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Abstract ARTICLE
This paper investigates whether the spread of conspiracy theories HISTORY
by leaders during times of war has an effect on perceived leader ~Received
effectiveness and warmth by followers additionally takes into 02 July 2023

. . Accepted
account the role of gender in this exchange. Analysis demonstrates

S > 20 August 2023

that the gender of the leader had no significant effect on followers
perceived effectiveness or warmth in all the conditions. KEywWORDS
Furthermore, conspiracy spread did not have a significant [eader
interaction with perceived effectiveness, however, conspiracy- effectiveness;
spreading leaders were perceived as less warm compared to neutral ~ Armenia;
leaders. The results led to the conclusion that based on our sample ~ Conspiracy theory;
taken from the Armenian population, the leader’s gender does not Sgllder; War

play a role in perceived effectiveness when delivering bad news
during times of crisis.

Introduction

10.56673/18294502-
23.16-55

The spread of conspiracy theories has been prevalent for many years:

however, recent global events, such as the COVID pandemic, which fueled
distrust in governmental institutions have also contributed to a rise of a new
wave of conspiracy theory spread?. The common definition of conspiracy
theories is the conviction that a group of actors meets in secret agreement
with the purpose of attaining some malevolent goal®. Conspiracy theories
have been used as a tool by leaders who aided them in guiding their
subordinates in a potentially reputation-benefiting direction while at the

! Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, email: jijyanhov@gmail.com

2 Kuzelewska, Elzbieta, and Mariusz Tomaszuk. “Rise of Conspiracy Theories in the
Pandemic Times.” International Journal for the Semiotics of Law - Revue internationale de
Sémiotique juridique 35, no. 6 (2022): 2375.

3 Jeffrey M. Bale, “Political Paranoia v. Political Realism: On Distinguishing between
Bogus Conspiracy Theories and Genuine Conspiratorial Politics,” Patterns of Prejudice 41,
no. 1 (February 1, 2007): 45-60.
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same time creating societal challenges, pitting humans against humans and
putting their words and ideologies into irreconcilable conflict*. This spread
of conspiracy can have diverse effects on the perception that leaders receive:
The systematical spread of conspiracy theories by leaders seems to affect
followers’ perceptions of their competence. A relevant example of such an
effect could be seen after Joe Biden’s projected victory over Donald Trump
in the 2020 elections in the United States. Radical right-wing supporters used
social media to fuel potential irrational reasons as to why Joe Biden won the
election; one of such accusations was fraud. Despite the lack of proof, the
unverified claims circulated online with equal vigor until more than 60% of
Republicans were said to think that the election was rigged and that Biden
won due to widespread voter fraud®. In this scenario, the leader (Donald
Trump) did not inhibit these reactions from the public, but did quite the
contrary, by fueling such accusations against the Election Board and the
Democratic Party to benefit his own perception from his supporters®. It
seemed that spreading conspiracies did not harm his reputation among his
followers nor prevent him from having an impact.

Although previous studies have suggested that people who believe in
conspiracy theories may be negatively evaluated (e.g., people tend to
perceive those who believe in conspiracy theories as gullible)’, other studies
have argued that leaders strategically use conspiracy theories as a tool to
strengthen their political power®. The most recent case worth mentioning is
the 2020 Nagono-Karabakh war, which took place at the height of the
COVID pandemic. The media was flooded with misinformation about the
virus, and conspiracy theories were taking over the informational landscape®.

4 Jessica D’ Amico, “Conspiracy Theories and Social Media: How Online Disinformation
Poses a Formidable Threat to the Livelihood of Contemporary Civilization,” Fisher Digital
Publications, n.d.(2021).

3D’ Amico, “Conspiracy Theories and Social Media”, 2.

¢ D’ Amico, “Conspiracy Theories and Social Media”, 8.

7 Quassim Cassam, “Vice Epistemology,” The Monist 99, no. 2 (March 21, 2016): 159-80.
8 Zhiying Ren et al., “Authoritarian Leaders Share Conspiracy Theories to Attack
Opponents, Galvanize Followers, Shift Blame, and Undermine Democratic Institutions,”
Current Opinion in Psychology 46 (August 1,2022): 101388.

9 Karen M. Douglas, “COVID-19 Conspiracy Theories,” Group Processes & Intergroup
Relations 24, no. 2 (February 1, 2021): 270-75.
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The physical war between the countries had an added component of digital
warfare, encompassing misinformation and informational repression. It
needs to be clarified what effects these tactics had on the population of both
countries: did the spread of conspiracy theories affect how citizens of both
countries viewed their respective leaders? And if yes, was it a negative or
positive effect? These are the questions which this research will try to
answer. My study will fill the gap of empirical research of conspiracy spread
specifically in post-war Armenia by focusing primarily on conspiracy theory
spread in the Southern Caucasus area, to evaluate the recent effects of the
events which unfolded during the war, and the perceptions which were
generated post-war in the Armenian population.

