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A B S T R A C T   

This research investigated whether belief in truth relativism yields higher receptivity to misinformation. Two 
studies with representative samples from Sweden (Study 1, N = 1005) and the UK (Study 2, N = 417) disen
tangled two forms of truth relativism: subjectivism (truth is relative to subjective intuitions) and cultural rela
tivism (truth is relative to cultural context). In Study 1, subjectivism was more strongly associated with 
receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit and conspiracy theories than cultural relativism was. In Study 2 (pre
registered), subjectivism predicted higher receptivity to both forms of misinformation over and above effects of 
analytical and actively open-minded thinking, profoundness receptivity, ideology, and demographics; the unique 
effects of cultural relativism were in the opposite direction (Study 1) or non-significant (Study 2).   

1. Introduction 

If factual information is to democracy what money is to economy, 
then public discourse built on falsehood makes democratic societies go 
bankrupt (Kuklinski et al., 2000). In modern democracies, the major 
obstacle for citizens in making informed decisions on what to believe is 
indeed the spread of inaccurate information rather than a lack of in
formation. The Oxford Dictionaries famously named post-truth “word of 
the year” in 2016, and its relevance has not declined since. As false news 
are spread at a higher rate than real news online (Vosoughi et al., 2018) 
and the importance of facts in political discourse is receding (e.g., 
Jamieson, 2015; Lewandowsky et al., 2017), those who wish to get the 
public’s attention have fewer incentives to be accurate and may instead 
resort to manipulative rhetoric, seductive narratives, and demagoguery 
(Kuklinski et al., 2000; Lewandowsky et al., 2017). Individuals with 
more liberal views on the criteria that need to be met in order for a 
statement to be deemed “true” may be more vulnerable to endorsing 
falsehood. In other words, truth relativism may be the perfect soil for 
cultivating false beliefs. 

Relativism comes in many forms, and an individual holding relativist 
views need not subscribe to all of them. The phenomenon that the 
relativist considers to be impossible to objectively determine varies 
across different forms of relativism (e.g., truth, morality, or beauty), as 

do the factors that the phenomena are considered to be relative to (e.g., 
cultural norms, subjective intuitions, or theoretical systems). Common 
to all forms of truth relativism, however, is a denial of the existence of 
objective truths that hold up independent of perspective. A person who 
believes that truth is relative to cultural, subjective, or other kinds of 
perspectives may be more likely to believe in false information so long as 
it accords with cultural groups’ or their own personal perception. 
Rejecting false claims when presented with evidence that contradict 
them may require an acknowledgement of the possibility that a state
ment can be objectively false, regardless of how many people believe in 
it or how it makes you feel. Nonetheless, the construct of truth relativism 
has received scant attention in contemporary psychological research and 
there are hitherto few empirical investigations of its role in receptivity to 
misinformation. 

In the current research, the goal was therefore to assess this link in a 
rigorous and systematic manner, by first making sure that truth rela
tivism is measured in a psychometrically sound way. Across two studies 
(one of which was preregistered), we found evidence of two main factors 
of truth relativism: cultural relativism and subjectivist relativism (or 
subjectivism). We compared associations between these forms of rela
tivism and receptivity to conspiracy theories and pseudo-profound 
bullshit over and above other known predictors of receptivity to 
misinformation, such as analytical thinking, actively open-minded 
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thinking, and political ideology. Overall, we found that subjectivism was 
the most pernicious form of truth relativism, with the most detrimental 
effects on receptivity to misinformation. 

1.1. Truth relativism 

Psychological research on epistemic beliefs concerning the nature, 
sources, and justification of knowledge (Chinn et al., 2011) has almost 
exclusively been confined to educational psychology, with a focus on 
how beliefs of students impact learning in adolescence (e.g., Cartiff 
et al., 2021). The role of epistemic beliefs in how adults digest infor
mation has received much less attention. Although there have been 
notable attempts to elucidate individual differences in epistemological 
beliefs among adults as well (e.g., Coan, 1979; Johnson et al., 1988; 
Kramer et al., 1992; Unger et al., 1986; Royce & Mos, 1980), most of 
these studies were conducted several decades ago and have failed to 
generate scale development or validation adhering to modern psycho
metric standards (for an exception, see Nilsson, 2014a; Nilsson & 
Strupp-Levitsky, 2016). There is thus a lack of systematic work on the 
nature and significance of epistemological beliefs among adults (Nilsson 
& Bäckström, 2022). 

An adult’s beliefs about the nature of truth are plausibly rather stable 
and to some extent involved in how they interact with the world. Per
sonality theories are today increasingly recognizing that beliefs, values, 
goals, strivings, life stories and other aspects of the subject’s point of 
view are integral parts of an individual’s personality (e.g., McAdams & 
Pals, 2006; Nilsson, 2014b; Möttus et al., 2020). These characteristics 
may be more sensitive to environmental factors than dispositional traits 
(Kandler et al., 2022) and develop later in life, but they tend to show 
similar levels of stability and universality in adulthood (e.g., Kandler 
et al., 2014; Leung et al., 2012). Research on which personality char
acteristics make people more receptive to misinformation should thus 
take beliefs into consideration. 

1.1.1. Measuring truth relativism 
Some of the earlier attempts to capture epistemological beliefs pur

ported to address relevant constructs such as relativism, absolutism, 
objectivism, postmodernism, or constructionism (e.g., de Zavala & Van 
Bergh, 2007; Johnson et al., 1988; Kramer et al., 1992; Martin et al., 
1994; Unger et al., 1986). Although some of the measures that were used 
in these studies do contain items that appear to tap into truth relativism 
(e.g., de Zavala & Van Bergh, 2007; Kramer et al., 1992; Martin et al., 
1994), these tend to be mixed with items covering many other kinds of 
worldview beliefs (e.g., view of human nature, society, morality, and the 
universe) and even dispositional traits (e.g., openness and intuitive 
thinking), which makes it difficult to isolate the role of truth relativism 
specifically. Furthermore, the focus in these research programs was not 
on understanding the role of epistemological beliefs in receptivity to 
misinformation. 

In a first attempt to map associations between epistemic beliefs and 
receptivity to misinformation, Garrett and Weeks (2017) developed 
measures of three epistemic beliefs: faith in intuition for facts and need for 
evidence, which seem to be intended to reflect beliefs about the sources 
and justification of truth, and truth is political, which seems to be 
intended to reflect beliefs about the nature of truth. Their results indi
cated that epistemic beliefs uniquely predicted beliefs concerning con
spiracy theories and high profile scientific and political issues over and 
above other relevant predictors such as religious fundamentalism, need 
for cognition, education, and political ideology. Faith in intuition for 
facts and belief that truth is political predicted less belief accuracy and 
stronger endorsement of conspiracy theories, while the opposite was 
true for need for evidence. Similar results were later found with fake 
news discernment and belief in conspiracy theories as outcomes (Rudloff 
et al., 2022; Rudloff & Appel, 2022). 

While this research program is innovative and thought-provoking, it 
is important to consider exactly what is being measured. The truth is 

political scale is composed of items that capture beliefs about whether 
societal forces and powerholders influence what is regarded or presented 
as true (e.g., “Scientific conclusions are shaped by politics” and “What 
counts as truth is defined by power”)—that is to say, a belief about the 
nature of society (cf. Unger et al., 1986)—rather than the nature of truth 
per se. Moreover, the items could have been perceived as stating that 
“the elite” tells the people what to believe. Individuals with conspiracist 
ideation often mistrust institutions (e.g., Bruder & Kunert, 2022), which 
could explain part of the positive associations between the truth is po
litical scale and belief in conspiracy theories—they may very well 
believe that those in power attempt to influence public discourse and 
indoctrinate citizens by concealing what is true regardless of whether 
they subscribe to truth relativism or not. In other words, while this 
research program is highly relevant and important for understanding 
why people fall for misinformation, it did not address the role of truth 
relativism (as traditionally defined in philosophy) per se, which was the 
goal of the current research. 

