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Abstract
The proliferation of conspiracy theories online has 
tangible offline consequences, both on an individual 
and collective level. Conspiracy narratives have been 
associated with reduced belief in democracy, the rise 
of populist parties, and can act as a radicalization 
multiplier in such contexts. These narratives capitalize 
on pre-existing beliefs and grievances and add urgency 
to act through a narrative of imminent danger. Previous 
research has proposed that belief in conspiracy narratives 
is driven by unfulfilled psychological needs such as 
existential threat, epistemic motives, and social motives 
and calls have been made to examine conspiracy belief as 
a form of affective community investment. In the present 
research, we explored how conspiracy narratives address 
grievances and psychological needs through a 1-month 
digital observation of conspiracy-related YouTube videos. 
We performed an LDA topic model analysis of 102 videos 
and 455,738 comments and qualitatively examined 24 
videos and 1200 comments using an abductive approach. 
This study validated and extended existing models of 
conspiracy beliefs, highlighting how conspiracy narratives 
address and amplify grievances and psychological needs in 
both official content and community-generated discourse. 
This research contributes to a deeper understanding of 
the mechanisms underlying the spread and impact of 
conspiracy theories in online environments.
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INTRODUCTION

Conspiracy narratives are “attempts to explain the ultimate causes of significant social 
and political events and circumstances with claims of secret plots by two or more pow-
erful actors” (Douglas et  al.,  2019, p.4). In recent years, conspiracy narratives have be-
come increasingly prevalent on mainstream social media platforms such as Facebook 
(Bruns et al., 2020) or YouTube (Topinka, 2024). Alongside this, an alternative technology 
(alt-tech) social media ecosystem has emerged, created to host content that would be re-
moved on mainstream platforms due to moderation practices (Jasser & Wankmüller, 2020; 
Lewis,  2018). Belief in conspiracy theories has been associated with a range of harmful 
outcomes: prejudice against the outgroup, like increased anti-Asian sentiments at the start 
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Imhoff & Bruder,  2014; Jolley et  al.,  2020), reduced health 
outcomes, like lower vaccine uptake rates (Jolley & Douglas, 2017; Oliver & Wood, 2014), 
risks to democracy through populist parties (Waldek et  al.,  2021), and violent extremist 
acts such as the US Capitol insurrection or the Christchurch mosque attack (Davey & 
Ebner, 2019). Unfulfilled psychological needs have been proposed as a key driver of con-
spiracy belief, as well as driving factors of radicalization (Douglas et al., 2017; Kruglanski 
et al., 2022). The aim of this research is therefore to explore the prevalence of grievances 
and psychological needs in conspiracy-oriented videos on YouTube. Our findings highlight 
how conspiracy-oriented videos engage, but not necessarily fulfill, psychological motives 
around existential threat, epistemic needs, desires for positive ingroup identity and com-
munity building. In doing so, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of the 
mechanisms underlying the engagement with and subsequent spread of conspiracy theories 
in online environments.

Conspiracy narratives in online spaces

In recent years, conspiracy narratives have become increasingly prevalent on mainstream 
social media platforms such as Facebook (Bruns et  al.,  2020) or YouTube (Topinka,  2024). 
Mainstream platforms tend to have massive reach—YouTube alone is visited by 2.5 billion 
users globally (Dixon, 2024)—making them crucial sites for the mainstreaming of conspiracy 
narratives. However, despite community guidelines and content moderation efforts, conspiracy 
narratives persist on these platforms due to enforcement challenges and “legal but harmful” 
content which can introduce viewers to harmful, extreme, if legal, viewpoints.

Additionally, algorithmic recommendation systems can inadvertently amplify extreme 
content after a user begins to interact with certain topics (Whittaker et al., 2021). This act 
(or series of acts) can then lead to the creation of echo chambers (online spaces where indi-
viduals are predominantly exposed to beliefs or opinions that align with and reinforce their 
own, typically due to their own choices in information sources and social connections) and 
filter bubbles (an algorithmically driven online space where the user doesn't have input into 
the content encountered; Whittaker et  al.,  2021). Conspiracy narratives can act as a pivot 
around which echo chambers and filter bubbles can grow and develop (Cinelli et al., 2022), as 
they appeal to a heterogeneous crowd and can span many topics, making it potentially more 
difficult to disengage.

The prevalence of conspiracy narratives on mainstream social media platforms also con-
tributes to the mainstreaming of radical ideas. For example, the great replacement conspiracy 
theory, which posits that white people are intentionally being replaced through immigration, 
has been discussed on TV and in US and European parliaments (Rose, 2022), and “remigra-
tion”, a term previously associated with extreme-right ideology, has been used during elections 
in Germany (Santos, 2025).
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Alongside mainstream social media platforms that enforce content moderation guidelines, 
an ecosystem of alternative social media platforms has evolved which advertise little to no con-
tent moderation and highlight free speech (Jasser & Wankmüller, 2020). Crucially, mainstream 
platforms form multiple bridging points to these alternative spaces: For one, when key influ-
encers get banned, their followers tend to co-migrate to alternative platforms (Rogers, 2020). 
Additionally, YouTube is home to the Alternative Influence Network, a loose network of in-
fluencers who create content around alternative media for news and political commentary, 
with ideological viewpoints ranging from libertarianism to right-wing populist and even white 
nationalism (Lewis, 2018). Through collaborations between moderate and extreme creators, 
algorithmic recommendations, and user-generated recommendations that supersede platform 
algorithms, viewers can be introduced to increasingly extreme content and creators who may 
be shadowbanned or have migrated to alternative platforms.

Thus, due to their reach and affordances, mainstream platforms like YouTube play a key 
role in the dissemination of misinformation and conspiracy narratives (Lewis,  2018; Tang 
et al., 2021). By serving as a bridging point between mainstream platforms and alternative plat-
forms, the platform serves as a place to mainstream extreme beliefs and recruit movement to 
more extreme spaces (Lewis, 2018). For example, collaboration between creators can introduce 
viewers to more extreme content creators, as well as individuals who have been banned from 
the platform (Lewis,  2018). Similarly, when influencers are banned from mainstream plat-
forms, followers have been shown to migrate to other spaces (Rogers, 2020). YouTube forms an 
important public-facing tool where extreme narratives are introduced through emotional and 
ideological framing that is soft enough to appeal to new followers (Heyn & Whittaker, 2025). 
Researching popular mainstream platforms, particularly those which are popular with alter-
native influencers, is therefore vital to understanding first contacts with conspiracy narratives 
and what motivates users to further go “down the rabbit hole” and keep engaging with conspir-
acy communities both on mainstream and alternative media platforms (Allington et al., 2021; 
Inwood & Zappavigna, 2023; Lewis, 2018; Topinka, 2024).

Sensemaking and community

Sensemaking is a process that helps people navigate and understand complex environments, 
through creating a narrative that connects past experiences and knowledge (frames) with current 
experiences (cues) within a given context (Weick, 1995). Conspiracy narratives are a powerful 
sensemaking tool, offering straightforward and seemingly logical explanations for complex 
events, thus providing epistemic closure by offering explanations that make the world seem 
more orderly and predictable (van Prooijen, 2011; Xiao et al., 2021). The desire for any answer 
over a correct answer creates an overreliance on epistemic authorities (Kruglanski,  2014). 
In the absence of trust in mainstream institutions, alternative epistemic authorities emerge 
(Topinka,  2024). Alternative influencers, or ideological entrepreneurs, establish credibility 
through strategic use of credentials, professional presentation styles and claims of insider 
knowledge while positioning themselves as truth-seekers and further undermining trust in 
official narratives and institutions (Finlayson, 2022; Topinka, 2024; Xiao et al., 2021). Platform 
affordances may further contribute to the epistemic authority of content creators. That is, 
content that remains on YouTube may be perceived as more credible or safe because it has not 
been flagged by content moderation guidelines (Pennycook et al., 2020).

