trump’s ‘stolen election’ claims (Mainichi Japan, 2021). In 2022, Tokyo police
arrested several members of Yamato Q (a QAnon-inspired anti-vaccine conspiracy group)
for allegedly sabotaging a COVID-19 vaccination clinic to ‘protect children’s lives from
vaccinations’ (The Yomiuri Shimbun, 2022).

While these instances might be isolated cases stemming from the QAnon
conspiracy theories, recent studies have revealed that conspiracy beliefs are not
uncommon in contemporary Japan. Yamaguchi & Watanabe (2023) estimated that around
15-40% of the people in Japan believed in at least one conspiracy theory ranging from
extra-terrestrial beings to secret organisations. Similarly, Hata (2022) found that around
20% of Japanese people held some degree of belief in racist or xenophobic conspiracy
theories advocated by right-wing groups. Although these studies show that Japan is not a
stranger to conspiracy theories, the characteristics of their believers are still largely
unknown. For instance, Cheng et al. (2024) showed that while many people in Japan did
not reject such kind of conspiracy theories, they also did not place a high value on them.
Against this background, the main research question of this study is to find out why
people, especially social media users, are drawn to conspiracy theories and whether all

believers share similar characteristics.
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Conspiracy Theories and Beliefs

According to Douglas et al.(2019), conspiracy theory is broadly defined as: ‘Attempts to
explain the ultimate causes of significant social and political events and circumstances
with claims of secret plots by two or more powerful actors’ (p. 4).

As for why people are drawn to conspiracy theories, recent research has shown it
is a complex interplay of external (e.g., social, political) and internal (e.g., ideological,
psychological) influences and individual motivations (Douglas et al., 2019). Known as
motivated reasoning, people are prone to believe in information that aligns with their
existing beliefs, even if they contradict reality. This tendency is particularly salient in
times of uncertainty when people’s identities and existential needs are threatened
(Douglas et al., 2019; Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009). As Rosenbaum (2020) noted, by
replacing official narratives with alternative explanations, the appeal of conspiracy
theories is their ability to grant a sense of control to individuals who are confined by social
boundaries and lack instrumental control.

In addition to existential threats, some people are drawn to conspiracy theories
because of politically and ideologically motivated reasons, such as populist attitudes (van
Prooijen et al., 2022), racist attitudes (Inwood & Zappavigna, 2023), partisanships
(Smallpage et al., 2017), and extreme political orientations (van der Linden et al., 2020).
People with a high conspiracy mentality—a general prejudice against high-power social
groups—are also found to be more likely to believe in a multitude of conspiracy theories,

even contradictory ones (Imhoff & Bruder, 2014).

Conspiracy Theories and Social Media Affordances

The proliferation of social media platforms and their algorithms are closely associated
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with the spread of conspiracy theories (Dhawan et al., 2022). However, recent studies,
e.g., Allington et al. (2021) and Mancosu & Vegetti (2020), have found that just using
social media alone does not lead to conspiracy beliefs. As Enders et al. (2021) pointed
out, the relationship between social media use and conspiracy beliefs is conditional on
individual predispositions.

The concept of social media affordances (Bucher & Helmond, 2017) offers an
explanation for this relationship. Recent studies, e.g., Abdalla Mikhaeil & Baskerville
(2023), Apuke & Omar (2021), and Theocharis et al. (2021), found that social media
features such as sharing, commenting, inter-personal interaction, and community building
affect how misinformation is produced and consumed. As Thompson et al. (2019)
explained, the gratifications people obtain from the affordances of social media, such as
status seeking, socialising, and information sharing, affect how they perceive the quality,

value, and credibility of social media information.

Conspiracy Believers in Japan

Among the few empirical studies of conspiracy believers in Japan, Hata (2022) found that
people in Japan who believe in racist or xenophobic conspiracy theories promoted by far-
left and right groups do not necessarily align with their ideologies. Instead, these people
tend to self-identify as the ordinary Japanese (futsit no nihon-jin). They hold politics in
contempt and do not associate themselves with any political parties. Similarly, Nagayoshi
(2019) also found that most conspiracy believers in Japan do not embrace ultra-nationalist
or conservative ideologies, even though they hold negative views against foreigners.
Another common characteristic of these believers identified by Nagayoshi (2019) and

Hata (2022) is that, referred to as ‘onrain haigaishugi-sha (online xenophobes), they are
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more likely to be active online users.

Method and Data

Data for answering the research question came from a questionnaire survey conducted in
Japan in March 2023 of a nationally representative quota sample of 1447 adults between
20 and 69 years old.