Belief in Conspiracy Theories and Their Evolutionary Basis

Most research associates conspiracy theories with misinformation,
mistrust in expertise, political institutions, and propaganda while at the same
time distinguishing that epistemic deficiency and often also derogatory and
disparaging information are key factors in the concept of a “conspiracy
theory”!. Conspiracy theories have been prevalent throughout human
history.

The adaptive conspiracism hypothesis proposes that people inherently
possess a functionally integrated mental system to detect conspiracies that,
in all likelihood, have been shaped in an ancestral human environment, in
which hostile coalitions (conspiracies) that truly existed were a frequent
cause of misery, death, and reproductive loss!!. A failure to detect potential
conspiracies may cost more than an over-recognition, which is the basis of
the error management theory. The theory predicts that although over- or
underestimating potential conspiracies can be costly if a leader
underestimates conspiracies, this will bear higher costs and reputational

10 Marianna Napolitano and Kevin Reuter, “What Is a Conspiracy Theory?,” Erkenntnis 88,
no. 5 (September 24, 2021): 2035-62.

1 Jan-Willem Van Prooijen and Mark Van Vugt, “Conspiracy Theories: Evolved Functions
and Psychological Mechanisms,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 13, no. 6
(September 19, 2018): 770-88.
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damage'?. These costs mainly depend on various social parameters, for
instance if the majority of the group tends to believe in conspiracies, the
several reputational costs, that can be present do not discourage the group
from still believing in the conspiracy. In their research, Van Prooijen & Van
Vugt proposed that conspiracy theories are directly or indirectly triggered by
coalitional aggression and exploitation, and that leaders who are fast to catch
on to these potential coalitions receive higher reputational gain in such
environments. This reputational gain ties back to the adaptive mechanisms
of the group. People tend to be overly cautious, therefore, the over-
recognition done by leaders can benefit their reputational gains in times of
crisis.

In the same line of reasoning, the current study proposes that leaders
who are excellent at detecting potential conspiracies during intergroup
conflict may be valued and rewarded with high reputation.

Perceived Effectiveness & Warmth

What is the reputation that leaders get by spreading conspiracy theories?
Previous literature has suggested that people perceive others according to
two dimensions: competence and warmth'®>. Competence refers to capability
and assertiveness, and warmth refers to trustworthiness and friendliness'*.
The two-dimensional perceptions may also influence how people evaluate
leaders who spread conspiracy theories, contributing to their reputations.

Leader’s competence, or leadership effectiveness, is a key factor of
organizational success or failure when examining the various factors that
lead to organizational success '°. The extend to which a leader is deemed as
effective by their followers, seems to attribute to the success or failure of
organizational goals. This same model can be translated into a more political
realm, when looking at the effectiveness of a country’s leader, and whether

12 Van Prooijen & Van Vugt, “Conspiracy Theories: Evolved Functions and Psychological
Mechanisms”, 35.

13 Susan T. Fiske, “Stereotype Content: Warmth and Competence Endure,” Current
Directions in Psychological Science 27, no. 2 (February 28, 2018): 67-73.

14 Fiske, “Stereotype Content: Warmth and Competence Endure”, 69.

15 Mitra Madanchian et al., “Leadership Effectiveness Measurement and Its Effect on
Organization Outcomes,” Procedia Engineering 181 (January 1, 2017): 1043-48.
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that has an effect on positive outcomes for the respective society and country
in the eyes of the followers and the population in general. Leaders who have
the ability to detect potential conspiracies may be perceived as more effective
because they can manage intergroup conflict. A notable study by Avramov
et al. looked at the spread of conspiracy theories as a foreign policy tool in
the arsenal of modern hybrid warfare. They argued that the spread of
conspiracy theories was an informational aspect in modern warfare, and
coined it as “an offensive disinformation dissemination weapon for
pressuring political decision-makers in selected countries at critical
junctures”!®, Their focus was on Russian foreign policy throughout the last
few years, and how the isolation from the west gave Russian government
agencies and media outlets a chance to “foster a steady supply of “alternative
histories” and outright both ontologically false and effective conspiracy
theories™!”. He looked into the public’s perception and reaction to the spread
of conspiracy theories and concluded that it did have a positive effect on
current leadership’s ratings (effectiveness), especially in times of crises.
Warmth goes hand in hand with effectiveness and has been proven by
multiple studies to be a vital factor when considering leadership quality.
Leaders who spread conspiracy theories may be perceived as less warm
because they communicate hostile attitudes towards members of other
groups. Some studies have supported this idea. For example, spreading
conspiracy theories conveys qualities such as suspiciousness, paranoia, and
narcissism'®. In a study conducted by Uscinski'® respondents were asked to
rate the “QAnon movement” (an American political conspiracy theory) on a
feeling thermometer scale ranging from cold to warm. Although the

16 Kiril Avramov, “By Another Way of Deception: The Use of Conspiracy Theories as a
Foreign Policy Tool in the Arsenal of the Hybrid Warfare,” Information & Security 39, no. 2
(January 1, 2018): 151-61.