1.1.2. Types of truth relativism 
There are different forms of truth relativism. Cultural relativism is 

the belief that truth-values depend on cultural or societal perspectives. 
This means that beliefs in different cultural contexts can be true at the 
same time even when they seemingly contradict each other. In other 
words, if different groups or cultures have disparate views on a factual 
matter (e.g., the Big Bang), a cultural relativist could argue that both 
perspectives are equally true; not just equally valid as views that should 
be respected or tolerated but equally true. By contrast, subjectivism is 
the belief that truth-values depend on people’s subjective mental lives. 
That is, if a person believes, feels, or intuits that something is true, then it 
is true. This means that the truth-value of a statement lacks connection 
to the world outside of the individual. While the cultural relativist po
sitions truth in the convictions or epistemic norms that social groups 
have reached consensus on, the subjectivist places truth in each and 
every individual’s personal belief. In other words, there are potentially 
as many truths about a factual matter as there are people on earth. 

This distinction between cultural and subjectivist forms of truth 
relativism has great theoretical relevance. In particular, it may entail a 
substantial difference in receptivity to misinformation. The sub
jectivist’s emphasis on personal intuition could yield a vulnerability to 
seductive narratives devised to evoke feelings rather than provide ac
curate accounts of reality. On classical dual process accounts (e.g., 
Kahneman, 2011; Stanovich & West, 1998), cognitive biases and errors 
are increased by intuitive thinking and spontaneous responses. Consis
tent with these accounts, faith in intuition for facts, which was intended 
to measure the inclination to determine accuracy in terms of whether 
something feels right in the study by Garrett and Weeks (2017), predicted 
greater receptivity to misinformation. This result is in line with previous 
research on the role of intuitive thinking in susceptibility to false beliefs 
(Bensley et al., 2014; Erceg et al., 2020; Evans et al., 2020; Sterling et al., 
2016; Tomljenovic et al., 2019). Receptivity to misinformation may not 
be as pervasive among cultural relativists insofar as their beliefs are 
constrained by widely shared cultural convictions and therefore less 
amenable to subjective intuition. Furthermore, the likelihood of reject
ing false beliefs in the face of contradictory evidence is plausibly lower 
among subjectivists. According to motivated reasoning accounts (e.g., 
Kunda, 1990), the human tendency to prefer information that fits with 
their preconceptions is only overridden through an active motivation to 
thwart gut reactions (e.g., Pennycook et al., 2021). This motivation may 
matter little to subjectivists, who think that accuracy can be gauged in 
terms of their subjective feelings. By contrast, the cultural relativist’s 
willingness to acknowledge different cultural perspectives may to some 
extent reflect intellectual humility, which is associated with openness 
and tolerance, as well as an awareness of the fallibility of personal be
liefs (Leary et al., 2017). 
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1.2. Competing predictors 

Even if truth relativism predicts receptivity to misinformation, it 
might be that this occurs solely by virtue of its associations with other 
well-known predictors of receptivity to misinformation. It is therefore 
important to investigate whether truth relativism is associated with 
other predictors and whether it uniquely predicts receptivity to misin
formation over and above competing predictors. 

Among the most investigated predictors is analytical thinking. The 
evidence suggesting that those with greater analytical ability are supe
rior at detecting and rejecting misinformation is plentiful. For instance, 
analytical thinking has been shown to improve discernment of fake news 
from real news (Bago et al., 2020; Pennycook & Rand, 2019), reduce 
belief bias (Aspernäs et al., 2022; Toplak et al., 2011; Trippas et al., 
2015), and mitigate pro-Kremlin disinformation (Erlich et al., 2022). 
Nevertheless, resisting misinformation requires not only analytical 
abilities but also a motivation to be accurate, or to engage in actively 
open-minded thinking. This means intentionally seeking out and consid
ering contrary evidence, with a willingness to reject beliefs that cannot 
stand the test of scrutiny, and tolerance of individuals with different 
beliefs (Baron et al., 1990; Stanovich & West, 1997; Svedholm-Hääkinen 
& Lindeman, 2018). Actively open-minded thinking has been found to 
predict accurate beliefs on politically contaminated issues regardless of 
analytical ability or political sympathies (Stenhouse et al., 2018), as well 
as critical thinking skills over and above the effect of general cognitive 
ability (Stanovich & West, 1997; West et al., 2008). Recent studies have 
shown that items constructed to measure actively open-minded thinking 
load on several distinct factors, including dogmatism, fact resistance, and 
belief personification (Svedholm-Häkkinen & Lindeman, 2018). 

Other studies have suggested that right-wing conservatives tend to 
be disproportionately susceptible to misinformation (Imhoff et al., 2022; 
Nilsson et al., 2019; van Prooijen et al., 2022). Some researchers have 
argued that conservative ideology tends to attract persons with cogni
tive characteristics and personality traits that make them more reliant 
on intuition and gut reactions in their evaluation of information (e.g., 
Jost & Amodio, 2012), while others have emphasized similarities be
tween individuals of different ideological stripes in terms of cognitive 
biases (e.g., Ditto et al., 2019). 

1.3. Receptivity to misinformation 

Misinformation can consist either of clear-cut falsehood, which is 
common in conspiracy theories, or of a seductive ambiguous presenta
tion which rather misleads the recipient, as in the case of pseudo- 
profound bullshit. Although most past research in this area (e.g., Gar
rett & Weeks, 2017) has focused on belief in conspiracy theories and 
other clear-cut falsehoods, pseudo-profound bullshit is also highly 
relevant because it may be particularly appealing to subjectivists, who 
equate truth with what feels right. 

1.3.1. Belief in conspiracy theories 
Conspiracy theories typically attribute socially or politically signifi

cant events, such as the 9/11 attacks in the U.S., to secret malicious plots 
involving powerful people or institutions (Wood et al., 2012). While 
some conspiracy theories may indeed be true, individuals who believe in 
one conspiracy theory often believe in other conspiracy theories (e.g., 
Bruder et al., 2013; Goertzel, 1994; Swami & Coles et al., 2011) even 
when they are incompatible (Wood et al., 2012), adopting a general 
conspiracist mindset or worldview (e.g., Imhoff & Bruder, 2014; Swami 
& Coles, 2010). They often show a preference for simple solutions and 
antipathy toward individuals with competing worldviews (Imhoff et al., 
2022), along with a lack of analytical and actively open-minded thinking 
(Stanovich, West, & Toplak, 2016; Swami et al., 2014). Subjectivists 
may be particularly likely to adopt a conspiracist mindset insofar as they 
are reluctant to complicate matters with demands for evidence and ac
curacy; and they may be vulnerable to the emotional appeals that help 

conspiracy theories attract sympathy (Basol et al., 2021; Roozenbeek & 
van der Linden, 2019). Conspiracy theories could be less appealing to 
someone who construes truth in terms of correspondence with an 
external world in general than to someone who confides in either cul
tural consensus or subjective feelings, because they contain both claims 
about factual matters that are blatantly contradicted by evidence and 
claims about what is concealed from the public that are near impossible 
to falsify (Lewandowsky et al., 2013). Moreover, perhaps this signature 
element of conspiracist claims, i.e., revealing what is actually “true” 
despite contradictory evidence, attracts individuals who believe that 
truth is determined by their own subjective perception. 

1.3.2. Bullshit receptivity 
Bullshit refers to nonsense from someone attempting to persuade or 

impress without concern for what is true or false (Frankfurt, 2005). The 
bullshitter tries neither to speak the truth nor to lie but rather to achieve 
a certain effect on the audience, which makes the meaning of the mes
sage secondary to the feelings it can evoke. Pseudo-profound bullshit is a 
subtype of bullshit that uses grandiose wording to give the impression of 
intellectual depth. As pseudo-profound bullshit specifically operates 
with seductiveness, rather than with claims that can be refuted, a person 
who relies on subjective feelings to determine the truth-value of infor
mation may be particularly vulnerable to such language. Likewise, in
dividuals who emphasize correspondence with reality may hesitate to 
endorse sentences when what is claimed is not clear. Recent studies 
suggest that receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit is negatively asso
ciated with analytical thinking (Nilsson et al., 2019; Pennycook et al., 
2015) and positively associated with endorsement of conservative ide
ology (Nilsson et al., 2019; Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016). 