In the survey, respondents were asked, on a seven-point scale (I1=strongly
disbelieve to 7=strongly believe), how much they believe in 10 selected conspiracy
theories as well as with other questions about their attitudes and personal views. The 10
conspiracy theories selected for this study included a wide range of topics, from
nationalistic, xenophobic, racist, to disaster and COVID-19 related ones (Table 1).
Descriptive data (Figure 1) show that in line with prior studies (Hata, 2022; Yamaguchi
& Watanabe, 2023), around 14-33% of the respondents somewhat or strongly believed?

in at least one of the 10 selected conspiracy theories.

2 Those who chose 5-somewhat believe, 6-believe, and 7-strongly believe.
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Table 1 Selected Conspiracy Theories

10

WWw2

Puppet
government

Koreans

Man-made
earthquake

COVID-
bioweapon
COVID-
depopulation
Abe-
assassination
JFK-
assassination

Trump

Climate
change

‘...Japan was forced into WW2 by the US and its “shadow
government” to destroy the superior Japanese national spirit...’
‘...the Japanese government and media cannot be trusted. They
are puppets of foreign powers to brainwash the Japanese
public...’

‘...Japanese political and social systems are run by Korea and
Koreans behind the scenes...’

‘...the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake was caused by a man-
made earthquake created by the US and Deep State to cripple
Japan’s economy...’

‘...the novel coronavirus is a weapon created by a Chinese
laboratory and spread purposely...’

‘...the novel coronavirus and vaccines are created by Bill Gates
to depopulate and enslave human beings...’

‘...Shinzo Abe was assassinated by another person. The truth is
hidden by the government...’

‘...the assassination of John F. Kennedy was orchestrated by
the CIA and secret organisations. The truth is hidden by the
government. ..

‘... Trump was fighting with the Deep State. The 2020 US
election was rigged...’

‘...Climate change is a hoax created by scientists bribed by
green energy and nuclear power companies. ..’
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Figure 1 Beliefs in Conspiracy Theories
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Who are the Believers?

To answer this question, a cluster analysis was conducted to separate the respondents into
homogenous groups based on their levels of belief in the 10 conspiracy theories. The
analysis resulted in four distinct groups (Figure 2). Group 1, the ‘non-believers’ (24%),
were people who tended to reject all the 10 conspiracy theories. Group 2, the ‘indifferent’

(33%), represented people who neither believed nor rejected the conspiracy theories.
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Group 3, the ‘curious believers’ (25%), were people who also tended to reject the
conspiracy theories, except the topical ones (such as the one related to COVID-19). Group
4, the ‘believers’ (19%), included people who were more likely to believe all the
conspiracy theories could be true, including those with a nationalistic, xenophobic, or
racial undertone.

Next, to identify the characteristics of the believers, a multinomial logistic
regression was conducted with the group classification as dependent variable (with group
4, the ‘believers,’ as the reference group). As for independent variables, we included
factors related to media usage, personal dispositions, and sociodemographic background
based on the literature review. Considering the significant role of social media
affordances in the spreading and consuming of conspiracy beliefs, we focused only on
respondents who had experience in sharing their opinions online (n=990, 68% of the total
sample).

The media usage factors included three social media gratification factors: ‘status
seeking gratification,” ‘socialising gratification,” and ‘information sharing gratification’
(Thompson et al., 2019). In addition, general usages of mass media (TV, newspaper) and
online media (news websites, social media, and video streaming sites) were also included.

The personal disposition factors included populist attitudes (Rothmund et al.,
2019), racist attitudes (Fraser & Murakami, 2021), conspiracy mentality (Imhoff &

Bruder, 2014), political views®, and nationalist attitudes®.

3 Measured by respondents’ self-identified political view (conservative and progressive).
4 Measured by respondents’ opinions on controversial political issues including Japan’s

constitution reform and national defence policy.
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The sociodemographic factors included age, gender, educational attainment, and
household income. The results of the multinomial logistic regression are summarised in

Table 2.

Figure 2 Conspiracy Believers
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Table 2 Multinomial Logistic Regression Results

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3
Reference group (4=believers) | Non-believers Indifferent (B) Curious-
(B) believers (B)
Intercept 12.048%** 7.965%** 6.919%**
Status seeking gratification -1.852%** -0.697%** -1.714%**
Socialising gratification 0.470 0.272 0.645***
Information sharing 0.031 -0.167 -0.232
gratification
Populist 0.253 -0.432%** 0.243
Racist -1.134*** -0.417*** -0.71%**
Conspiracy mentality -2.413%** -0.742%** -1.246%**
Mass media 0.303*** 0.049 0.199**
Internet media 0.069 -0.021 0.027
Political view (progressive) 0.049 -0.087 0.020
Constitution reform (against) 0.150 -0.031 0.238**
Strengthening Japan’s -0.258 0.055 -0.335%**
national defence (against)
Education 0.245 -0.126 0.122
Gender (Female) 0.503 0.609** 0.025
Age 0.026** 0.010 0.038***
Household income 0.022 0.025 0.062

10
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Results and Discussion

In response to the research questions, the results have revealed two key findings. First,
although conspiracy beliefs were quite widespread in Japan, many believers were mainly
drawn by the topical ones (the curious believers). On the other hand, the believers (people
who tended to believe all the conspiracy theories could be true, including those with a
nationalistic, xenophobic, or racial undertone) only accounted for 19% of the total sample
population.