17 Avramov, “By Another Way of Deception: The Use of Conspiracy Theories as a Foreign
Policy Tool in the Arsenal of the Hybrid Warfare,” 154.

18 Aleksandra Cichocka, Marta Marchlewska, and Mikey Biddlestone, “Why Do Narcissists
Find Conspiracy Theories so Appealing?”” Current Opinion in Psychology 47 (October 1,
2022): 101386. Jan-Willem Van Prooijen et al., “The Entertainment Value of Conspiracy
Theories,” British Journal of Psychology 113, no. 1 (July 14, 2021): 2548

19 Joseph E. Uscinski et al., “Have Beliefs in Conspiracy Theories Increased over Time?,”
PLOS ONE 17, no. 7 (July 20, 2022).
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movement was on the rise, the results showed a decrease in support of
QAnon, and cold ratings given to statements made by prominent QAnon
leaders. Thus, the current study proposed that conspiracy leaders may be
perceived as less warmth than neutral persons.

The Moderating Effect of Gender

Another important factor to take note of is whether the gender of the
leader would matter regarding conspiracy theory spread: would a female
leader who spreads conspiracy theories be viewed and more effective than a
male leader? This is one of the core factors of this research. To understand
the mechanisms at play when spreading conspiracy theories during times of
war, and how they affect the followers’ perceptions of the leader, we need to
also consider whether gender would make a difference in this model or not.
Theoretical assumptions as to why or why not this might be the case will be
discussed to establish a basis for involving gender as a moderator in this
exchange between conspiracy theory spread and perceived leader
effectiveness and warmth. Gender is an important factor to take note of when
looking into spread of conspiracy theories, and this comes from an
evolutionary perspective, called the Male-Warrior Hypothesis®®. According
to the male warrior hypothesis, intergroup conflict gives men the means to
access mates, territory, and greater status, and this may have put selective
pressures on the psychological mechanisms that drive intergroup
aggressiveness. For women, intergroup conflict substantially increases their
risk of being sexually assaulted by outgroup men and may therefore create
selection pressure for psychological mechanisms that bias women against
outgroup men>!. The gains and costs during intergroup conflict seems to vary
for males and females. Due to the energetic costs, such as caring for the
young, it is expected that females will tend to be involved in managing
collective movement to locate food and safety to maintain their current and

20 Melissa M. McDonald, Carlos Navarrete, and Mark Van Vugt, “Evolution and the
Psychology of Intergroup Conflict: The Male Warrior Hypothesis,” Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society B 367, no. 1589 (March 5, 2012): 670-79.

21 McDonald, “Evolution and the psychology of intergroup conflict”, 676.
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future reproduction®. On the other hand, males tend to compete for potential
fertile partners, which is a less divisible resource than food?*. Following from
this, intergroup conflict possesses an opportunity for males to gain potential
fertile mates, and this evolutionary basis of competition puts higher pressure
on male leaders during times of crisis, bearing in mind the potential benefits
and losses which male leaders can inherit following success or defeat.

With this theory in mind, it can be said that compared to a female leader,
a male leader who fails to detect potential conspiracies may be viewed as less
competent/effective in the eyes of the followers and can lead to lower ratings
of leader effectiveness for male leaders.

The Current Study and Hypotheses

The goal of this research is to establish a model of the effect of
conspiracy spread during times of crisis, and to establish whether the gender
of the leader makes a difference in perceptions of leader effectiveness or not.
Taking Armenia as the population, the research will also investigate whether
the 44-day war in 2020 created a lasting perception in the Armenian public
when judging a leader based on conspiracy spread. When taking into account
the amount of information that is spread virtually to modern society, and the
major points of vulnerability within people to fall victims to misinformation,
the current state of the world creates a dangerous climate where the use of
such techniques and the spread of conspiracy theories can act as a tool in
boosting leader ratings and people’s perceptions of the world, more
specifically during war, and of their enemies. This study’s main goal is to
determine whether the spread of conspiracy theories during war does, in fact,
affect people’s perceptions of leader effectiveness and warmth or not. Hence,
the research question is as follows: Does the spread of conspiracy theories
by leaders during times of war affect the followers’ perceptions of leader
effectiveness and warmth? And is this relationship stronger for male leaders
or female leaders?