Sensemaking can be a social and collective process, where narratives are created through 
sharing subjective experiences and social validation (Weick, 1995; Xiao et al., 2021). In conspir-
acy communities, the emphasis on “doing your own research” encourages active participation 
in the construction of narratives, allowing individuals to integrate disparate pieces of infor-
mation and personal experiences (Tripodi et al., 2024; Xiao et al., 2021). This interpretative 
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process becomes self-reinforcing: as people incorporate new evidence into their existing frame-
work, they simultaneously reshape that framework to accommodate their interpretations. The 
result is often a distorted sensemaking process where participants find selective evidence that 
confirms their beliefs while gaining satisfaction from perceived learning and discovery (Russo 
et al., 2024).

Online spaces are particularly well suited to facilitate collective sensemaking as they form 
spaces where people can collectively interpret information, share knowledge and engage in 
practices that can contribute to community formation. The collective aspect of sensemaking 
points to a deeper social function of engagement with conspiracy narratives. Recent research 
describes conspiracy narratives as “empty ontological placeholders”, primarily serving to 
fulfill needs for identity, shared community, and belonging (Topinka,  2024). That is, any 
conspiracy topic may suffice as long as it creates a community. Indeed, conspiracy commu-
nities are inherently social: narratives are shaped by “discoveries” made by users and spread 
through social networks (Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009), giving users the belief of agency and 
creating a perceived abundance of information that needs to be consumed. These social 
networks can foster a sense of social belonging reaching beyond just conspiracy narratives 
(Xiao et al., 2021). Indeed, validation of beliefs through social networks is a key pathway for 
sustained engagement with communities and has been identified as crucial for radicaliza-
tion pathways (Kruglanski et al., 2022). Crucially, these networks don't have to be close knit 
for positive reinforcements to occur. Parasocial relationships and even imagined communi-
ties, like Breivik's Knights Templar, can be sufficient to reinforce belief and spur to action 
(Kruglanski et al., 2022).

Subsequently, there have been calls to examine conspiracy belief as a form of “affective 
investment in community formation” through the participatory culture of online conspiracy 
communities (Birchall & Knight, 2022; Topinka, 2024). The dual function of conspiracy nar-
ratives as sensemaking tools and places of community formation raises important questions 
about motivations for engagement with conspiracy narratives.

Psychological motivators as drivers of conspiracy belief

Previous research suggests that conspiracy beliefs are part of an individual's larger atti-
tudes and worldviews. For example, individuals who distrust institutions and perceive them-
selves to lack power or control are more likely to endorse conspiracy narratives (Uscinski 
et al., 2022). Similarly, Douglas et al. (2017) propose that belief in conspiracy narratives is 
driven by three unfulfilled key psychological motives: existential (the need to feel safe and 
secure), epistemic (the desire to reduce uncertainty), and social motives (the desire to main-
tain a positive image of one's ingroup). As conspiracy narratives provide opportunities for 
sensemaking, they can serve as (potentially maladaptive) ways for people to seek fulfillment 
of their unmet needs (Biddlestone et al., 2025). The framework helps explain why sources 
presenting simple and causal answers with clear epistemic markers are favored in conspiracy 
communities, and why existential threats intensify engagement with conspiracy narratives. 
van Prooijen  (2020) extended this model by proposing that existential, epistemic, and so-
cial motives influence each other in a specific causal order: as experiences of existential 
threat increase, epistemic sensemaking processes become engaged, thereby making con-
spiracy narratives more appealing. Notably absent from this model, however, is explicit con-
sideration of belonging and community as distinct social needs—an important gap given 
the social isolation often experienced by conspiracy believers and recent calls to examine 
conspiracy belief as a form of “affective investment in community formation” (Birchall & 
Knight, 2022; Topinka, 2024).
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However, despite receiving validation from experimental and survey studies, the model 
has not been explored in ecologically valid settings where conspiracy narratives are often 
encountered. This represents a significant gap, as platform affordances are known to shape 
user behavior and engagement patterns (Brown et al., 2022). Moreover, research suggests 
that engagement with conspiracy content can produce harmful outcomes even without 
strong belief, as exposure and interaction in conspiracy communities may be sufficient to 
influence attitudes and behavior (Imhoff et  al.,  2021; RAN, 2021). It is therefore crucial 
to understand how psychological needs drive engagement with conspiracy narratives in 
real-world online environments. The aim of this paper is therefore to validate and extend 
Douglas et al.'s model by examining how psychological motivators manifest in naturalistic 
online discourse, specifically within conspiracy-oriented YouTube videos and their com-
ment sections.

Indeed, our analysis reveals an additional psychological need that conspiracy-oriented vid-
eos and comments engage with: Conspiracy narratives function not merely as information 
sources but are utilized in community building, collective sensemaking, and identity forma-
tion. Importantly, we find that conspiracy narratives often amplify rather than fulfill psycho-
logical needs, creating cycles of engagement that keep viewers engaged in content and pushes 
them towards more extreme content.

The present research

Conspiracy narratives may (intentionally) utilize unfulfilled needs to drive engagement with 
content and keep users interested in the content. The aim of this paper is therefore to explore 
the prevalence of these motivators in narratives in YouTube conspiracy-oriented videos and 
their associated comments through the following research questions:

RQ1: What topics are present in the videos and comments?
RQ2: Which psychological needs do these topics engage with?
RQ3: Do psychological motives differ between topics?

Despite receiving validation from experimental and survey studies, these theories have 
not been explored in an ecologically valid setting, which may have simplified the complex 
motivations that drive belief and engagement with conspiracy narratives. Analysis of social 
media data allows for the exploration of the evolution and spread of conspiracy narratives 
in real life (Douglas et  al.,  2019). Further, the data contains first-hand communications 
of conspiracy believers, a traditionally very difficult-to-reach group for traditional non-
experimental study designs (Douglas et al., 2019, but see Xiao et al., 2021 for an interview 
study). To address this gap, we take a mixed-methods approach in this study, examining 
conspiracy narratives on YouTube through digital observation, and combining computa-
tional and qualitative data analysis methods. That is, we identified relevant videos through 
digital observation, then identified narratives through an LDA topic modeling analysis and 
subsequently analyzed representative videos for each narrative through an abductive qual-
itative data analysis approach. A mixed-methods approach allows us to combine insights 
into the larger patterns within the dataset with qualitative insights which contextualize 
the data and understand the environment in which engagement with conspiracy narratives 
occurs (Brown et al., 2024; Mills, 2018). Furthermore, selecting data for qualitative anal-
ysis through topic modeling allows for greater falsifiability and replicability (Brookes & 
McEnery, 2019; Moral, 2024).
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M ETHOD

Ethical approval has been granted by the University of Baths Ethics committee.

Data collection process

Data was collected through a 1-month digital observation by the lead author. A new YouTube 
account was created to avoid the algorithm being influenced from prior watch habits, as 
well as for researcher safety (Conway, 2021). The lead author visited YouTube once a day for 
an hour to view and engage with relevant videos. Videos were selected from the home page, 
recommendations on the sidebar, external material found in comments or description boxes, 
searches, or pre-selected seed videos. See Figure 1 for an overview of the procedure. Once a 
video was selected, a screenshot was taken of the recommendations, as well as any relevant 
topics, and notes were taken on the content of the video, discussed needs and grievances, as 
well as the presence of external material. Then, a video from the top five recommendations 
was selected, or, if no relevant video was found, the home page was consulted, a search was 
performed, or a seed video was watched.