1.4. Overview of research 

In two studies, we investigated the association between truth rela
tivism and receptivity to misinformation, in the form of conspiracy 
theories and pseudo-profound bullshit. We built on and refined a scale 
from a recent attempt to integrate previous theories and models of basic 
beliefs (Nilsson & Bäckström, 2022). This scale was created with careful 
consideration of the definition of truth relativism. In refining this scale, 
we made an effort to select and create items that aimed specifically at 
the nature of truth (e.g., “A factual claim that is true in one culture need 
not be true in another”), and nothing but the truth, i.e., not moral 
relativism and not the fact that different people or groups sometimes 
perceive factual matters differently. 

In Study 1, exploratory analyses of responses from a representative 
sample of the Swedish population revealed that truth relativism could be 
divided into two factors: subjectivism and cultural relativism. We also 
found that only subjectivism predicted higher degrees of bullshit 
receptivity and belief in conspiracy theories while cultural relativism 
did not. In the preregistered Study 2, we sought to replicate the results in 
a representative sample of the UK population and to rigorously test 
hypotheses based on results of the first study by using improved mea
sures with higher validity and reliability. In line with our preregistered 
hypotheses (summarized in Table 3), we were able to replicate the re
sults from the first study—subjectivism was indeed a particularly strong 
predictor of receptivity to misinformation. We also found that it was 
negatively associated with actively open-minded thinking, corrobo
rating our expectations. 

In both studies, we measured analytical thinking, receptivity to 
pseudo-profound bullshit, and right (vs. left) ideology with standard 
measures (Frederick, 2005; Nilsson et al., 2019; Pennycook et al., 2015). 
In the second study, we constructed a larger pool of items to measure 
subjectivist and cultural relativism, reduced the scales according to 
preregistered criteria, and validated the distinction through confirma
tory factor analysis; we measured belief in conspiracy theories on a 
broader spectrum of issues, including items selected from different 
measures (i.e., Brotherton et al., 2013; Bruder et al., 2013; Krouwel 
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et al., 2017; Ståhl & van Prooijen, 2018; van Prooijen et al., 2018) 
intended to appeal to both rightist and leftist participants; and we 
included measures of different components of actively-open minded 
thinking, namely dogmatism, fact resistance, and belief personification 
(Svedholm-Häkkinen & Lindeman, 2018). In both studies, we investi
gated the unique contribution of subjectivism and cultural relativism to 
the prediction of receptivity to misinformation when controlling for 
competing predictors. We report all measures and exclusions in both 
studies. 

2. Study 1 

2.1. Method 

2.1.1. Participants 
We collected the data in June of 2020 in collaboration with the in

dependent research firm Origo. Some of the data were collected for a 
previous research project, whose results have been reported elsewhere 
(*masked for blind review*). Unlike Study 2, the analyses in Study 1 
were exploratory and not preregistered. All materials, including data, 
codebook, and analysis code, can be found on the OSF-page: https://osf. 
io/j3rkz/?view_only=6f279782ce0e4bf4845df50e0ce4c8e2. The sam
ple size was based on a power analysis conducted in Gpower 3.19 which 
suggested that 1000 participants would be sufficient to detect effects in 
the analysis testing the previous research project’s central hypothesis 
(*masked for blind review*). The sample was representative of the 
Swedish adult population in terms of age, gender, education level, 
geographic region, and political sympathies. We received data from 
1283 participants and excluded eight participants who did not give their 
consent to participate and 270 participants who failed an attention 
check. Out of the remaining participants, six did not complete the full 
survey but were included in the analyses, leaving the total sample size at 
1005 participants (500 women, 497 men, 2 unspecified gender, and 6 
who did not report age or gender; Mage = 46.3 years, SD = 15.5). 

2.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The participants completed an online survey with seven sections in a 

fixed order. We informed the participants at the beginning of the survey 
that it would include an attention check to make sure that they were 
reading the questions. Five of the sections included measures of truth 
relativism, bullshit receptivity, belief in conspiracy theories, analytical 
thinking, and demographics and political orientation. All participants 
also completed a section with measures of ideological belief bias 
(*masked for blind review*) and one of two manipulation checks. The 
dataset and all materials can be found in the supplementary material. 

2.1.2.1. Truth relativism. We built on a recent attempt to comprehen
sively integrate the literature on basic beliefs, which resulted in the 
development of a multitude of distinct scales measuring beliefs about 
epistemology, metaphysics, human nature, and the world. Truth anti- 
realism (which encompasses truth relativism) was specified as one of 
the 36 original belief dimensions (Nilsson & Bäckström, 2022). We used 
the best performing seven relativism items. The items were presented in 
a randomized order, and the participants responded to whether they 
agreed with them or not on a scale from 1 (“Completely disagree”) to 7 
(“Completely agree”). Results from exploratory factor analyses (using 
data from Nilsson & Bäckström, 2022) suggested that subjectivism and 
cultural relativism may be distinct factors. We therefore performed 
confirmatory factor analysis using the current data in AMOS 25.0 to 
formally test this. We compared the fit of a two-factor model with the fit 
of a one-factor model (with items as indicators and maximum likelihood 
estimation) in terms of the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Root Mean 
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and the Root Mean Squared 
Residual (SRMR). Common rules of thumb suggest that obtaining CFI >
0.95, RMSEA < 0.06, and SRMR < 0.08 is desirable under many 

circumstances (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The fit of the two-factor model was 
excellent, χ2(13) = 55.1 (p < .001), CFI = 0.978, RMSEA = 0.050 (90 % 
CI [0.037, 0.064]), SRMR = 0.0326. Merging the factors into a one- 
factor model yielded substantially lower fit, Δχ2(1) = 86.6 (p < .001), 
χ2(14) = 141.7 (p < .001), CFI = 0.932, RMSEA = 0.084 (90 % CI 
[0.072, 0.097]), SRMR = 0.0465. Based on these results we constructed 
separate scales from four subjectivism items (e.g., “Truth is a subjective 
feeling; if it feels correct or obvious to a person then it is true”; M = 2.88, 
SD = 0.95; α = 0.75; ωt = 0.77) and three cultural relativism items (e.g., 
“What is true varies from one situation and society to another”; M =
3.31, SD = 0.88; α = 0.55). All items and their means and standard 
deviations can be found in Supplement 1. 

2.1.2.2. Bullshit and profoundness receptivity. We used a short-version of 
the Swedish bullshit and profoundness receptivity scale (Erlandsson 
et al., 2018), which has exhibited excellent structural validity: i.e., 
bullshit- and profoundness-receptivity were homogenous factors that 
were distinct from each other (Nilsson et al., 2019). We used four 
pseudo-profound bullshit sentences (e.g., “The hidden meaning trans
forms the abstract beauty”) and four genuinely profound aphorisms (e. 
g., “A river cuts through a rock, not because of its power but its persis
tence”). The profoundness receptivity items were included in regression 
analyses to control for the possibility that some individuals rate every
thing as meaningful (Nilsson et al., 2019). All items were presented in a 
randomized order. The participants rated the meaningfulness of the 
sentences on a scale from 1 (“Not at all meaningful”) to 5 (“Very 
meaningful”) (Mbullshit = 2.99, SD = 0.80; α = 0.71; ωh = 0.65; ωt = 72; 
Mprofound = 4.18, SD = 0.80; α = 0.64; ωh = 0.62; ωt = 0.65). 

2.1.2.3. Conspiracy theories. We used two COVID-19-related items (e.g., 
“Governments have hidden important information about how the spread 
of the coronavirus could be stopped”). The participants responded on a 
scale from 1 (“Do not at all believe it“) to 5 (“Believe it completely”) (M 
= 2.31, SD = 1.09; α = 0.69). 