22 Jennifer E. Smith et al., “Sex Bias in Intergroup Conflict and Collective Movements
among Social Mammals: Male Warriors and Female Guides,” Philosophical Transactions of
the Royal Society B 377, no. 1851 (April 4, 2022).

23 Smith et al., “Sex Bias in Intergroup Conflict and Collective Movements among Social
Mammals: Male Warriors and Female Guides.”, 5.
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Our first hypothesis (H1) states that the spread of conspiracy theories
during times of war has a positive effect on perceived leader effectiveness.
Our second hypothesis (H2) states that the spread of conspiracy theories
during times of war has a negative effect on perceived leader warmth. And
finally, our third hypothesis (H3) states that there is an interaction between
gender and spreading conspiracy theories: male leaders spreading conspiracy
theories during times of war are perceived as more effective and less warm
than female leaders.

Methods

The study was a 2 (male vs. female) * 2 (conspiracy vs. neutral)
between-subjects design in which participants were exposed to a spread of a
conspiracy theory through either a male or female leader, and one in which
they were not exposed to a spread of a conspiracy theory through either a
male or female leader. A between-subjects design was chosen to compare
the subjects in both conditions, and to determine whether the spread of
conspiracy theories would affect participants’ perception of leader
effectiveness and warmth or not. The spread of conspiracy theories was the
independent variable, the gender of the leader was the moderating variable,
and leader effectiveness and warmth were the dependent variables.

Participants and Ethics

The sample consisted of people living in Armenia who experienced war
firsthand two years ago and are still in a tense situation. The requirement to
complete the survey was that the respondents were at least eighteen years
old. a priori power analysis was conducted which revealed that to achieve
80% power (a small-to-medium-sized effect, effect size f = .15, a =.05), a
minimum of 199 participants were necessary for the study, by the end of data
collection, our sample size exceeded this number, bringing in 202
participants. Participants were recruited via social media and institutions in
Armenia such as the Yerevan State University.

The initial data set consisted of 328 responses. After removing
participants’ responses which did not fit with the goal of this research, the
usable data consisted of 202 responses. Participant responses were removed
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for various reasons, for instance if a participant did not complete the survey
fully, their responses were removed. Responses were also removed if the
participant failed the manipulation check of the scenario within the
questionnaire. We removed 206 participants because they did not complete
the survey until the end, or because they did not answer the items which
measured one of our dependent variables (effectiveness and warmth). Lastly,
4 responses removed for failing the manipulation check at the end of the
survey.

After cleaning the data, a descriptive analysis was run for the
demographic variables of our respondents (Gender, Age, Education Level,
Country of Origin). The respondents comprised 70 males (34.7%) and 132
females (65.3%). The ages of respondents ranged from 18 to 76 (M = 27.90,
SD = 12.24). Out of 202 respondents, 81 had completed Secondary
Education, 58 had completed a Bachelor’s degree, 43 had completed a
Master’s degree, and 20 had completed a PhD. All 202 were from Armenia.

A statement of informed consent was given to participants at the end of
the survey, describing the goal of the research and what was being measured.

Materials

Participants were given a scenario, in which an important outpost has
been taken by the enemy on the North side of the border, and the leader of
the country publishes a statement. The statement in the conspiracy spreading
condition involved talk about potential traitors and spies in the country which
resulted in the loss of some territory, both for the male or female leader
condition. For example, “As you all know, this morning important military
bases in the North borders of our country have been taken by the enemy. The
oppositional politicians of this country have tried their best to sabotage our
war efforts, and through betrayal and spread of classified military
information to the enemy, we were at a disadvantage. We will find those
responsible and will deal with them accordingly”.

The statement in the condition where the leader does not spread a
conspiracy theory, involved an honest and rational response, stating that the
loss of the position was due to lack of military personnel on the North side
of the country and being outpowered by the enemy on the South. For
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example, “As you all know, this morning important military bases in the
North borders of our country have been taken by the enemy. Due to heavy
military concentration, we had in the South of our country to prevent a
breakthrough from the enemy, the North side front saw some trouble in
withholding the enemy. we will apply army reordination to benefit our
situation accordingly”. In the female conditions, the president’s name was
“Lilit” while in the male condition, the president’s name was “David”.