F I G U R E  1   Diagram of video selection process during the digital observation.
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Seed videos were a list of videos mentioned in previous research (e.g., Allington et al., 2021), 
featuring known conspiracy theorists (e.g., David Icke, Ken O'Keefe). Notably, seed videos were 
only used twice—once at the beginning of the digital observation period, and once in week 2. 
The first video of the observation was a seed video of David Icke on a BBC interview and was 
selected due to it's easy title (featuring words such as “David Icke” and “Conspiracy Theories”). 
During the observation period the lead author focused mainly on mainstream conspiracy nar-
ratives that would likely be encountered through searches of common grievances and current 
events—thus the focus was on anti-vaccine narratives, great replacement / immigration-based 
narratives though openness to other narratives through algorithmic or user suggestion remained 
throughout the observation time. Video selection decisions were made prior to viewing based 
on available features of the video (i.e., title, thumbnail, creator), mirroring the selection process 
users make when viewing videos. Videos alluding to conspiracy, hidden knowledge, or malicious 
intent of actors in the title or thumbnail were preferred. Additionally, inflammatory, populist 
videos were also selected if no explicitly conspiratorial were available. As conspiracy narratives 
sit within a wider umbrella of misinformation (Carrasco-Farré, 2022), and users would have a 
media diet that is not exclusively made up of explicitly conspiratorial narratives, we elected to 
also view videos that contained misinformation, fake news, or sensationalized, populist narra-
tives. Together, these narratives painted a picture of existential threat, elites that were concerned 
only for their own goals, and simple narratives that promised answers for complex topics.

Reflexivity statement

Engaging, however briefly, with online communities requires constant reflection upon one's 
decisions. While the first author aimed to be as impartial as possible and select videos that 
reflect the aim of the paper as well as possible, the decisions and subsequent analyses never-
theless reflect their background. The first author is a 2nd generation immigrant who grew up 
in mainland Europe and moved to the UK for their university education. The first author is 
furthermore a strong proponent of vaccines and has long covid. While the first author tried to 
be mindful of the way their experiences influenced their perception of material and to not let 
it influence their decision-making, it may have led to an increased avoidance of the material.

Data

Overall, three datasets were created: (1) field notes and a dataset of video-metadata, (2) 
comments, and (3) transcripts. Field notes contained notes for each video on needs and 
grievances discussed in the video and its comments, external material that was encountered, 
and any other reflections on the video, as well as general reflections on the day stored in an 
Excel sheet. Videos selected for qualitative data analysis were downloaded with the pytube 
wrapper for the YouTube API (pytube, 2023). All associated code is available through this 
anonymous OSF link: https://​osf.​io/​8wuhv​.

The full video dataset consists of 102 YouTube video transcripts and 455,738 comments. The 
videos centered primarily around anti-vaccine, great replacement, and other general conspir-
acies. We used the complete dataset of transcripts and comments for the computational topic 
model analyses, and a subset of the most “representative” documents for each topic for further 
qualitative analyses. To give a more cohesive picture, the qualitative analyses were supple-
mented with meta-data about the video, such as the description box contents, the number of 
likes, and the video tags.

https://osf.io/8wuhv
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DATA A NA LYSIS

Topic modeling

To get a holistic representation of narratives within the videos, we deployed an LDA topic 
model on a combined corpus of video transcripts and comments. Data analysis was conducted 
with R 4.3.3. Data was cleaned thoroughly via lowercasing, stemming, extending contractions 
(e.g., “haven't” becomes “have not”), removing numbers, and special characters. This data 
pre-processing was part of a wider iterative process with the LDA approach in order to obtain 
clean and clear topics that we could sensibly interpret (see Brown et  al.,  2024). Stopwords 
were also removed using both a standard list and a custom dictionary, refined by iteratively 
examining the model's top 50 words. We then produced a vocabulary and document-term ma-
trix for the topic model. To balance both the relevance of words in topics and the probability 
of their occurrence, we set lambda = .4, a level that prioritizes interpretability by weighting 
topic-specific words slightly more than common ones (Selivanov et al., 2016).

We iterated through multiple topic models (n = 3–20 topics), evaluating each model's 
statistical coherence using normalized pointwise mutual information (C_NPMI; Röder 
et  al.,  2015) and qualitative interpretability to identify the model that both maximized 
quantitative coherence and shared meaningful overlap with the themes identified in con-
tent analysis (Brown et al., 2024). As mentioned above, this step included refining a specific 
custom stopword dictionary, iterating until topics appeared coherent and free of stopwords. 
This iteration process revealed that the comments for one video were overwhelmingly in 
Dutch, likely due to the video being an English-speaking discussion of a book recently 
translated into Dutch. We removed these comments from this video but kept the video 
transcript as it was in English.

Qualitative analysis

We adopted an abductive approach (Thompson, 2022) to validate Douglas et al.'s (2019) model 
of conspiracy belief, while remaining open to inductive insights from within the data, given this 
theory has not yet been explored in an online context. All qualitative coding was conducted in 
MAXQDA 24. As the analysis drew heavily on the experiences during the digital observation, 
the lead author conducted the qualitative analysis. Codes and themes were iteratively discussed 
with the co-authors who have expertise in conspiracy narratives and online platforms until 
consensus was reached.

In an initial familiarization stage, a sample dataset (N = 22) was inductively coded with 
the framework of psychological needs in mind. In that familiarization stage we developed a 
codebook using deductive concepts from Douglas et al.'s work on psychological motivators of 
conspiracy belief and Xiao et al.'s (2021) work on sensemaking in online conspiracy communi-
ties. These theoretical concepts were complemented by inductive codes that emerged from our 
initial coding round (see Appendix A for the codebook with examples).

To identify the most representative videos for each topic, we calculated topic probabilities 
for each document. We selected the two videos with the highest probability scores for each 
topic, resulting in 24 videos for analysis. The transcripts were aggregated into one word 
document per video with their title, channel name, description, video tags, and 50 most liked 
comments with a minimum of 20 likes (N = 1134, M = 47.25). The transcripts were analyzed 
side by side with the video for further contextual information. In the last step, we created 
hierarchical themes and subcodes and integrated our findings with Douglas et al.'s theory.
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RESU LTS

RQ1: What topics are present in the videos and comments?

Through our iterative analysis of models ranging from 3 to 20 topics, we found the 12-topic 
model provided optimal fit, demonstrating both strong statistical coherence (CNPMI = .157; 
Röder et al., 2015) and meaningful alignment with our observational findings. Each topic was 
assigned a representative label based on its constituent terms—Table 1 provides an overview 
of the topics and their narratives, the top 10 words for each topic, and a description of the 
two analyzed videos. The topics corresponded well to narratives identified during the digital 
observation (e.g., anti-vaccine narratives, great replacement conspiracies, climate change 
denial) but additionally yielded one latent topic (topic 8—research). The top words of this topic 
referred primarily to discussions about questioning mainstream narratives and searching for 
truth. While topics are statistically distinct, they often co-occur within videos, particularly 
longer podcast style or news-style videos. Videos could aggregate multiple topics into one 
video or combine narratives together. For example, videos examining the great reset frequently 
combined religious frameworks with financial conspiracies to make sense of economic changes 
through biblical prophecy.