Second, as for the difference between the ‘believers’ and the other groups, the
results of the multinomial logistic regression (Table 2) have revealed some interesting
findings. First, among the three social media gratifications, only status gratification is
significantly different between the believers (the reference group) and the three other
groups. According to Thompson et al.(2019), ‘Status-seeking gratification refers to the
desire to be correct, therefore strengthening an individual’s feelings and morals’ (p. 2).
In other words, people who tended to use social media to satisfy their desires to feel
superior and respected were also more likely to embrace conspiracy theories. This effect
is particularly salient among those who had a higher racist attitude and conspiracy
mentality, as these two factors are also significantly different between the reference the
‘believers’ (the reference group) and the other three groups.

Similar to what Hata (2022) and Nagayoshi (2019) have found, the regression
results also show that conspiracy believers in Japan are not necessarily supporters of
conservative or nationalist ideologies, as these factors are significantly different between
the ‘beleivers’ and all the three other groups. The differences between the ‘believers’
(Group 1) and ‘curious believers’ (Group 3) shed light on this observation. Although they

both believed in some conspiracy theories, the ‘believers’ (Group 1) appear to have

11
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stronger opinions on Japan’s constitution reform and defence policy. They also appear to
be younger, consume less mass media information, and get more gratification from
socialising gratification (i.e., desire for connection). From a cultural perspective, one
possible explanation is that in Japan, where social harmony is valued and most people
tend to avoid discussing their political opinions with others in their daily lives, conspiracy
theories may offer a way for some individuals to confirm, reflect, or channel their
personal biases or frustrations.

In summary, the results have provided a deeper insight into the characteristics of
conspiracy believers in Japan. The present results are only preliminary, moving forward,
our next step is to further analysis on the underlying mechanisms, in particular the
interaction effects between social media affordances and personal dispositions. Also,
while we will need to further interpret the results from a social and cultural perspective,
we will also need to compare the results with studies conducted in other countries to

generalise the findings.

12



ITS 2025 Edinburgh - Cheng et al., [Working Paper] Are all conspiracy theory believers the same?
Social media affordances and conspiracy beliefs in Japan

References

Abdalla Mikhaeil, C., & Baskerville, R. L. (2023). Explaining online conspiracy theory
radicalization: A second-order affordance for identity-driven escalation.
Information Systems Journal, 34(3), 711-735. https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12427

Allington, D., McAndrew, S., Moxham-Hall, V. L., & Duffy, B. (2021). Media usage
predicts intention to be vaccinated against SARS-CoV-2 in the US and the UK.
Vaccine, 39(18), 2595-2603. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vaccine.2021.02.054

Apuke, O. D., & Omar, B. (2021). Social media affordances and information
abundance: Enabling fake news sharing during the COVID-19 health crisis.
Health Informatics J, 27(3), 14604582211021470.
https://doi.org/10.1177/14604582211021470

Bucher, T., & Helmond, A. (2017). The Affordances of Social Media Platforms. In J.
Burgess, M. Alice, & P. Thomas (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Social Media.
SAGE Publications Ltd. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.4135/9781473984066

Cheng, J. W., Nishikawa, M., Ogura, 1., & Fraser, N. A. R. (2024). Put money where
their mouth is? Willingness to pay for online conspiracy theory content.
Telematics and Informatics Reports, 14.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.teler.2024.100141

Del Vicario, M., Vivaldo, G., Bessi, A., Zollo, F., Scala, A., Caldarelli, G., &
Quattrociocchi, W. (2016). Echo Chambers: Emotional Contagion and Group
Polarization on Facebook. Sci Rep, 6, 37825. https://doi.org/10.1038/srep37825

Dhawan, S., Hegelich, S., Sindermann, C., & Montag, C. (2022). Re-start social media,
but how? Telematics and Informatics Reports, 8.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.teler.2022.100017

Douglas, K. M., Uscinski, J. E., Sutton, R. M., Cichocka, A., Nefes, T., Ang, C. S., &
Deravi, F. (2019). Understanding conspiracy theories. Political Psychology,
40(S1), 3-35. https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12568

Enders, A. M., Uscinski, J. E., Seelig, M. L., Klofstad, C. A., Wuchty, S., Funchion, J.
R., Murthi, M. N., Premaratne, K., & Stoler, J. (2021). The relationship between
social media use and beliefs in conspiracy theories and misinformation. Political
Behavior, 45(2), 781-804. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-021-09734-6

Fraser, N. A. R., & Murakami, G. (2021). The role of humanitarianism in shaping
public attitudes toward refugees. Political Psychology, 43(2), 255-275.
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12751

Hata, M. (2022). Inbo ron - Minshu shugi o yurugasu mekanizumu (In Japanese)
[Conspiracy theory - A mechanism to shake deomcracy]. Chuido koron shinsha.