Measurement

To make the questionnaire, Qualtrics was used, where the survey was
generated. The dependent variable (leader effectiveness) was measured by
the adapted version from Hains, Hogg and Duck and van Knippenberg and
van Knippenberg that consisted of 4 items (o = .838). ‘“The President is very
effective as a leader’; ‘The President is a good leader’; ‘The President
influences my level of commitment effectively’; ‘Overall I feel a good level
of agreement with The President’. A composite perceived leadership
effectiveness score was computed by averaging the responses to each item.

Warmth was another variable that was measured to try and understand
the levels of leader effectiveness. The scale consisted of 7 items (o = .759):
“The President is helpful and unselfish with others”, “The President has a
forgiving nature”, “The President can be cold and aloof “, “The President is
considerate and kind to almost everyone”, “The President likes to cooperate
with others”, “The President is generous”, “The President is warm”. Both the
Leader Effectiveness scale, and the Warmth scale were measured on a 5-
point Likert scale, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree”.

Procedure

The recruitment of participants was done through the spread of a survey
generated through Qualtrics within the universities in Armenia, along with
the use of social media, which helped us to reach different demographical
respondents within Armenia. Participants received a survey via Qualtrics in
which they were randomly assigned to one of the following four conditions:
A male-spreader condition in which a male leader spreader a conspiracy; A
female-spreader condition in which a female leader spreads a conspiracy
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theory; A male-neutral condition in which a male leader makes a neutral
statement; And a female-neutral condition in which a female leader makes a
neutral statement. First, participants were presented with a scenario, then all
participants were given the same scales that measured how effective they
perceived the leader.

Plan of Analysis

After the data was generated through the survey, firstly, descriptives of
the sample were assessed through SPSS, including age, gender, and
education level of the respondents. A two-way ANOVA was then conducted
to test the interaction between our variables.

Results
Descriptive data
The means, SDs, and correlations are shown in Table 1.

Table 1
Descriptive data: means, SDs, and correlations
Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender 1.6 47 1
2. Age 279 122 -.08 1
3. Conspiracy 1.55 .49 -.04 04 1 .08 -.06  -25%%*
4. President 1.59 .49 -.11 .07 .08 1 -10  -.03
Gender
5. Effectiveness 2.57 .95 -.06 -.09 -.06 -.10 1 S55%*
6. Warmth 2.65 .70 -.07 =11 -25%*% -03 S5 ]

Note. *p <.05; **p <.01

Results from ANOVA

A two-way ANOVA was conducted twice, with conspiracy spread
being our independent variable, gender of the president being a moderating
variable, and effectiveness and warmth being our two dependent variables.
Before conducting the two-way ANOVA, certain assumptions had to be met.
To ensure the orthogonality of our factors, a Chi-Square test was conducted.
The Chi-Square showed non-significant results, °(1, N =202) = 1.248, p =
0.264, which means that our assumption of orthogonality was met. The
second assumption of homogeneity of variances was tested using Levene’s
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test, the results were insignificant F(3, 198) =2.567, p = 0.056, when testing
for the dependent variable “Effectiveness” and therefore the assumption of
equal variances was met in this case, however when testing for the dependent
variable of “Warmth” the results were significant F(3, 198) = 3.840, p =
0.011, therefore violating the assumption of equal variances. Lastly, the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to check for the assumption of
normality. The results were significant D(202) = 0.107, p = 0.001, D(202)
=0.079, p = 0.004 indicating that the assumption of normality was violated.
Although the assumption of normality was violated, this did not hinder us
from proceeding with our planned analysis. The reason for continuing the
ANOVA analysis even after the assumption of normality was violated, is
because due to ANOVA'’s robustness towards this violation, especially
considering how large our sample size was, and the fact that all the other
assumptions were met, it was decided to ignore this violation and to keep
going with our planned analysis. Regarding the violation of the assumption
of homogeneity of variances, since the violation was only for the dependent
variable of warmth, and once again due to ANOVA’s robustness to minor
violations of this assumption, this also did not hinder us from continuing with
our analyses. However, it is important to note that the level of significance
when testing for the dependent variable of warmth could be slightly
overestimated, and this will be considered.

After testing all the assumptions, the two-way ANOVA was run. The
goal of our analysis was to investigate whether conspiracy spread had a
significant main effect on our dependent variables (effectiveness and
warmth) and additionally if the gender of the president and conspiracy spread
will have a significant interaction effect or not.