Similarly, during the digital observation period, we found that the level of conspiracism 
varied between videos. While not all narratives and videos were explicitly conspiratorial or 
were presenting fairly mainstream theories (e.g., simulation theory), most narratives followed 
an overly causal logic and were high in agency of actors, thereby (unintentionally) preparing 
a viewer to be receptive to more explicitly conspiratorial narratives later on. Sometimes, this 
was due to perceived censorship and viewers were encouraged to “ join our community” on a 
third-party platform, such as Locals or BitChute, where they would be able to view “exclusive 
content that we simply cannot share here on YouTube.” Additionally, commenters often made 
the conspiratorial ideas more present, even on videos that were not explicitly conspiratorial.

RQ2: Which psychological needs do these topics engage with?

Within video narratives and comment sections we found evidence of psychological motives 
proposed by Douglas et al.  (2017) and one additional ingroup focused social motive. These 
motives interact dynamically as part of a sensemaking process where conspiracy communities 
collectively interpret information to make sense of their environment (van Prooijen,  2020). 
Figure 2 provides an overview of the final qualitative coding framework, with four main themes 
comprising motives (existential, epistemic, ingroup and outgroup social motives), alongside 
their subthemes. The framework illustrates how subthemes can serve multiple psychological 
motives—for example, religious themes bridge existential and epistemic motives, while 
discussions around failures of ingroup connect social motives about the outgroup's perception 
of the ingroup, as well as community building efforts. Further, Figure 2 highlights how needs 
can influence and create other needs—for example, desires to minimize perceptions of threats 
could lead to an increased desire to find explanations that match the perceived scale of an 
event. We explore each motive and subtheme in turn below.

Importantly, not all videos engaged with all three motives, and the extent to which a given 
motive was present varied across topics and between video narratives and comment sections 
(see RQ3 for an in-depth exploration of motive variation across topics). Some motives, such 
as the need for cognitive closure, appeared frequently across most videos, whereas others, 
such as religious framing, were concentrated within individual videos. Some smaller motives 
were found primarily in comments (e.g., need to understand the world). Furthermore, here, we 
refer to engagement with motives rather than fulfillment of them. In some cases, narratives 
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appeared to heighten or sustain these needs without resolving them, for example, by ampli-
fying feelings of threat or uncertainty. In the sections below we outline how each motive was 
engaged with, noting where it was especially prevalent or rare. To provide additional context, 
illustrative quotes are tagged with their source (video or comment) and the topic identified 
through the topic modeling (e.g., video_vaccine, comment_immigration). These labels are in-
tended to give context to quotes rather than quantitative frequency, quotes were selected for 
their illustrative value.

Existential motives

Existential motives broadly refer to the need to feel safe and secure (Douglas et  al.,  2017; 
Tetlock, 2002). These needs become particularly salient when individuals experience or an-
ticipate threats to their well-being, leading them to seek explanations that help restore a sense 

F I G U R E  2   Overview of the qualitative coding framework showing themes and subthemes identified in 
qualitative analysis. Each column represents key themes identified (e.g., Feelings of powerlessness), and any 
additional subthemes underneath, e.g., Need to feel safe and secure, which has subthemes of, for example, 
existential anxiety. Some elements belong to multiple motives, for example Religion, which bridge Existential 
and Epistemic motives. Similarly, Failures of ingroup bridges ingroup and outgroup social motives. Arrows note 
motives that could influence other motives.
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of control and predictability (van Prooijen, 2011). Existential needs were addressed through 
discussions of existential anxiety, adverse experiences, feelings of powerlessness, the need to 
exert control, and assessment of perceived threat. Religion is a narrative point that addresses 
both existential and epistemic motives.

Existential anxiety
Existential anxiety was a common sentiment throughout video narratives and comment sec-
tions (Newheiser et al., 2011). There was a strong perception that “this is all so scary and dys-
topian” and that society was in decline: “We're imploding from within morally, economically, 
socially. Culturally and just about every other way, it's really darkening times in the Western 
civilization” (video_religion).

Adverse experiences
Video narratives also addressed common adverse experiences such as financial difficulties, 
experiences of ill health, death, or social ostracism (see Franks et al., 2013). Additionally, com-
ments sections provided viewers with spaces where they could discuss their experiences, often 
for the first time (see also social motive—community below): “Thank you Dr John for your 
continued work on this subject. My Son had received all the Covid vaccines …before his sudden 
and yet unexplained death he suffered from a sense of dread…anxiety…hopelessness… He was 
only 54…his wife died late last year of cancer she had developed after having the vaccine…l agree 
Health professionals do not listen to their patients anymore!!!” (comment_vaccine).

Creators and commenters also detailed experiences of attacks on personal freedoms and 
experiences of ostracism due to their beliefs: “Lost my job, mum and dad disowned me (still). 
Labelled a conspiracy theorist and told i was suffering from medical anxiety for refusing the jab…
house on market as couldn't [sic] pay my mortgage, claiming benefits, dignity stripped……BUT 
STILL FIGHTING ❤” (comment_vaccine).

These comments were often replied to with well wishes or heart emojis: “Stay strong! There's 
not many of us but we're here” (comment_vaccine).

Feelings of powerlessness
Video and comment narratives expressed feelings of powerlessness in society, often through a 
sense of abandonment from the government (Abalakina-Paap et al., 1999): “We are ALONE. 
No police, no judiciary, no government. All we can do is defend ourselves by ANY means. We have 
been betrayed beyond belief” (comment_safety).

Need to exert control
Narratives frequently demonstrated attempts to regain control through various mechanisms. 
One strategy involved reframing mainstream threats as less severe or as deliberate distractions 
from “real” threats: “I think the worst part about this ordeal is that there are parts of the world 
that do have environmental crises caused by humans distinct from the idea of climate change and 
the fact that there's an industry peddling bs is only distracting from the areas that really need our 
attention and diminishing the volume and credibility of the voices trying to help” (comment_cli-
mate). This reframing allowed for a rejection of mainstream narratives that may trigger feel-
ings of powerlessness while maintaining a sense that they understand the “true” threats facing 
society (van Prooijen,  2011). Similarly, narratives provided alternative frameworks offering 
a sense of agency and certainty: “keep having babies, keep getting married, go off to college…
live each day with a faithfulness. And then finally, just anticipate what the Lord's gonna do when 
he comes back. Because not only is he gonna reset the world, he's gonna completely remake and 
reset us individually…Each person can connect with God spiritually right now and enjoy their own 
personal reset” (video_religion). By providing clear action steps and promises of future reso-
lution, these frameworks help believers cope with current feelings of powerlessness (Bruder 
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et al., 2013). Notably, both mechanisms allow believers to make sense of societal threats while 
preserving their existing beliefs and worldviews—a key function of conspiracy beliefs in man-
aging existential anxiety (Douglas et al., 2019; van Prooijen & Acker, 2015).

Threat assessment
A further component of existential motives was the assessment of the perceived threat, where 
both perceived age (novelty or prevalence of threat in past times), the scale of the threat, and 
the immediacy or imminent escalation were used to make the grievance more salient and 
match the scale of the proposed conspiratorial explanation: “They want to reset the world. They 
want to take it away from basically what it's been for centuries and remake it in their own image” 
(video_religion). The threat was also often related back to personal experiences, making it 
more imminent and relatable for the viewer: “Your intent might be that you're doing stand up and 
you're being funny and you're being satirical that someone from the state might think it was likely 
that you managed to stir up hate, and that will be enough [to send you to prison]” (video_safety).