2.1.2.4. Analytical thinking. We measured analytical thinking with the 
three original cognitive reflection test items (Frederick, 2005; M = 0.95, 
SD = 1.07; α = 0.67), which have previously been translated into 
Swedish and used in several studies (e.g., Nilsson et al., 2019). The 
currency and amount are replaced in the first item to make it fit in a 
Swedish context: “A bat and a ball cost 110 SEK in total. The bat costs 
100 SEK more than the ball. How much does the ball cost?”. 

2.1.2.5. Political orientation. The participants reported general left–
right self-placement on a scale from 1 (“Very far to the left”) to 9 (“Very 
far to the right”) (M = 5.01, SD = 1.91). This type of self-placement item 
is widely used in political psychology (e.g., Jost, 2006). The participants 
also reported party preference and self-placement on social conservative 
and economic issues (these responses are included in data files but not in 
the analyses). 

2.1.2.6. Demographics. The participants reported their gender, age, and 
level of education with the following options: 1 = “Not finished 
elementary school” (n = 4), 2 = “Finished elementary school” (n = 84), 
3 = “Finished high school” (n = 397), 4 = “Started studies at the uni
versity” (n = 125), and 5 = “University degree” (n = 389). 

2.1.3. Statistical analyses 
We report Pearson correlations and results of linear regression ana

lyses. In the regression analysis predicting belief in conspiracy theories, 
we entered subjectivism and cultural relativism in the first step, fol
lowed by analytical thinking in the second step, demographics (male 
gender, age, and education level) in the third step, and lastly right (vs. 
left) self-placement in the fourth step. In the regression analysis pre
dicting bullshit receptivity, we entered the same variables in the same 
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order, but we entered profoundness receptivity in the second step, 
making it a total of five steps. 

We investigated the differences between subjectivism and cultural 
relativism in terms of their associations with receptivity to bullshit and 
conspiracy theories by computing Steiger z-tests and through inspection 
of bias-corrected 95 % bootstrap confidence intervals (10,000 resam
ples) of the correlation coefficients (two parameters significantly differ 
in magnitude at p < .05 if their 95 % confidence intervals overlap by less 
than half the length of one arm, Cumming, 2009). 

We report Cronbach’s alpha, omega hierarchical, and omega total 
reliability coefficients that were calculated using the psych package (v. 
2.3.3; Revelle, 2023) in R (v. 4.2.3). The omega coefficients represent 
the extent to which the variance in item responses is saturated by one 
general factor (omega hierarchical) and by all factors (omega total) and 
they do, unlike Cronbach’s alpha, not rely on the often-unrealistic 
assumption of tau equivalency (Zinbarg et al., 2005). We report the 
hierarchical omega coefficients only for scales with four or more items 
where we were able to obtain a correct estimate of this coefficient. R 
code is available in supplementary material. 

2.2. Results 

The correlations displayed in Table 1 indicate that subjectivism and 
cultural relativism were strongly positively related to each other (p <
.001) but varied in their associations to other variables. Subjectivism 
was moderately positively related to bullshit receptivity and to belief in 
conspiracy theories (p < .001). Cultural relativism, on the other hand, 
was weakly positively related to bullshit receptivity (p < .001), but not 
to belief in conspiracy theories (p = .147). 

As subjectivism and cultural relativism had such strikingly different 
relations to bullshit receptivity and belief in conspiracy theories, we 
investigated these correlations more thoroughly. Bullshit receptivity 
was more strongly associated with subjectivism (r = 0.30 [0.23, 0.36]) 
than with cultural relativism (r = 0.11 [0.04, 0.18]; z = 6.10, p < .001). 
Belief in conspiracy theories was also more strongly associated with 
subjectivism (r = 0.25 [0.19, 0.31]) than with cultural relativism (r =
0.05 [− 0.02, 0.11]; z = 6.71, p < .001). 

The results from the regression analyses displayed in Table 2 

revealed even more striking dissimilarities between subjectivism and 
cultural relativism. After controlling for the other form of truth rela
tivism, competing predictors, and demographics, only subjectivism was 
positively associated with bullshit receptivity and endorsement of con
spiracy theories (p < .001), while cultural relativism was negatively 
associated with both bullshit receptivity (p = .016) and belief in con
spiracy theories (p = .001). In other words, unique aspects of cultural 
relativism that do not overlap with subjectivism predicted less recep
tivity to bullshit and conspiracy theories. 

2.3. Discussion 

The results indicate not only that subjectivism and cultural rela
tivism are distinct forms of truth relativism, but also that they may differ 
profoundly in terms of their associations with receptivity to misinfor
mation. They suggest that subjectivism entails a particular vulnerability 
to misinformation, whereas cultural relativism may be less harmful. The 
results were, however, exploratory and would need to be corroborated 
with a preregistered hypothesis test and more rigorous measurement. 

3. Study 2 

In this study, we investigated whether the distinction between sub
jectivism and cultural relativism, and their respective associations with 
receptivity to misinformation, would hold up with more substantive 
measures and additional competing predictors taken into consideration. 
We also looked more closely at the relation between truth relativism and 
actively open-minded thinking (dogmatism, fact resistance, and belief 
personification subscales), which is particularly interesting given that a 
subjectivist, who views truth as determined by personal intuition, may 
find actively open-minded scrutiny of evidence redundant and 
irrelevant. 

Our time-stamped preregistration (https://aspredicted.org/blind. 
php?x=N8Z_T4H) included the hypotheses, study design, planned 
sample size, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and planned primary an
alyses. The preregistered hypotheses are shown in Table 3. These were 
based on results from Study 1 together with literature suggesting that an 
over-reliance on intuition (and by implication subjectivity as a gauge for 

Table 1 
Bivariate Pearson correlations with 95 % confidence intervals between the variables.   

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 

1. Subjectivism          
2. Cultural 

relativism 
0.508 [0.460, 
0.552]***         

3. Bullshit 
receptivity 

0.295 [0.237, 
0.350]*** 

0.109 [0.048, 
0.170]***        

4. Profoundness 
receptivity 

− 0.010 
[− 0.072, 
0.052] 

0.105 [0.043, 
0.166]*** 

0.117 [0.056, 
0.178]***       

5. Belief in 
conspiracy 
theories 

0.253 [0.194, 
0.310]*** 

0.046 
[− 0.016, 
0.108] 

0.234 [0.174, 
0.291]*** 

− 0.089 
[− 0.150, 
− 0.027]**      

6. Analytical 
thinking 

− 0.230 
[− 0.288, 
− 0.170]*** 

− 0.162 
[− 0.222, 
− 0.102]*** 

− 0.237 
[− 0.295, 
− 0.178]*** 

0.143 [0.082, 
0.204]*** 

− 0.245 
[− 0.302, 
− 0.186]***     

7. Right (vs. left) 
self-placement 

− 0.009 
[− 0.071, 
0.053] 

− 0.038 
[− 0.100, 
0.024] 

0.029 
[− 0.033, 
0.091] 

0.024 
[− 0.038, 
0.086] 

0.183 [0.123, 
0.242]*** 

− 0.016 
[− 0.078, 
0.046]    

8. Male gender − 0.124 
[− 0.185, 
− 0.063]*** 

− 0.184 
[− 0.243, 
− 0.123]*** 

− 0.067 
[− 0.129, 
− 0.005]* 

− 0.106 
[− 0.167, 
− 0.044]*** 

− 0.081 
[− 0.143, 
− 0.019]* 

0.248 [0.189, 
0.306]*** 

0.140 
[0.079, 
0.201]***   

9. Age 0.050 
[− 0.012, 
0.112] 

0.060 [0.002, 
0.122] 

0.040 
[− 0.022, 
0.102] 

0.103 [0.042, 
0.164]** 

− 0.123 
[− 0.184, 
− 0.062]*** 

− 0.122 
[− 0.182, 
− 0.060]*** 

0.057 
[− 0.005, 
0.119] 

0.043 
[− 0.019, 
0.105]  

10. Education 
level 

− 0.114 
[− 0.175, 
− 0.053]*** 

0.037 
[− 0.025, 
0.099] 

− 0.135 
[− 0.195, 
− 0.074]*** 

0.152 [0.091, 
0.213]*** 

− 0.153 
[− 0.213, 
− 0.091]*** 

0.193 [0.132, 
0.252]*** 

− 0.001 
[− 0.063, 
0.061] 

− 0.048 
[− 0.110, 
0.014] 

− 0.076 
[− 0.137, 
− 0.014]** 

Note: *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05. 
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truth) may increase receptivity to misinformation. 