Table 2
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects (DV = Warmth)

Source Type Il  df Mean F Sig. Partial
Sum of Square Eta
Squares Squared

Corrected Model  6.514° 3 2.171 4.538 .004  .064
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Intercept 1376.781 1 1376.781 2877.602 <.001 .936
Conspiracy 6.233 1 6.233 13.028 <.001 .062
President Gender .004 1 .004 .009 925 .000
Conspiracy * .000 1 .000 .001 976  .000
President_Gender

Error 94.733 198 478

Total 1525.020 202

Corrected Total 101.246 201
a. R Squared =.064 (Adjusted R Squared = .050)

Table 3
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects (DV = Effectiveness)
Source Type Il  df Mean F Sig. Partial
Sum of Square Eta
Squares Squared
Corrected Model ~ 3.793% 3 1.264 1.409 241 .021
Intercept 1288.291 1 1288.291 1435737 <.001 .879
Conspiracy .855 1 .855 953 .330 .005
President Gender 1.916 1 1.916 2.135 .146 011
Conspiracy * 1464 1 1.464 1.631 203 .008
President_Gender
Error 177.666 198 .897
Total 1517.500 202

Corrected Total 181.459 201

a. R Squared = .021 (Adjusted R Squared = .006)

The results showed no significant main effect of conspiracy spread
when running the two-way ANOVA with our variable of effectiveness, F(1,
202)=0.953, p =.330,n*> = 0.005 along with no significant interaction effect
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between conspiracy spread and gender of the president (#(1, 202) =1.631, p
=.203). For perceived warmth, a significant main effect of the narrative was
found: conspiracy spreaders (M = 2.5, SD = 0.78) were perceived as less
warm than people making neutral statements (M = 2.85, SD = 0.55) in all
contexts, F(1, 202) = 13.028, p < .001, n?= 0.062. There was once again no
significant interaction effect between conspiracy spread and gender F(1,
202)=0.001, p = .976, n*> = 0.00.

Figure 1

Estimated Marginal Means. Dependent Variable: Warmth
Note: Conspiracy (1

President Gender = Neutral. 2 =
— ale ’

— Female Conspiracy)

290

Mean Wanmth

Conspiracy

Figure 2
Estimated Marginal Means. Dependent Variable: Effectiveness
Note:
290 President Gender Conspiracy (1
. L = Neutral, 2 =
250 Conspiracy)

Mean Effectiveness

250 /

1.00 2.00

Conspiracy
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Discussion

The primary goal of this study was to investigate whether the spread of
conspiracy theories during times of war would affect followers’ perceptions
of leader effectiveness and warmth, and whether the gender of the president
would make a difference. Our findings revealed that a main effect of
conspiracy spread was found when evaluating respondents’ scores on the
perceptions of leader’s warmth, however not effectiveness. This finding
supports H2 but not H1. Additionally, H3 was also not supported by our
findings, there was no significant interaction effect between conspiracy
spread and president’s gender when evaluating the leader on both warmth
and effectiveness, implying that in this sample gathered from the Armenian
population, the gender of the president did not affect how followers perceive
the leader’s effectiveness and warmth.

Regarding the main effect of conspiracy spread on perceived warmth,
our findings fall in line within the common theoretical framework. As
mentioned in the introduction of our paper, studies consistently show that the
spread of conspiracy theories has negative effects on perceived warmth of
the leader when rated by followers 2, our study supports this trend.

However, contrary to the hypotheses, conspiracy leaders were not
perceived as more effective than neutral leaders. This finding seemed to not
be aligned with our expectations. But, according to the unpublished work of
Cao et al., the perceived competence or effectiveness of conspiracy spreaders
appeared to be influenced by the presence of intergroup conflict rather than
the act of spreading conspiracy itself. Thus, it is unclear whether conspiracy
leaders were perceived as more effective than neutral leaders.

The lack of interaction between the gender of the leader can be
potentially credited to total distrust within the Armenian population towards
governmental figures and rhetorical statements. Since the country
experienced loss in the 2020 Armenian-Azerbaijani war and has been
infested with corruption since the early 90’s post-Soviet era, most political
leaders could be associated with distrust and malevolent intent. Many studies
have distinguished that distrust in leadership can deeply harm organizations

24 Uscinski et al., “Have Beliefs in Conspiracy Theories Increased over Time?”.
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and societies, and root themselves within the core of an organizational or

5, and to combat this, leaders must act as moral agents,

societal culture 2
working to reconcile with the public and rebuild trust.