Religion
Religion emerged as bridging existential and epistemic motives and providing a broad frame 
on worldview, knowledge, and meaning (Xiao et al., 2021). Religious and spiritual frames were 
used as a unifying tool to explain phenomena: “We see Satan trying to bring all the nations 
together in Genesis 11 under Nimrod to try to build this Tower of Babel, and God scattered 
them”(video_religion). Additionally, (Christian) religious beliefs were useful in assuaging 
existential fears that were stirred up by videos: “I trust in God, I don't believe he will ever allow 
a nuclear war to kill the earth, or allow the earth to heat up so much that we cannot survive it, 
God made everything, so he won't let it die or kill us.” (comment_religion). These frames mainly 
appeared in video narratives that were explicitly religious, but comments occasionally brought 
up religion in secular videos: “For me, everything was crystal clear from the moment they started 
the mandates before providing any kind of serious data and without taking any responsibility. 
Needless to mention that I thank God for my determination” (comment_vaccines).

Epistemic motives

Epistemic motives refer to the desire to maintain an understanding of the world (Douglas 
et al., 2017). In situations of ambiguity or uncertainty, these needs drive individuals to seek 
explanations that provide cognitive closure, even if these explanations are not necessarily 
accurate (Marchlewska et al., 2018; van Prooijen & Jostmann, 2013). Epistemic motives showed 
themselves through a need to understand the world, a need for cognitive closure, distrust of 
authority, trust in alternative epistemic authorities, and evidence presentation.

Need to understand the world
We observed a broad desire from commenters “to make sense of […] reality” and “explain 
the odd occurrences in […] life”, supplemented by a curiosity about “the world unseen” (see 
also Xiao et al., 2021). This was driven by an intrinsic desire for knowledge-seeking as well 
as attempts to comprehend personal experiences (Russo et  al.,  2024; van Prooijen,  2011). 
Content creators appealed to this need through positioning themselves as providers of hidden 
knowledge and uncovering “the deeper story”.

Need for cognitive closure
We observed that content creators leveraged this need by first presenting mainstream 
explanations for events, which were framed as incomplete or uncertain, before offering 
conspiratorial narratives that provided (seemingly) more complete answers. For example, 
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a video about the Baltimore Bridge collapse remarked: “Maybe it's a total coincidence here. 
These Ukrainian telegram posts [saying] ‘this is a beautiful work. […] If you don't accept the aid 
package, then get it. Look forward to our surprises throughout Europe’ […]. I mean, you know, 
maybe this is just some, like telegram opportunists, you know, on different telegram channels, just 
trying to play into this” (video_ false_ flag). Here, the creators presented a piece of evidence that 
appears to make more sense in the context of a conspiratorial narrative than the mainstream 
explanation of the bridge collapse being an accident.

Additionally, conspiracy narratives often match the perceived magnitude with explanations 
of corresponding scale (Leman & Cinnirella, 2013). For instance, when discussing 5G tech-
nology, commenters rejected simple explanations about improving download speeds, instead 
claiming “They haven't spent £billions installing 5 g towers so you can download a film in 30 
seconds” (comment_ finance). This alignment between the scale of events and their proposed 
causes helps reduce cognitive dissonance and preserve existing beliefs (Uscinski et al., 2016). 
Indeed, commenters frequently praised video creators for “[making] so much sense in this non-
sensical world”, suggesting that conspiracy narratives successfully fulfilled their need for cog-
nitive closure by providing apparently comprehensive explanations for complex phenomena.

Distrust of authority
Explanations from mainstream media and government officials were consistently dismissed, es-
pecially when these sources provided direct evidence against conspiracy claims (Kou et al., 2017). 
For example, creators and commenters expressed deep skepticism of mainstream media reports, 
stating “[I] wouldn't necessarily trust, you know, a mainstream media outlet like the Wall Street 
Journal” (video_deep_state) (see also Xiao et al., 2021). Even further, factual explanations from 
mainstream media outlets or government officials were itself interpreted as suspicious. As one 
commenter noted on a video of the Baltimore Bridge collapse: “I know they're saying that this was 
not nefarious, but how do they know so quickly?” (video_safety). This deep distrust of information 
provided by authority can create a self-reinforcing cycle where attempts to correct misinforma-
tion are perceived as further evidence of conspiracy (Lewandowsky et al., 2013).

Trust in alternative epistemic authorities
Despite the distrust of mainstream authorities, conspiracy believers tend to seek information 
from sources they perceive to be trustworthy (Xiao et  al.,  2021). This aligns with theories 
proposing that under conditions of uncertainty, people become increasingly reliant on 
perceived epistemic authorities (Kruglanski et al., 2005). Video creators on YouTube, whether 
intentionally or not, establish epistemic authority through visual and narrative cues, such 
as background and on-screen graphics. Epistemic authority is further established through 
platform affordances such as verification badges and subscriber counts– the majority of 
channels we encountered were verified and many boasted large subscriber counts, often in the 
hundreds of thousands to millions.

The first approach to establishing epistemic authority emphasizes relatability and authen-
ticity. These creators position themselves as someone who “wanted to just tell you about [their] 
personal experience and why [they] have known this was coming for the longest time” (video_
safety), sharing personal experience with the conspiracy at hand and telling tales of their own 
victimization (Xiao et al., 2021). The video tends to be of lower production quality and often 
appears to be shot on a webcam or phone in the creator's house (see Figure 3A). The created 
intimacy and unpolished look of the video contrast mainstream media productions and make 
the creator seem authentic and relatable (Lewis, 2018).

The second approach mirrors traditional indicators of expertise and professional authority 
(Lewis,  2018). These creators adopt more polished presentations, creating news-channel-style 
branding or highlighting formal credentials such as PhDs (see Figure  3B). Further credibility 
is also built through association by interviewing people with perceived authority in alternative 
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media spaces, such as medical doctors or journalists (see also Lewis, 2018). For example: “We want 
to turn to investigative journalist [name], who of course has been has written a two-volume book on 
the Deep State Mafia and the Jeffrey Epstein connections and running the sort of government shadow 
government that we see and has been diving into these documents” (video_deep_state).

Evidence presentation
Providing evidence formed a large part of the narratives discussed in videos. We found a 
paradoxical reliance on official documents and mainstream sources as evidence, though these 
were typically interpreted selectively to support viewpoints (Kou et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2021). 
For example, a video discussing vaccine injuries leveraged the association of the paper's authors 
with an Ivy league institution: “So we've got centre for outcomes research and evaluation, Yale 
Centre for Immune infection and Immunity, Yale School of Medicine, a section of cardiovascular 
medicine, Applied Mathematics Medicine, University of Toronto, and it's all pretty mainstream 
academics” (video_vaccine).

Furthermore, creators displayed and analyzed evidence on screen, pointing out patterns and 
highlighting strange occurrences. Platform affordances, like the description box, allowed creators 
to cite and link to additional sources, creating an appearance of thorough documentation (Kou 
et al., 2017). Thus, creators painted themselves as transparent and open about their sources, while 
simultaneously creating an image of mainstream media as untrustworthy and hiding evidence.

Historical conspiracy theories were also frequently referenced as supporting evidence, with 
creators drawing parallels between past and present events. For example, one comment con-
nected doubts about the Baltimore bridge collapse to 9/11 conspiracy theories: “If you believe 2 
planes brought down 3 buildings…then you're gonna believe a ship brought down a bridge!” (com-
ment_ false_ flag). This practice of linking conspiracy theories creates a self-reinforcing network 
of beliefs where each conspiracy theory serves as evidence for others (Douglas et al., 2019).