3.1. Method 

3.1.1. Participants 
We collected the data from Prolific in September-October of 2021 

(all materials can be accessed through OSF: https://osf.io/j3rkz/? 
view_only=6f279782ce0e4bf4845df50e0ce4c8e2). The power analysis 
based on the results from Study 1 suggested that a sample size of around 
250 should give us more than 80 % power to detect the hypothesized 
effects, and a sample of this size is likely to yield stable estimates of 
correlation coefficients (Schönbrodt & Perugini, 2013). Nevertheless, as 
we planned to exclude participants who failed both of our two attention 
checks, and effect sizes in replication studies tend to be smaller than the 
original effects, we requested a sample of 400 participants that was 
representative of the UK population in terms of age, sex, and ethnicity. 
We received data from 444 participants who gave their informed con
sent to participate in the study. The final sample consisted of 417 par
ticipants who had completed the survey and passed at least one of our 
two attention checks (218 women, 195 men, 4 unspecified gender, and 1 
who did not report age; Mage = 44.3 years, SD = 15.2). 

3.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The participants completed an online survey with seven sections in 

the same order as listed below. The first five sections included the 
measures that were central to our hypotheses, followed by de
mographics and political orientation, and lastly a measure of prosocial 
behavior. The measure of prosociality was not related to the research 
questions we address in this article and is not included in the analyses. 
Two of the sections included attention checks. We informed participants 
of the attention checks and that failing to follow their instructions could 
lead to exclusion from the survey. 

3.1.2.1. Truth relativism. We used a total of 31 items, of which seven 
were used in Study 1 and 24 were new. All items and their means and 

standard deviations can be found in Supplement 1. We sought to create 
new items that were easily interpreted and varied in their wordings (to 
prevent methods factors) while still precise and accurate in their con
tent. We included 15 items that were presumed to measure subjectivism 
(e.g., “Truths are simply personal beliefs that indicate how a person sees 
the world”) and 16 that were presumed to measure cultural relativism 
(e.g., “The truth cannot vary from place to place” – reversed). A third of 
the items were reversed (i.e., five items for each scale). The items were 
presented in a randomized order and participants responded on a scale 
from 1 (“Completely disagree”) to 7 (“Completely agree”). We per
formed confirmatory factor analysis to evaluate the subjectivism and 
cultural relativism scales with the same procedure as in Study 1. In 
accordance with our preregistration, we iteratively excluded items with 
loadings below 0.30 on their designated factor (starting with those with 
the lowest loadings) and items that loaded approximately equally 
strongly on both factors. Potentially cross-loading items were identified 
based on modification indices. Seven subjectivism items (M = 3.30, SD 
= 1.17; α = 0.84; ωh = 0.76; ωt = 0.88) and nine cultural relativism 
items (M = 4.57, SD = 1.08; α = 0.83; ωh = 0.74; =ωt = 0.85) satisfied 
the inclusion criteria (0.30 ≤ |λ| ≤ 0.82). The fit of the two-factor model 
was excellent, χ2(103) = 189.7 (p < .001), CFI = 0.964, RMSEA = 0.045 
(90 % CI [0.035, 0.055]), SRMR = 0.0390. Merging the factors into a 
one-factor model yielded substantially lower fit, Δχ2(1) = 209.2 (p <
.001), χ2(104) = 398.9 (p < .001), CFI = 0.878, RMSEA = 0.083 (90 % 
CI [0.074, 0.091]), SRMR = 0.0597. This indicated that our scales 
measured distinct factors and that we could proceed with testing our 
hypotheses. These scales can be found in the Appendix. 

3.1.2.2. Analytical thinking. We used the same set of items as in Study 1 
(M = 1.16, SD = 1.18; α = 0.74). 

3.1.2.3. Bullshit and profoundness receptivity. We used the full original 
set of items (seven bullshit-sentences and seven profound aphorisms) 
from Erlandsson et al. (2018). The item order was randomized. The 
participants responded on a scale from 1 (“Not at all meaningful”) to 6 
(“Very meaningful”). (Mbullshit = 2.80, SD = 1.00; α = 0.84; ωh = 0.77; 
ωt = 0.88; Mprofound = 4.55, SD = 0.80; α = 0.73; ωh = 0.7; ωt = 0.78). 

3.1.2.4. Conspiracy theories. We used the same two COVID-19-related 
items used in our previous data collection as well as an additional 13 
items intended to measure general conspiracist thinking that should be 
appealing to both groups on the right (e.g.,”The science behind global 
warming has been invented or distorted out of self-interest”) and the left 
(e.g., “The economic crisis of 2007 was created deliberately by bankers 
to make lower and middle income groups poorer, and themselves 
richer”). The new 13 items were taken from the Conspiracy Mentality 
Questionnaire (Bruder et al., 2013), from the factors malevolent global, 
personal well-being, and control of information from the Generic Con
spiracist Belief Scale (Brotherton et al., 2013), from Krouwel et al. 

Table 2 
Standardized regression coefficients from linear regression analyses predicting bullshit receptivity and belief in conspiracy theories respectively.   

Bullshit receptivity Belief in conspiracy theories 

Step 1R2 =

9.1 % 
Step 2R2 =

10.5 % 
Step 3R2 =

14.2 % 
Step 4R2 =

14.9 % 
Step 5R2 =

14.8 % 
Step 1R2 =

7.4 % 
Step 2R2 =

11.1 % 
Step 3R2 =

14:7 % 
Step 4 

Subjectivism  0.331***  0.341***  0.303***  0.291***  0.291***  0.317***  0.277***  0.266***  0.264*** 
Cultural relativism  − 0.063  − 0.081*  − 0.098**  − 0.084*  − 0.084*  − 0.119***  − 0.131***  − 0.116***  − 0.110** 
Profoundness 

receptivity   
0.125***  0.155***  0.171***  0.170***     

Analytical thinking    − 0.204***  − 0.197***  − 0.196***   − 0.198***  − 0.196***  − 0.185*** 
Male gender     0.017  0.014    − 0.018  − 0.047 
Age     − 0.032  − 0.033    − 0.177***  − 0.187*** 
Education level     − 0.092**  − 0.093**    − 0.098***  − 0.102*** 
Right (vs. left) self- 

placement      
0.021     0.200*** 

Note: *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05. 

Table 3 
Summary of hypotheses.   

Description 

H1 Participants with a higher degree of subjectivism will be more likely to perceive 
bullshit as meaningful. 

H2 Participants with a higher degree of subjectivism will be more likely to believe 
in conspiracy theories. 

H3 Subjectivism will predict bullshit receptivity more strongly than cultural 
relativism will. 

H4 Subjectivism will predict endorsement of conspiracy theories more strongly 
than cultural relativism will. 

H5 Subjectivism will be negatively associated with actively open-minded thinking 
including dogmatism, fact resistance, and belief personification.  
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(2017) and Ståhl and van Prooijen (2018), and from the economic con
spiracy theories and other conspiracy theories in van Prooijen et al. (2018). 
Because we used items from several scales, we performed exploratory 
factor analysis, using maximum likelihood extraction and direct oblimin 
rotation. The scree plot indicated that there was one clear factor (the 
eigenvalues fell sharply from 6.65 on factor 1 to 1.31 on factor 2) that 
accounted for 44.33 % of the variance in the items. Item order was 
randomized. Participants responded on a scale from 1 (“Do not at all 
believe it”) to 5 (“Believe it completely”) (M = 2.56, SD = 0.78; α = 0.91; 
ωh = 0.76; ωt = 0.92). 