Our findings have several theoretical implications. Since leaders in the
Armenian political sphere have failed to reconcile with the public and rebuild
trust, the population could still feel a strong sense of distrust, hence
according to our results, no matter whether it is a female or male leader, and
no matter their reasoning for a loss or a disadvantage in a crisis situation
(war), respondents from Armenia within this study view the leader as
ineffective, since both in the conspiracy spreading and neutral conditions
within our scenario, there was a loss of a strategic position, the only
difference was that the justification of the loss was blamed externally in the
conspiracy spreading condition (sabotage and betrayed from opposition
party leaders) , and on the other hand within the neutral condition, it was
blamed internally (lack of troops on the North of the border). However, our
results showed that regardless of the justification, the president was not
deemed as more effective whether they were a male or a female leader, and
whether they spread a conspiracy or did not. On the other hand, a conspiracy
spreading leader was deemed as less warm, complimenting the notion of
perceived leader ineffectiveness and most research on the construct of
warmth, since in a crisis, leaders who spread conspiracy theories may be
perceived as less warm, due to the communication of hostile attitudes
towards members of other groups, and this in-turn can increase followers’
feelings of paranoia and suspicion®*?’. It is important to note, however, that
our findings are not sufficient to generalize on the Armenian population as a
whole, and the conclusions that we arrived to, are based solely on the specific
sample gathered for our research, and certain limitations that were present in
our research, could have potentially affected our results.

Our study had multiple limitations which future research should

consider when trying to replicate a similar study. Firstly, our sample was

25 Benjamin Kutsyuruba and Keith Walker, “The Destructive Effects of Distrust: Leaders as
Brokers of Trust in Organizations,” in Advances in Educational Administration (Emerald
Publishing Limited, 2016), 133-54.

26 Cichocka, “Why do narcissists find conspiracy theories so appealing?”, 3.

27 Van Prooijen, “The entertainment value of conspiracy theories”, 32.
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almost exclusively gathered within Yerevan, the capital of Armenia, and due
to this the outskirts of Armenia and other cities were not included in the
sample. If a more representative sample was gathered within all of Armenia,
the results could potentially differ and give a clearer answer to our research
question, due to a greater pool of diverse opinions attributed to
demographical differences in each city/region of Armenia. Secondly,
although the scenario which was created was vague and did not specify or
imply any affiliation to a certain country, there is a possibility that the
respondents had existing and prior Armenian leaders in mind due to the war
being so recent, and this could have affected the results they gave when
evaluating the leader also. For future research, it would possibly be more
practical to create a scenario which could specify a country outside of
Armenia, and use a scenario which would represent a crisis, but not
specifically a war, to prevent associations to recent events which happened
in Armenia in this case. Lastly, since the assumption of homogeneity of
variances was violated when testing for warmth, the significant result which
was received could have been overestimated, however this issue can be
prevented next time if the sample size is more representative to the
population.
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Appendix A

Scenario

Imagine you are a citizen of a country that is currently participating in
a war. News has come out of important military bases being lost on the North
side of the country. The leader of the country has come up with the following
statement.

Male-Conspiracy

President David’s Statement:

“As you all know, this morning important military bases in the North
borders of our country have been taken by the enemy. The oppositional
politicians of this country have tried their best to sabotage our war efforts,
and through betrayal and spread of classified military information to the
enemy, we were at a disadvantage. We will find those responsible and will
deal with them accordingly”.

Male-Neutral

President David’s Statement:

“As you all know, this morning important military bases in the North
borders of our country have been taken by the enemy. Due to heavy military
concentration, we had in the South of our country to prevent a breakthrough
from the enemy, the North side front saw some trouble in withholding the
enemy. we will apply army reordination to benefit our situation
accordingly”.

Female-Conspiracy

President Lilit’s Statement:

“As you all know, this morning important military bases in the North
borders of our country have been taken by the enemy. The oppositional
politicians of this country have tried their best to sabotage our war efforts,
and through betrayal and spread of classified military information to the
enemy, we were at a disadvantage. We will find those responsible and will
deal with them accordingly”.

Female-Neutral

President Lilit’s Statement:

“As you all know, this morning important military bases in the North
borders of our country have been taken by the enemy. Due to heavy military
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concentration, we had in the South of our country to prevent a breakthrough
from the enemy, the North side front saw some trouble in withholding the
enemy. we will apply army reordination to benefit our situation
accordingly”.

Manipulation Check

“What was the President’s name?”

“What was the reason the President gave, due to which the country has
lost some military bases to the enemy?”
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NUSGrULUP dUUULUY UNULQUAMYLESP UNIUPS
SUruo4dn Uy urNke8UL SEUNRESNRULLEND
UQ1E3NPE3NRULULET 2ZESEIYNYUESE YU, UNULQULANYR
UGNHDh UTE3NRE3NRULE LU YU, 66 hPL2MEU B
ZESEYN/MLENT CLUYULNRU UNULQLNAMD
Ur8NhuudesNnhe3Nkul 69 QEMUNRE3NPULE