Social motives—Outgroup

A key function of conspiracy narratives may be to help maintain a positive self- and group 
image (Douglas et al., 2019). By blaming an outgroup for negative outcomes, these narratives 

F I G U R E  3   Examples showing how creators set up (A) relatable and (B) expert personalities through 
background and camera framing.



       |  17 of 36NEEDS IN YouTube CONSPIRACY COMMUNITIES

can help uphold the image of the ingroup as moral yet sabotaged by a powerful adversary 
(Douglas et  al.,  2017), forming a prototypical intergroup representation (Sapountzis & 
Condor,  2013). Social-outgroup motives consisted of outgroup characterization, actions 
towards the outgroup, and narratives upholding the group image.

Outgroup characterization
We found that a substantial portion of video and comment narratives focused on defining the 
ingroup in relation to the outgroup. This was done through identifying the outgroup, either 
a specific outgroup such as immigrants, or a more general “global network of secret societies 
and semi secret groups”. Narratives frequently highlighted real and perceived failures of the 
outgroup: “Of these non-Western immigrants, nearly half are unemployed. They are also nine 
times more dependent on government welfare. They live predominantly in poor suburbs and are 
poorly integrated in Swedish society” (video_immigration). Simultaneously, the outgroup was 
painted as all-powerful, with unchecked influence over governments and major institutions.

Upholding group image
Groups that feel victimized are more likely to endorse conspiracy narratives about an all-
powerful outgroup (Bilewicz et al., 2013; Xiao et al., 2021). We observed narratives of perceived 
victimization, either through the conspiracy itself or through censorship by mainstream media: 
“If you're stating what I'm already advocating for somehow you're a fringe conspiracy theorist” 
(video_conspiracy). Some narratives claim that this oppression exists because the ingroup is so 
powerful that the outgroup fears them (Douglas, 2021): “Nothing frightens governments more 
than the sheeples knowing the truth” (comment_ finance).

Actions towards outgroup
Descriptions of the outgroup were often prejudiced or outright derogatory: “You import 
medieval barbarians and later get surprised with the results!” (comment_safety).

Social motives—Ingroup

In addition to psychological needs, social incentives are an important driver of engagement 
with conspiracy material and communities (Collins, 2025; Topinka, 2024; Xiao et al., 2021). 
Interviews with current and former chemtrail conspiracy believers revealed that social 
approval, entertainment, and a sense of individual uniqueness were important factors in 
sustaining engagement with communities (Xiao et  al.,  2021). These social dynamics create 
affective bonds within conspiracy communities that can reinforce and maintain belief even 
when definitive proof remains elusive (Topinka, 2024). We found strong support for this thesis 
both from the lead researcher's observations, as well as in our coded subsample of videos and 
comments. Ingroup-focused social motives comprised community building, identity building, 
and mobilization.

Community
Comment sections appeared to function as spaces where users, often for the first time, felt they 
could share experiences and receive expressions of community support from other commenters 
(Xiao et al., 2021). Commenters frequently praised both the video creator and each other for 
being “enlightened” and standing up for the “truth”, fostering a shared sense of empowerment: 
“I have read through the comments and my faith in the future of the humanity is elevated now. 
Sometimes its really hard being surrounded by ignorant, narrow-minded, sleep-walking people. 
Thank you guys and thank you David!” (comment_deep_state). While our data capture 
language suggestive of mutual support and belonging, we cannot establish from observation 



18 of 36  |      WISCHERATH et al.

and text analysis alone whether these interactions constitute community in a substantial sense. 
Nevertheless, a desire to be part of a community was observable, and indeed often picked up 
on by creators who promised “more community” in (paid for) spaces.

Identity
Within the community, commenters reaffirmed their collective and individual identity 
as conspiracy theorists, often through humor and memes, as in: “I WILL STOP BEING 
A CONSPIRACY THEORIST WHEN THE GOVERNMENT STOP CONSPIRING” 
(comment_international) (see also Godwin et al., 2025). Viewers and video creators were painted 
as “brave [and] wonderful […] Waking the sleeping masses up” (comment_deep_state), creating 
a sense of uniqueness and bravery within the community. In replies to other comments, users 
highlighted identity and community: “We are strong!”.

Mobilization
Commenters also discussed actions to protect the ingroup and counter perceived conspiracies, 
ranging from normative measures such as voting (“Labour supported this hate crime bill. Vote 
Reform.”) or non-normative measures such as “a petrol cutter with a diamond steel blade” 
(comment_ false_ flag) to deal with 5G towers.

The prevalence of community- and identity-oriented language in comments shows the signif-
icant yet underexplored role that needs of belonging and mutual recognition may play in driving 
and sustaining engagement with conspiracy narratives (see also Xiao et al., 2021). Previous re-
search has highlighted the important role of the community in driving engagement with extreme 
materials and fostering radicalization, particularly when members face ostracism or adverse 
interactions with non-believers (Collins, 2025; Munden & Morrison, 2024). Understanding how 
community is expressed through language and platform affordances, and whether these expres-
sions translate into substantive community formation, is thus essential for understanding the 
spread of conspiracy narratives and engagement with more extreme material.

RQ3: Do psychological motives differ between topics?

Recent research suggests that conspiracy theories are not a homogeneous phenomenon, but 
differ in how they engage with group identity, ideology, and perceived power structures (Mao 
et al., 2024). Building on this understanding, we examined how psychological motives were 
discussed within different topics in our dataset.

We found that all narratives engaged with epistemic and existential motives, though to dif-
ferent degrees, and only some narratives focused on social motives regarding the outgroup. 
Additionally, we observed differences in discussed motives between video narratives and 
comments.

Variation in epistemic motives

Epistemic motives featured prominently in all topics, primarily centered around providing 
evidence, seeking patterns, and distrust of mainstream media narratives. However, we found 
that themes within the motives differed between topics. For example, the false flag topic 
primarily centered around seeking patterns, asking questions, and presenting evidence, while 
the immigration topic distinguished itself through narratives high in causality and agency, as 
well as a deep distrust of authorities and official narratives.
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Intertwined motives

Some narratives addressed multiple psychological needs, as exemplified in the anti-vaccine 
topic where epistemic and existential motives are deeply intertwined. Here, narratives 
provide explanations and support for adverse experiences, including illness or loss of loved 
ones. For example, in a video reviewing a paper on post-vaccine syndrome, viewers were 
reassured that “If people are complaining of symptoms, we have to listen to them and take it 
seriously” with claims that post-vaccine syndrome affected a large number of individuals. 
The video creator, a prolific COVID-19 vaccine skeptic, uses his role and perceived “duty” 
as a healthcare provider to position himself as an epistemic authority on COVID science. In 
his videos, he selectively interprets (often not peer reviewed) studies to guide his audience's 
understanding of their adverse experiences, presenting these studies as credible evidence. 
By framing this information as high-value scientific evidence, he amplifies his influence 
and reinforces the audience's trust, despite the questionable credibility of evidence and 
sources.

Differences between video narratives and comments

We found that whilst the comments sections occasionally echoed motives discussed in the 
video, they often extended the narrative to address different motives. In particular, commenters 
frequently expressed existential concerns, putting direct blame on an outgroup and fears 
around personal well-being. For example, in response to a video about 5G towers—focused 
purely on epistemic needs such as dealing with uncertainty through evidence—commenters 
extended the discussion to include existential fears around health concerns and feelings of 
powerlessness in society. This echoes previous findings that relational and existential motives 
may be especially important drivers of conspiracy beliefs (Marques et al., 2022). Additionally, 
comment sections served as a space for community building, where commenters praised the 
video creator and offered mutual support to each other when discussing personal hardships. 
This communal aspect likely reinforces conspiracy narratives, as shared experiences and 
mutual support can validate individual beliefs (Xiao et al., 2021).