3.1.2.5. Actively open-minded thinking. We used 14 items from a short 
scale (Svedholm-Häkkinen & Lindeman, 2018), all presented in a ran
domized order. Participants responded on a scale from 1 (“Completely 
disagree”) to 7 (“Completely agree”). We included items from the three 
(out of four) most relevant factors identified by Svedholm-Häkkinen and 
Lindeman (2018), namely dogmatism (‘I believe that loyalty to one’s 
ideals and principles is more important than “open-mindedness”’), fact 
resistance (“Beliefs should always be revised in response to new infor
mation or evidence”), and belief personification (“I tend to classify 
people as either for me or against me”). We subsequently dropped the 
belief personification scale from the analyses based on results from 
confirmatory factor analysis, because only one of the three scale items 
loaded strongly on this factor (the factor loadings were 0.22, 0.25, and 
0.97; α = 0.48). We also moved one item from the dogmatism scale to 
the fact resistance scale based on confirmatory factor analyses. The 
revised two-factor model, χ2(43) = 193.8 (p < .001), CFI = 0.853, 
RMSEA = 0.092 (90 % CI [0.079, 0.105]), SRMR = 0.0664, yielded 
significantly higher fit than a one-factor model, Δχ2(1) = 50.7 (p <
.001), χ2(44) = 244.5 (p < .001), CFI = 0.805, RMSEA = 0.105 (90 % CI 
[0.092, 0.118]), SRMR = 0.0756. We therefore retained the distinction 
between dogmatism (M = 3.06, SD = 1.07; α = 0.71; ωh = 0.56; ωt =

0.77) and fact resistance (M = 2.72, SD = 0.93; α = 0.72; ωh = 0.56; ωt =

0.82). All items and their means and standard deviations can be found in 
Supplement 1. 

3.1.2.6. Demographics. Aside from gender and age, we collected de
mographic information on left–right political self-placement on a scale 
from 1 (“Very far to the left”) to 9 (“Very far to the right”) (M = 4.61, SD 
= 1.40), and education level: 1 = “Not finished elementary school” (n =
0), 2 = “Finished elementary school” (n = 8), 3 = “Finished high school” 
(n = 84), 4 = “Started studies at college or university“ (n = 88), and 5 =
“College or university degree” (n = 237). 

3.1.2.7. Attention checks. We included the first attention check in the 
truth relativism section (“This is a test to check if you are reading the 
statements. Please ensure that you are reading this statement by ticking 
Completely agree.”) and the second in the bullshit receptivity section 
(“The purpose of this item is for you to show us that you are paying 
attention. Show us that you are paying attention by ticking Not at all 
meaningful.”). The wording of both attention checks resembled the 
respective section’s other items. 

3.1.3. Statistical analyses 
As stated in our preregistration, we report tests of Pearson correla

tion and results of linear regression analyses. These were conducted in 
the same manner as in Study 1, with the exception of the linear 
regression analyses predicting bullshit receptivity and belief in con
spiracy theories respectively, where we included dogmatism and fact 
resistance in the final steps together with right (vs. left) self-placement. 

We also report results from linear regression analyses predicting 
dogmatism and fact resistance respectively where we entered subjec
tivism and cultural relativism in the first steps, analytical thinking in the 
second steps, demographics in the third steps, and right (vs. left) self- 
placement in the final fourth steps.1 Deviations from our preregistra
tion include adding right (vs. left) self-placement, dogmatism, and fact 
resistance in the last step of the regression analyses predicting recep
tivity to bullshit and conspiracy theories and adding right (vs. left) self- 
placement in the last step of the regression analyses predicting dogma
tism and fact resistance. 

As in Study 1, we investigated whether subjectivism would predict 
bullshit receptivity and endorsement of conspiracy theories more 
strongly than would cultural relativism through comparison of the bias- 
corrected 95 % bootstrap confidence intervals (10,000 resamples) of the 
respective correlation coefficients, along with Steiger z-tests. We also 
report reliability for the scales in a similar manner as in Study 1. 

3.2. Results 

The correlations displayed in Table 4 revealed a pattern similar to 
what we found in Study 1. Once again, subjectivism and cultural rela
tivism were positively related to each other (p < .001), but their asso
ciations to other variables differed. Consistent with H1 and H2, 
subjectivism was moderately positively related to both bullshit recep
tivity and belief in conspiracy theories (p < .001). Cultural relativism 
was also positively related to bullshit receptivity (p = .003) and belief in 
conspiracy theories (p = .004) but only weakly. 

In line with H3 and H4, and similar to the results of Study 1, bullshit 
receptivity was more strongly associated with subjectivism (r = 0.26 
[0.17, 0.35]) than with cultural relativism (r = 0.15[0.05, 0.24]; z =
2.79, p = .003) and belief in conspiracy theories was also more strongly 
associated with subjectivism (r = 0.28[0.18, 0.37]) than with cultural 
relativism (r = 0.14[0.03, 0.25]; z = 3.28, p = .001). Subjectivism 
remained a unique predictor of bullshit receptivity (p < .001) and belief 
in conspiracy theories (p = .001) in the regression analyses (see Table 5) 
after controlling for profoundness receptivity (in the regression analysis 
predicting bullshit receptivity), competing predictors, and de
mographics, but cultural relativism had no significant independent ef
fect in any of the steps (see Table 5). 

In line with H5, subjectivism had a strong positive correlation (see 
Table 4) with fact resistance (p < .001) and a positive weak correlation 
to dogmatism (p = .014), while cultural relativism related moderately 
positively only to fact resistance (p < .001). The positive associations 
between subjectivism and dogmatism (p = .010) and fact resistance (p <
.001) respectively held up after controlling for cultural relativism and 
competing factors in the regression analyses displayed in Table 6, giving 
further credence to H5. Interestingly, cultural relativism was negatively 
associated with dogmatism when adjusting for subjectivism (p = 004). 

3.3. Discussion 

All of the preregistered hypotheses (see Table 3) were supported. 
Similar to Study 1, the results indicate that subjectivists are particularly 
vulnerable to misinformation. They also suggest that subjectivists are 
prone to dogmatism and fact resistance in evaluating information. The 
result from Study 1 that cultural relativism was negatively associated 
with bullshit receptivity and belief in conspiracy theories after con
trolling for other factors was, however, not replicated. Cultural rela
tivism had no significant association with receptivity to misinformation 
or fact resistance independent of other predictors, but it did have a 
negative association with dogmatism after controlling for subjectivism. 

1 Non preregistered mediation analyses of indirect effects of truth relativism 
on receptivity to misinformation through fact resistance and dogmatism are 
reported in Supplement 2. 
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Table 4 
Bivariate Pearson correlations with 95 % confidence intervals between the variables.   