Imhoft, R., & Bruder, M. (2014). Speaking (un—)truth to power: Conspiracy mentality
as a generalised political attitude. European Journal of Personality, 28(1), 25-
43. https://doi.org/10.1002/per.1930

Inwood, O., & Zappavigna, M. (2023). Conspiracy theories and white supremacy on
YouTube: exploring affiliation and legitimation strategies in YouTube
comments. Social Media + Society, 9(1).
https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051221150410

Mainichi Japan. (2021, 25 May). 'It's a conspiracy': What drives people to shun facts for
fake information? (Pt 2). The Mainichi.
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20210524/p2a/00m/0Ona/036000c

13



ITS 2025 Edinburgh - Cheng et al., [Working Paper] Are all conspiracy theory believers the same?
Social media affordances and conspiracy beliefs in Japan

Mancosu, M., & Vegetti, F. (2020). “Is it the message or the messenger?”’: Conspiracy
endorsement and media sources. Social Science Computer Review, 39(6), 1203-
1217. https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439320965107

Nagayoshi, K. (2019). Netto uyoku to wa dare ka--netto uyoku no kitei ydin (In
Japanese) [Who are the online right-wingers--the determining factors of online
right-wingers] In N. Niguchi (Ed.), Netto uyoku to wa nan ka [Who are the
online right-wingers?] (pp. 13-43). Seikyt sha.

Rosenbaum, R. (2020). In conclusion: Abenomics, Trumpism and manga. In R.
Rosenbaum (Ed.), The representation of Japanese politics in manga (pp. 265-
276). Routledge.

Rothmund, T., Bromme, L., & Azevedo, F. (2019). Justice for the People? How Justice
Sensitivity Can Foster and Impair Support for Populist Radical-Right Parties and
Politicians in the United States and in Germany. Political Psychology, 41(3),
479-497. https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12632

Smallpage, S. M., Enders, A. M., & Uscinski, J. E. (2017). The partisan contours of
conspiracy theory beliefs. Research & Politics, 4(4).
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053168017746554

Sunstein, C. R., & Vermeule, A. (2009). Conspiracy theories: Causes and cures. Journal
of Political Philosophy, 17(2),202-227. https://doi.org/10.1111/;.1467-
9760.2008.00325.x

The Yomiuri Shimbun. (2022, 11 May). Police wary of anti-vaccination group Yamato
Q. The Japan News. https://japannews.yomiuri.co.jp/society/general-
news/20220511-27224/

Theocharis, Y., Cardenal, A., Jin, S., Aalberg, T., Hopmann, D. N., Strombéck, J.,
Castro, L., Esser, F., Van Aelst, P., de Vreese, C., Corbu, N., Koc-Michalska,
K., Matthes, J., Schemer, C., Sheafer, T., Splendore, S., Stanyer, J., Stgpinska,
A., & Stétka, V. (2021). Does the platform matter? Social media and COVID-19
conspiracy theory beliefs in 17 countries. New Media & Society, 25(12).
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211045666

Thompson, N., Wang, X., & Daya, P. (2019). Determinants of News Sharing Behavior
on Social Media. Journal of Computer Information Systems, 60(6), 593-601.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08874417.2019.1566803

van der Linden, S., Panagopoulos, C., Azevedo, F., & Jost, J. T. (2020). The paranoid
style in American politics revisited: An ideological asymmetry in conspiratorial
thinking. Political Psychology, 42(1), 23-51. https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12681

van Prooijen, J. W., Rodrigues, T. C., Bunzel, C., Georgescu, O., Komaromy, D., &
Krouwel, A. P. M. (2022). Populist gullibility: Conspiracy theories, news
credibility, bullshit receptivity, and paranormal belief. Political Psychology,
43(6), 1061-1079. https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12802

Yamaguchi, S., & Watanabe, T. (2023, 19 May). Nise/go joho, inbo ron no jittai to
motomerareru taisaku (In Japanese) [The reality and necessary measures of
dis/misinformation and conspiracy theories].
https://www.glocom.ac.jp/activities/project/8839

14