DISCUSSION

The aim of this paper was to explore the prevalence of psychological motivators of existen-
tial threat, epistemic needs, and social-outgroup motives in conspiracy-oriented content on 
YouTube, against a backdrop of increasing engagement with conspiratorial material linked to 
offline harms, such as public health misinformation and societal polarization. RQ1 explored 
which topics were discussed within the videos. We found that a variety of conspiracy theories 
were present within the corpus, ranging from anti-vaccine content to great replacement con-
spiracy narratives, as well as religious and false flag topics. Importantly, while videos varied 
in their levels of conspiracism, from some being outwardly conspiratorial to others being more 
implicit, they shared common characteristics: all used straightforward logic, assigned high 
agency to actors, and invited viewers to “do their own research” on the topic, thus legitimizing 
conspiracy narratives. Additionally, several creators were identified as part of the Alternative 
Influence Network, an informal network of far-right content creators (Lewis, 2018), poten-
tially facilitating viewers' exposure to extreme content.

RQ2 examined which psychological needs, associated with increased conspiracy belief, were 
present in the examined videos. Evidence supported the presence of existential and epistemic 
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needs, alongside two distinct social motives: one focused on the outgroup and another centered 
on the ingroup, fostering community building and mutual support.

RQ3 analyzed how expressions of motives varied between different conspiracy topics and 
between video narratives and comments. While epistemic motives were common across all 
video narratives, specific topics emphasized different psychological needs. For example, anti-
vaccine narratives emphasized existential motives around health, while great reset narratives 
emphasized outgroup-related motives. These motivational differences were even more pro-
nounced in comment sections, suggesting dynamic interplay between content and audience 
engagement.

Interestingly, we observed that psychological needs were not necessarily fulfilled by video 
narratives. Indeed, some video narratives further stirred up these needs, for example by high-
lighting additional threats and sustaining a sense of urgency and additional hidden knowledge. 
Thus, a cycle is created in which the promise of resolution is perpetually deferred, keeping 
viewers invested in ongoing consumption of content (see also Xiao et al., 2021). Previous re-
search has indicated that conspiracy narratives may not be able to fulfill the psychological 
needs that encourage engagement with them (e.g., Biddlestone et al., 2025; van Prooijen, 2022). 
Additionally, we highlight the role of platform affordances and influencers' motivations in the 
lack of fulfillment of motives. That is, both platforms and creators have a vested interest in 
keeping viewers engaged with content and therefore may exacerbate the dynamic of stirring up 
psychological needs whilst deferring fulfillment of these same needs.

In the following, we examine how conspiracy narratives can function as empty ontological 
placeholders (Topinka, 2024) in viewers' quests to fulfill psychological needs and their func-
tion in sensemaking practices. In particular, we focus on the interplay of community interac-
tion, epistemic authorities, and the affordances of social media platforms.

Conspiracy narratives aid sensemaking

Our analysis revealed how conspiracy narratives are involved in both personal and collective 
sensemaking processes. We found that video creators integrated frames (such as religious 
beliefs), cues (like personal experiences of illness or financial hardship), and context (broader 
societal changes). This created narratives that aim to fulfill multiple psychological motives 
at once. Further, comment sections formed spaces where users could collectively share and 
interpret evidence, validate each other's experiences, and engage in practices that may lead to 
community formation. This echoes Kou et al.'s (2017) findings that Reddit users collectively 
constructed conspiracy narratives to make sense of the Zika pandemic (Kou et  al.,  2017). 
This collective sensemaking aspect was particularly evident in the way commenters extended 
narratives from the videos, often making implicit conspiracies explicit and connecting multiple 
conspiracy narratives.

This collective sensemaking process can legitimize violence and serve as a mobilizing force 
through transforming individual grievances into shared narratives of injustice. This has been 
evident in offline events where collective interpretation of conspiratorial content have played 
a role, such as the January 6th Capitol attack or anti-lockdown protests, highlighting the 
broader societal implications of these online interactions.

Trust and legitimacy in these conspiracy spaces operate through parallel authority sys-
tems. That is, content creators strategically position themselves as credible guides navigating a 
hostile information environment, employing a selective approach to mainstream sources that 
reflects motivated reasoning principles—citing Harvard studies or ex-government officials 
when these sources support their narrative, while dismissing the same institutions when they 
contradict conspiratorial viewpoints (Bartsch et al., 2025). This selective legitimacy creates a 
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framework where credibility becomes contingent on alignment with pre-existing beliefs rather 
than institutional authority.

YouTube's platform affordances significantly amplify these alternative authority figures. 
Recommendation algorithms enhance their visibility and reach, while engagement met-
rics such as likes and threaded comment replies function as implicit credibility signals for 
viewers. The development of parasocial relationships further consolidates this epistemic 
authority, as viewers cultivate feelings of familiarity and loyalty towards creators, often rec-
ognizing fellow community members across different comment sections. Importantly, this 
authority operates bidirectionally: echoing Topinka's  (2024) findings, creators frequently 
respond to popular comment themes or audience questions in subsequent videos, fostering 
a sense of participatory co-production of “truth” that reinforces community investment 
while legitimizing the creator's position as a responsive, community-oriented authority 
figure.

Conspiracy narratives aid community building

Participation and communal interpretation of information are key aspects of engagement with 
conspiracy narratives. Recently, calls have been made to study conspiracy narratives as forms 
of “affective investment in community formation” (Birchall & Knight, 2022; Topinka, 2024). 
This perspective suggests that the content of the narratives may be secondary to their social 
function—creating communities, fostering belonging and cultivating shared identity. For 
example, QAnon conspiracy communities have been described as “practical networks for 
constructing belief”, where people can iteratively adopt ideological perspectives as part 
of an active, communal process of interpreting and assembling information (Birchall & 
Knight, 2022).

Our findings emphasize the critical role of needs for community as a key reason for engage-
ment with conspiracy narratives. Comment sections frequently revealed users seeking support 
through shared experiences and the collective construction of identities as “truth-seekers” and 
“free thinkers”. Many commenters described these spaces as the first environments where 
they felt heard and accepted, suggesting that participation in these comment sections may 
address unmet needs for belonging and transforming societal alienation into a dual identity—
both as victims of mainstream media censorship and as courageous truth-seekers questioning 
accepted narratives (see also Topinka,  2024). While here we cannot make inferences about 
whether YouTube comment sections form real communities that fulfill these needs for com-
munity, we nevertheless highlight the prevalence of community-oriented language from both 
commenters and video creators.

Our findings echo recent studies of far-right online environments, which have been charac-
terized as positive spaces for individuals seeking belonging (Collins, 2025). That is, rather than 
being solely driven by antagonism or grievances, participation in these communities offers 
meaningful social connections and emotional validation for users. This sense of belonging 
helps explain why extreme and conspiratorial communities may be particularly effective at 
attracting and retaining members, even when these groups face significant societal opposition 
(see also Marwick & Partin, 2022). Furthermore, the emotional pull of these communities is 
particularly concerning given the broader societal context of rising loneliness and social isola-
tion (ONS, 2024). These feelings can leave individuals vulnerable to the allure of conspiratorial 
communities, as they offer not only explanations for complex societal issues but also promise 
a rare sense of connection and purpose.
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Sensemaking and community on social media platforms

Social media platforms foster a culture of participation, blurring the lines between users 
and producers of content (Jenkins et al., 2006). Our analysis reveals how YouTube's specific 
affordances shape both collective sensemaking processes and community formation around 
conspiracy content.