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 

1. Subjectivism            
2. Cultural 

relativism 
0.629 [0.567, 
0.683]**           

3. Bullshit 
receptivity 

0.262 [0.171, 
0.350]** 

0.147 [0.052, 
0.240]**          

4. Profoundness- 
receptivity 

− 0.094 
[− 0.188, 
0.002] 

0.029 [− 0.067, 
0.125] 

0.303 [0.213, 
387]**         

5. Belief in 
conspiracy 
theories 

0.276 [0.185, 
0.363]** 

0.141 [0.046, 
0.234]** 

0.416 [0.333, 
0.492]** 

0.136 [0.040, 
0.229]**        

6. Dogmatism 0.120 [0.024, 
0.214]* 

− 0.022 
[− 0.118, 
0.074] 

0.332 [0.244, 
0.415]** 

0.086 [− 0.010, 
0.180] 

0.333 [0.245, 
0.416]**       

7. Fact resistance 0.307 [0.217, 
0.391]** 

0.201 [0.107, 
0.291]** 

0.304 [0.215, 
0.389]** 

− 0.113 
[− 0.207, 
− 0.017]* 

0.268 [0.176, 
0.354]** 

0.510 [0.435, 
0.577]**      

8. Analytical 
thinking 

− 0.191 
[− 0.282, 
− 0.097]** 

− 0.115 
[− 0.209, 
− 0.020]* 

− 0.254 
[− 0.342, 
− 0.162]** 

0.020 [− 0.077, 
0.115] 

− 0.261 
[− 0.348, 
− 0.169]** 

− 0.270 
[− 0.357, 
− 0.179]** 

− 0.296 
[− 0.382, 
− 0.206]**     

9. Right (vs. left) 
self-placement 

− 0.008 
[− 0.103, 
0.089] 

− 0.012 
[− 0.108, 
0.084] 

0.004 [− 0.092, 
0.100] 

0.099 [0.003, 
0.193]* 

0.078 [− 0.018, 
0.172] 

0.250 [0.158, 
338]** 

0.175 [0.081, 
0.267]** 

− 0.060 
[− 0.155, 
0.036]    

10. Male gender − 0.060 
[− 0.156, 
0.036] 

− 0.139 
[− 0.232, 
− 0.043]** 

− 0.008 
[− 0.105, 
0.088] 

− 0.016 
[− 0.112, 
0.081] 

− 0.008 
[− 0.104, 
0.089] 

− 0.029 
[− 0.125, 
0.067] 

− 0.028 
[− 0.124, 
0.068] 

0.230 [0.137, 
0.320]** 

0.150 [0.054, 
0.243]**   

11. Age − 0.200 
[− 0.291, 
− 0.106]** 

− 0.172 
[− 0.264, 
− 0.077]** 

− 0.271 
[− 0.358, 
− 0.179]** 

0.082 [− 0.014, 
0.177] 

− 0.204 
[− 0.294, 
− 0.110]** 

− 0.092 
[− 0.187, 
0.004] 

− 0.184 
[− 0.275, 
− 0.089]** 

0.046 
[− 0.050, 
0.142] 

0.245 [0.153, 
0.333]** 

− 0.007 
[− 0.104, 
0.089]  

12. Education − 0.009 
[− 0.105, 
0.087] 

− 0.010 
[− 0.106, 
0.086] 

− 0.062 
[− 0.157, 
0.034] 

0.008 [− 0.088, 
0.104] 

− 0.051 
[− 0.147, 
0.045] 

− 0.081 
[− 0.175, 
0.015] 

− 0.162 
[− 0.254, 
− 0.067]** 

0.111 [0.015, 
0.205]* 

− 0.174 
[− 0.266, 
− 0.080]** 

− 0.018 
[− 0.115, 
0.078] 

− 0.101 
[− 0.195, 
− 0.004]* 

Note: *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05. 
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The fact that the unique associations to cultural relativism differed be
tween dogmatism and fact resistance shows that it is indeed fruitful to 
disentangle these facets of actively open-minded thinking, but one may 
want to exercise caution when comparing the results to those of other 
studies with complete versions of actively open-minded thinking scales. 

4. General discussion 

Receptivity to misinformation has been the subject of research much 
longer than the so-called post-truth world we live in, in which (mis)in
formation is spread rapidly (Vosoughi et al., 2018) and a myriad of 
“truths” are available for people to pick and choose from. Remarkably, 
whether a relativistic (or “post-truth”) denial of the existence of objec
tive truths does in fact yield higher receptivity to misinformation has, 
until now, remained untested. This research represents the first sub
stantive attempt at measuring relativist beliefs about the truth and 
clarifying their role in receptivity to misinformation. Across two studies 
with representative samples from Sweden and the UK, we found evi
dence of two distinct forms of truth relativism: subjectivism and cultural 
relativism. The results suggest that it is particularly the subjectivist 
belief that truth is no more than a personal intuition or feeling, rather 
than the belief that truth is relative to cultural context, that most 
strongly and robustly predicts receptivity to misinformation. 

4.1. Findings 

Subjectivism had significantly stronger correlations with bullshit 
receptivity and belief in conspiracy theories than cultural relativism did, 
which dovetails with the fact that many other well-known predictors of 
receptivity to misinformation involve an over-reliance on intuitive 
thinking (e.g., Pennycook & Rand, 2019). Moreover, subjectivism but 
not cultural relativism proved to be a unique predictor of bullshit 

receptivity, belief in conspiracy theories, dogmatism, and fact resistance 
after controlling for the other forms of truth relativism and competing 
predictors (analytical thinking, dogmatism, fact resistance, political 
ideology, and demographics). These results indicate that subjectivism 
yields a particular vulnerability to misinformation. This may be because 
subjectivists consult their intuition when determining what is true, 
which might hinder them from benefitting from the analytical ability 
they very well may have, given that faith in intuition has proved to be 
associated with questionable beliefs (e.g., Evans et al., 2020; Tomlje
novic et al., 2019). The positive associations between subjectivism and 
both dogmatism and fact resistance indicate that subjectivists are indeed 
rigid and reliant on prior beliefs and feelings rather than driven by ac
curacy goals (Kunda, 1990), which may make their beliefs more difficult 
to debunk with counterevidence. 

In other words, epistemic beliefs could be reflected in how infor
mation is approached. The truth realist may be more preoccupied with 
seeking evidence of correspondence with reality (“is this an accurate 
depiction of the world as we know it?”). A cultural truth relativist may 
see claims as marinated in social context and therefore seek to determine 
the truth values in terms of their fit with a particular cultural framework 
(“do I know of any social groups who support this view?”). The sub
jectivist, finally, may approach a piece of information with few ques
tions asked other than “does this feel right to me?”. 

Interestingly, a unique association between cultural relativism and 
lower receptivity to bullshit and conspiracy theories (in Study 1) and 
dogmatism (in Study 2) emerged when we controlled for competing 
predictors. A possible explanation is that cultural relativism without the 
component that overlaps with subjectivism reflects an intellectual hu
mility involving acknowledgement of different cultural perspectives and 
resilience against misinformation (Leary et al., 2017). Moreover, the fact 
that bullshit receptivity was the only measure of receptivity to misin
formation that cultural relativism was repeatedly positively related to 

Table 5 
Standardized regression coefficients from linear regression analyses predicting bullshit receptivity and belief in conspiracy theories.   

Bullshit receptivity Belief in conspiracy theories 

Step 1R2 =

6.4 % 
Step 2R2 =

16.8 % 
Step 3R2 =

20.9 % 
Step 4R2 =

27.3 % 
Step 5R2 =

32.1 % 
Step 1R2 =

7.2 % 
Step 2R2 =

11.4 % 
Step 3R2 =

13.6 % 
Step 4R2 =

18.9 % 

Subjectivism  0.272***  0.340***  0.301***  0.259***  0.204***  0.303***  0.263***  0.233***  0.195** 
Cultural relativism  − 0.017  − 0.074  − 0.074  − 0.086  − 0.059  − 0.045  − 0.045  − 0.047  − 0.009 
Profoundness 

receptivity   
0.330***  0.332***  0.348***  0.346***     

Analytical thinking    − 0.211***  − 0.210***  − 0.145**   − 0.213***  − 0.216***  − 0.154** 
Gender     − 0.046  0.051    0.048  0.039 
Age     − 0.262***  − 0.211***    − 0.164***  − 0.150** 
Education level     − 0.065  − 0.044    − 0.039  − 0.019 
Right (vs. left) self- 

placement      
− 0.067     0.033 

Dogmatism      0.164**     0.241*** 
Fact resistance      0.133*     0.004 

Note: *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05. 

Table 6 
Standardized regression coefficients from linear regression analyses predicting dogmatism and fact resistance.   