Znihwbbbu Qhopul
Udumnbppudh wqun huduyuwpub

Zwujuwtwmt  hwdwp, pk hiynd b wuydwbwdnpdus
yuunbpuquulwt  hpwdhdwjubpnd - wnwetnpnubph  Ynnuhg
nujuppuwuwonnulut  whumpnibttph uyt | wwpwsnudp,
wihpwdton E h huyn phpk) b niumdtwuhpl] wyt gnpénuukpp,
npnilg Ypw YJupnn E owqpb] wyn wbunipmpiubbph hpunnudp
wjnuhuny hhdpkp unbnsting wdju Eplnyph hwpunbdwt
hwdwp: Unwwywnhy nujunpuluwinipjut (adaptive-conspiracism)
hhynptgh hwdwduwyt pujunpuuywonulul  dnwsnynipniip
hwupdwpynnujut dkjpwuhqd k, npp gnpdwunpynud E dhopudpughte
pupimditph U Ynudhunbph  dudwbwl  oquknt  fudph
winudubpht gnyuunliky: Unryniupnid htwpunp
nujunpmipnibiubpp pugwhwjnbne jupnnnipini nitkgnn
wnwelnprubpp pujuynud Et npybu wpwyb] jupnn b pungnitwly
gnpshsubp: Uju wqpbkgnipiniip hmnljuybu yEpugpbih £ unnudwpy
wnwelnpnubtphl, pwuh np, hwdwdwjt «<duquhll nnudwupgutg
dwuhty»  hhuynptqh, Jholudpuyhtt  pwjunwdubph  hwdwp
yunwupiwbwwnynipintt Ypnnubpp nqudwpnhl Bu: Lepujwugynn
hnnuénid ntuntdbwuppynid £, pk wipynp wnwetnpnutph Ynnuhg
nujunppmpjut - wbunippiuitph wwpwénuwdp wqnnud k
Jtpohuttiphu wppynibwybnnipjut b obpunipjut Jhpwpkpyuyg
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htnlinpnubtph piyumudibph Jpu: b phdu wy) gnpsnukph hwoyh b
wnbynid twlb wpwounpnubph ubnh ntipp wju thnpjuwqptgnipyut
Jput: ZEknwgnuinipniup hpwuwbwgyl) b 2x2-h thnpdwpupului
Uhounipjijinughte Unnkh hhdwt Jpu, npunkn
wpynibwybnnipniup b obpunipnitp juhgw) thnthnpuwubttp
kb,  nuiunpnipjut wkumpmitbbph  nwpusndp wilule
thnthnhiwljul, huly wnwelnpnh ubinp’ Unpkpuwnnp:
Zhnwgnuunipjutt hwpguowpp jpugpty £ 220 dwutwlhg, npnup
guwhwwnt] Eu  wnwetunpnubph  wpynibwdbnnipmiop
otpunipjniup dh owpp wwwnwhwlwb punpdws ugkuwpubpnud:
Ugktwpbpp  bhpupmd — Ehl nnudwpny-nujunpnipinii
hwdwnpmipmniup, wnudwpn-skqnp hwdwnpnipjnitp,  Jht-
nujunpnipinit hwdwnpmipnitp, Jhu-skqnp hwdwnpnipiniup:
Zujupyws njujubph ybEpnisnipniup gnyg kg, np wnwetnnpnh
ubinp npll twlwt wqpbgnipnit snith tpw Ypw, pt hyyhu tu
hEwnbnpnubpp pujund wowetnpnubph wpynmibwybnnipniup b
otipuUnipiniup: U;L.lh]llil‘ nuyunpnipjnibubph nupusnudp tnyhybu
nplk twwb wqpbgnipmnit sniuth wpynibwdbnnipjut pujudut
Ypw, uvwluyt nwldwunpmipnibtbp  wwpwdnny  wnwetunpnubpp
puyupynud bu wjuq obipd, putt skqnp wnweunpyubipp: Zuywunwh
puwlsnipjutt opowtinid hpwljwbtwgué wju hEnmwgnuunipiniup
pnyl Ewnwhu Egpujuguby, np wnwetinpnh utkinp nplik wqntgnipiniu
snilih wpynitwybnnipyut pujudwt ypw, Epp wnwetnpnp Juwn
unpmipnititkp £ hugyninud  dguwdwdwghtt  hpunjhdwlubpnud:
Uujuya nujunpnipjui wnbunipniuubph nwpusdw
wqpbgnipniip obpunipyub pujupdwi Jpu JEkpwhwunnwnmd k
nbunipjutt Uk wpnkt hull wwhdwbdws wyt wunnudp, np
nujunpnipjut mbkunmpmnibtubph nmwpwénidp wunbpuquuluwt
hpwyhdwljubpnd puguuwpwp k' winpununinud hbnbnpnubkph

ynnuhg wnwetnpnh okpunipjut pujudwi Ypu:
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