While some platforms like Reddit allow for relatively non-hierarchical, communal con-
tent creation (Kou et al., 2017), YouTube's structure creates a more transient and hierarchical 
form of community centered around individual creators who serve as epistemic authorities. 
YouTube's community features are notably weaker than dedicated forums or chat applica-
tions—anyone can comment without persistent identity or group membership, creating a loose 
network of drive-by commenters alongside more devoted followers. This creates the appear-
ance and feeling of belonging without potentially fully providing the deep social bonds that 
can be found in more tight-knit online communities.

Nevertheless, YouTube's affordances of video sharing, commenting, and algorithmic rec-
ommendation systems facilitate the emergence of influencers and ideological entrepreneurs 
who offer explanations and solutions for political and social tensions. These creators build 
strong parasocial bonds with their audience through content creation and community engage-
ment (Lewis, 2018; Topinka, 2024). We found that video creators often positioned themselves 
as persecuted truth-tellers bravely challenging mainstream narratives. This framing resonated 
strongly with the victimhood identity created by viewers, who frequently expressed gratitude 
and admiration in comments, portraying creators as martyrs for truth.

Crucially, the parasocial relationships fostered on YouTube often activate community needs 
without fully satisfying them. Many creators used common social media influencer strategies, 
such as collaborating with other YouTubers and crowdsourcing new content ideas, to expand 
their audience while simultaneously highlighting the limitations of YouTube's community fea-
tures (Lewis, 2018; Munger & Phillips, 2022). Creators frequently advertised “stronger,” more 
intimate communities on unmoderated alternative platforms, positioning YouTube as merely a 
gateway to “real” connection. For instance, we observed creators encouraging viewers to “join 
our community” on platforms like Locals or BitChute for “exclusive content that we simply 
cannot share here on YouTube.” This dynamic is further reinforced by platform monetization 
features that commodify community belonging. YouTube's paid membership tiers, which pro-
vide special badges and exclusive access, create a hierarchy of community participation that 
requires financial investment. The promise of deeper community connection becomes a rev-
enue stream, with creators leveraging unfulfilled social needs to drive both platform engage-
ment and migration to alternative spaces.

Contemporary disinformation tactics frequently exploit audiences' desire to verify informa-
tion independently, encouraging participatory practices to create alternative “facts” (Marwick 
& Partin, 2022; Tripodi et al., 2024). Our findings revealed how this dynamic manifests on 
YouTube, where videos often legitimize skepticism towards official narratives while encour-
aging viewers to “do their own research.” Although these videos may not explicitly present 
conspiratorial views, they often serve as entry points to more radical content, as evidenced 
by comment sections where users frequently made conspiratorial connections explicit, often 
without challenge or correction from creators. Additionally, affordances such as likes and view 
counts can function as an implicit endorsement of beliefs, which is important for legitimizing 
beliefs (Kruglanski et al., 2022).

The platform's recommendation system further facilitates this progression, as news-style 
conspiracy content often aggregates multiple topics, exposing viewers to an increasingly broad 
network of conspiracy narratives tied to current events and shared grievances. This further 
encourages echo chambers and filter bubbles as conspiracy narratives span multiple topics, 
meaning that content remains varied in topic yet centers around similar narrative structures 
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and psychological motives. This further aligns with Marwick and Partin's  (2022) argument 
that social media platforms are uniquely positioned to foster communities of practice prone 
to radicalization. The self-reinforcing nature of echo chambers and filter bubbles means that 
initial engagement with conspiracy content can quickly escalate, as users find themselves in 
increasingly isolated information ecosystems that validate and amplify existing beliefs. Thus, 
users who may have only had an initial curiosity may become entrenched in conspiracy com-
munities as they start to go down the (algorithmic) rabbit hole (see also Sutton & Douglas, 
2022). In our sample, this was particularly evident in content connected to the Alternative 
Influence Network. For example, creators like Russell Brand position themselves not as ulti-
mate authorities but as fellow “truth-seekers,” a strategy that fosters strong parasocial bonds 
and reinforces audience engagement (Rothut et al., 2024).

By emphasizing independent verification while simultaneously exploiting unfulfilled com-
munity needs, YouTube creators not only shape individual beliefs but also create economic 
and social incentives for deeper engagement with conspiracy ecosystems. Understanding these 
dynamics—particularly how platform limitations and monetization structures drive users 
towards more extreme spaces—is essential for addressing the broader societal impacts of 
platform-driven conspiracy pipelines.

Limitations

While our research offers valuable insights into the psychological needs driving engagement 
with conspiracy content, it is important to acknowledge some limitations.

We included comments in the topic model, leading to the creation of topics that were more 
representative of community discussion in the comments rather than the videos themselves. 
However, this also provided an opportunity to examine the narratives amplified and reshaped 
by the community on YouTube. Similarly, our video selection process may have introduced 
a bias towards shorter videos, as these were more likely to feature single, focused topics that 
could be clearly categorized. Longer videos often contained multiple overlapping narratives 
and psychological themes, making them more challenging to analyze within our framework. 
This may have resulted in potentially missing important nuances in how conspiracy beliefs are 
constructed and develop over extended discourse.

Another limitation is the timing of our digital observation which was conducted during 
business hours. This may not fully align with peak hours for YouTube engagement, po-
tentially affecting the algorithm's recommendations and the type of content encountered. 
Additionally, our methodology involved visiting YouTube once a day for 1 h rather than 
multiple shorter visits, which might have influenced the diversity of content captured in 
our dataset.

The qualitative analysis was performed by only one coder, due to the digital observation of 
the data. We acknowledge that the lack of a second coder and intercoder reliability assessment 
diminishes the replicability of the analysis.

Additionally, no demographic data about users and commenters was collected, limiting 
the generalizability of our findings about expressions of psychological needs and community 
building in conspiracy content on YouTube.

Despite these limitations, our findings provide important theoretical and practical contri-
butions to understanding how conspiracy beliefs develop and proliferate in online spaces. The 
combination of computational and qualitative approaches provides a nuanced view on the 
interplay between psychological needs and conspiracy-related content and communities while 
suggesting several promising directions for future research.
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CONCLUSION

This research validated and extended Douglas et  al.'s model of psychological drivers of 
conspiracy belief through analysis of an ecologically valid dataset of YouTube conspiracy 
narratives. Our findings demonstrate how conspiracy narratives engage psychological needs: 
reducing uncertainty through the strategic presentation of evidence and creation of epistemic 
authority, addressing existential grievances through shared personal experiences, identifying 
responsible outgroups, and fostering a shared identity of persecuted and courageous “free 
thinkers”.

A key contribution of our work is its emphasis on the central role of needs for community 
and belonging in driving engagement with conspiracy narratives. The comment sections of 
YouTube videos provided spaces where believers could share personal grievances and experi-
ences, often receiving validation and support from co-believers particularly when such support 
was absent from friends and family. Our work echoes recent interpretations of alt-tech spaces 
as environments that can foster belonging and community (Collins, 2025; Xiao et al., 2021).

Our findings have important implications for understanding how conspiracy beliefs prolif-
erate online. The presence of conspiracy narratives on mainstream platforms like YouTube, 
combined with platform affordances that facilitate expressions of community building and 
connections to cross-platform networks, creates accessible entry points to conspiracy belief 
systems. This is particularly concerning given the frequent promotion of unmoderated, alter-
native platforms, often incentivized by financial models, where more extreme content flour-
ishes. These dynamics suggest that addressing conspiracy beliefs requires understanding not 
just their psychological appeals, but also how platform architectures and community dynam-
ics work together to validate and reinforce these beliefs.
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