Dogmatism Fact resistance 

Step 1R2 = 2.4 
% 

Step 2R2 = 8.2 
% 

Step 3R2 = 8.6 
% 

Step 4R2 = 15 
% 

Step 1R2 =

8.8 % 
Step 2R2 = 14.3 
% 

Step 3R2 = 17.7 
% 

Step 4R2 = 20.5 
% 

Subjectivism  0.216***  0.169**  0.155*  0.154*  0.291***  0.246***  0.222***  0.221*** 
Cultural relativism  − 0.158*  − 0.158*  − 0.162**  − 0.171**  0.021  0.021  0.017  0.011 
Analytical thinking   − 0.250***  − 0.245***  − 0.223***   − 0.241***  − 0.230***  − 0.215*** 
Gender    0.011  − 0.037    0.036  0.004 
Age    − 0.088  − 0.153**    − 0.148**  − 0.191*** 
Education level    − 0.062  − 0.025    − 0.149**  − 0.123** 
Right (vs. left) self- 

placement     
0.271***     0.184*** 

Note: *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05. 
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may reflect the openness often found in intellectually humble in
dividuals (Leary et al., 2017), which in its extreme form may be asso
ciated with higher bullshit receptivity (Bainbridge et al., 2019). Another 
possible interpretation is that there was a mismatch in the levels of 
beliefs reflected in cultural relativism and the two forms of misinfor
mation. Beliefs in cultural relativism emphasize the relevance of the 
collective for determining what is true, while both forms of misinfor
mation required the participants to report whether they themselves 
believed in the particular statement. This sort of outcome variable may 
be more aligned with beliefs about the role of individual characteristics 
(i.e., subjective intuitions) for determining truth, which is reflected in 
subjectivist relativism. It is possible that misinformation statements 
depicting beliefs at a collective level (e.g., hyper-partisan misinforma
tion) would have been more appealing to individuals who believe in 
cultural relativism. An experimental design might also be used to 
investigate whether making social identity salient would increase the 
predictive power of cultural relativism. 

At the same time, cultural relativism was still consistently positively 
correlated with bullshit receptivity, and with belief in conspiracy the
ories and fact resistance in Study 2. This suggests that the rejection of 
objective truths – common to both subjectivism and cultural relativism – 
may render greater receptivity to misinformation. Although belief in 
objective truths does not in itself entail resilience against misinforma
tion, a person who acknowledges but one existing reality and stresses the 
importance of investigating correspondence with this reality likely has a 
narrower range of claims to choose between. Such a person should be 
less likely to harbor false beliefs, insofar as he or she would be more 
likely to come across evidence that contradicts those false beliefs and to 
therefore abandon them. In future studies, researchers could investigate 
more rigorously the associations between different information evalu
ation processes and epistemic beliefs as the current research does not 
examine mechanisms behind such information evaluation. 

It is finally worth noting that the correlations between receptivity to 
misinformation and both analytical thinking and the dogmatism and fact 
resistance facets of actively open-minded thinking were consistent with 
previous research (e.g., Pennycook & Rand, 2019; Stanovich & West, 
1997; Stenhouse et al., 2018). We also found evidence of the rigidity of 
the right hypothesis in the positive correlation between right (vs. left) 
self-placement and belief in conspiracy theories in Study 1 and fact 
resistance and dogmatism in Study 2, consistent with previous research 
(e.g., Imhoff et al., 2022; Nilsson et al., 2019). 

4.2. Limitations and future work 

In spite of the fact that our relativism items were carefully worded, 
there is a possibility that some participants interpreted them in a way 
that we did not intend. Although we intentionally chose words that 
described relativism of the truth and not relativity to beliefs or per
spectives, we cannot rule out the possibility that participants confused 
these two things, as epistemological concepts may be difficult to un
derstand and epistemological beliefs can be tricky to measure (Nilsson & 
Bäckström, 2022). Some individuals may very well simply have 
embraced certain narratives and ways of talking about these matters 
without deeper reflection on views about knowledge or truth. Further
more, it is possible that what measure of cultural relativism really cap
tures is, at least in part, a willingness to tolerate different social groups’ 
perceptions of truth. A potential extension of the current research would 
be to include items that describe personal beliefs as well as cultural 
perceptions of specific factual matters to further ascertain whether 
views of truth indeed are measured. Investigating the distinctness of 
cultural relativism and tolerance or appreciation of worldview differ
ences (e.g., Hjerm et al., 2020), as well the relationships between sub
jectivist and cultural truth relativism and faith in intuition and belief 
that truth is political (Garrett & Weeks, 2017), would also be valuable 
contributions. In addition, it may perhaps be possible to devise relevant 
behavioral measures of the extent to which people act in accordance 

with truth relativist views, as self-report measures may suffer from social 
desirability biases (Paulhus, 1984). Extensions of this research would be 
particularly valuable if performed in cultural contexts dissimilar to 
Western European post-industrial nations with highly educated pop
ulations (e.g., the UK and Sweden), because factors such as culture and 
education level plausibly affect epistemic beliefs and discourses about 
knowledge. 

Another problem concerns a possible ideological tilt in the measures. 
In this research, we focused on two forms of receptivity to misinfor
mation that have been found to be associated with social conservatism 
(e.g., Imhoff et al., 2022; Nilsson et al., 2019). Although we took great 
pains to include conspiracy theories that would appeal to both rightists 
and leftists and there are at least subgroups on the left who are highly 
receptivity to pseudo profound bullshit (Nilsson et al., 2019), future 
studies would benefit from a careful selection of misinformation with 
equal appeal to groups with different political orientations. Including 
measures of different kinds of political preferences rather than just 
single-item self-placement items would also be advantageous to this end. 

Nevertheless, the results do suggest that taking beliefs concerning 
the nature of truth into consideration sheds new light on why people fall 
for misinformation. In future work, researchers may want to broaden the 
scope of investigation, so as to compare the effects of truth relativism 
with effects of other epistemic beliefs and map out the cognitive char
acteristics and vulnerabilities of individuals with different epistemic 
beliefs (e.g., Garrett & Weeks, 2017; Nilsson & Bäckström, 2022), as well 
as different ideological convictions (Nilsson et al., 2019, 2020). 
Furthermore, researchers may want to look more closely at the 
connection between subjectivist beliefs and dogmatic views. The posi
tive association we found between subjectivism and dogmatism could 
seem surprising, as subjectivism seems to entail that every individual 
has a “right” to their own “truth” which, at face-value, seems less dog
matic. Dogmatic relativism may seem like a contradiction in terms, but 
our findings suggest that it is a real and under-researched psychological 
phenomenon. 

4.3. Conclusion 

This research demonstrates that truth relativism is a unique predictor 
of belief in conspiracy theories and receptivity to pseudo-profound 
bullshit. It shows that the belief that truth is no more than a subjec
tive intuition is likely to be more harmful, yielding higher vulnerability 
to misinformation and lower likelihood of deliberative scrutiny of evi
dence, compared to the belief that truth is relative to cultural context. 
Future attempts to understand why people fall for misinformation 
should take the role of epistemic beliefs concerning the nature of truth 
into consideration. 
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Appendix  

Subjectivism 

The truth does not exist – there are only opinions of individual people. 
Truths are simply personal beliefs that indicate how a person sees the world. 
Truth is a subjective feeling; if it feels correct or obvious to a person then it is true. 
What is true depends on what an individual thinks is true. 
Truth is nothing more than a person’s subjective experience of the world. 
That a person strongly feels that something is in a particular way does not make it true. (REVERSED) 
All subjective perceptions of a chain of events are equally true.   

Cultural relativism 

Truth is relative, and what is true for one person or time may not be true for another. 
What is true varies from one situation and society to another. 
A factual claim that is true in one culture need not be true in another. 
It is impossible to compare different cultures’ beliefs about reality in terms of “correctness”. 
Some perceptions that are false today were true in ancient times. 
Opposite beliefs in different eras can be equally true – it is all a matter of perspective. 
The truth cannot vary from place to place. (REVERSED) 
Even when two cultures have opposite worldviews, both can be equally true. 
If two cultures have opposite beliefs about what is true, then at least one of them must be wrong. (REVERSED)  

Appendix A. Supplementary material 

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2023.104394. 
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