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ABSTRACT

This qualitative article explores the significant psychological effect of
misinformation and conspiracy theories on individual mental health. Through a
review of recent literature and thematic analysis, the study identifies critical areas of
mental disturbance, including anxiety, distrust, paranoia, and Cognitive overload.
It also addresses the social consequences of wide spread misinformation during
global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The article offers evidence from
internal case studies and scholarly sources to emphasize the Urgency of combating
of misinformation through public education, media literacy, and psychological
resilience programs.
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INTRODUCTION from misleading health advice to politically
motivated falsehoods, while Conspiracy
theories often propose Secret plots by power
actors. Research shows that during crises
such as pandemics, elections, or international
conflicts, the consumption of unverified
information increases dramatically (Douglas
et al., 2017). This not only fosters confusion
and fear but also affects the psychological
well-being of individuals. (Verma et al, 2022).
Misinformation often exploits existing fears,
cultural beliefs, and emotional vulnerabilities,

In today’s digital age, the rapid spread of
misinformation and Conspiracy theories is
emerging as a major psychological and Societal
Concern. While the internet has enabled
information accessibility, it has also made it
easier for misleading or false content to go
viral, especially on social media platforms.
In India, COVID-19 pandemic saw a massive
surge in fake news, which created confusion
and fear among the public. (Verma et al,
2022). Misinformation can include anything

AUTHOR’S AFFILIATION:
Assistant Professor, SNS College, BRA Bihar University, Muzaffarpur, Bihar, India.
CORRESPONDING AUTHOR:

Bibhas Kumar Sinha, Assistant Professor, SNS College, BRA Bihar University, Muzaffarpur, Bihar, India.
E-mail: diptosinhatmv@gmail.com

> Received: 08-08-2025 > Accepted: 27-09-2025

@ @ Creative Commons Non Commercial CC BY-NC: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution NonCommercial
@ a0 License  (http:/fwww.creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits non-Commercial use, reproduction and distribution of

the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the Red Flower Publication and Open Access

pages (https://www.rfppl.co.in)



88 Journal of Psychiatric Nursing

making individuals more susceptible to its
influence. (Pennycook & Rand, 2019). The
mental burden of constantly navigating
between truth and falsehood can result in
heightened anxiety, cognitive dissonance, and
behavioral dysregulation.

This article investigates the psychological
impact of misinformation and Conspiracy
theories on mental health. We explore how such
information disrupts emotional regulation,
Cognitive processing, and Social trust,
often resulting in long-term psychological
consequences.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The growing body of literature on
misinformation reveals its multifaceted impact
on individuals and communities. According
to Lewandowsky et al. (2021), misinformation
continues to influence memory and belief
systems even after being debunked, leading to
what is known as the “continued influence
effect”. This cognitive persistence can have
far-reaching effects on mental stability,
especially when the misinformation relates
to wealth and safety.

Friggeri et al. (2014) argue that conspiracy
theories, by their nature, promote a world
view filled with deception, hostility, and
malevolent intent. This can lead to chronic
distrust, isolation, and paranoia. Conspiracy
theories were notably widespread during the
COVID-19 pandemic, with people believing the
virus was engineered, the vaccines were tools
for population control, or that 5G towers were
responsible for the disease (Freeman et al.,
2020). Such beliefs had profound psychological
consequences, particularly increasing stress
and social alienation.

Moreover, the literature indicates that social
media plays a crucial role in the dissemination
of false information. Vosoughi et al. (2018)
found that false news stories on Twitter
were 70% more likely to be retweeted than
true ones. This rapid spread intensifies the
psychological burdens on users, who may
become overwhelmed or desensitized.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. What are the key psychological effects of
prolonged exposure to misinformation
and Conspiracy theories?

2. How does misinformation impact public
trust, emotional stability, and mental
health?

3. What strategies can be implemented to
mitigate these effects on a societal scale?

Research Gap: While prior studies have
examined the spread and connection of
misinformation, there is a lack of research
focusing specifically on its long-terms
Psychological effects. This articles seeks
to fill that gap by analyzing qualitative
data and literature to highlight the mental
health Consequences of misinformation and
conspiracy theory exposure.

METHODOLOGY

This is a qualitative research article based
on thematic analysis of secondary sources.
Data were gathered from peer-reviewed
journals, newspapers archives, international
case studies, and psychological literature. 55
participants (aged 20-50 yrs.) from urban and
semi urban areas in India were selected using
purposive sampling. The six core themes were
developed through an inductive process,
using real-world examples and previously
documented case studies. The analysis is
interpretative in nature, focusing on meaning,
context, and psychological implications.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Anxiety and fear amplification

Misinformation often amplifies fear,
particularly during uncertain times. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, fake news related
to vaccine side effects, death rates and
government conspiracies intensified Collective
anxiety (Freeman et al., 2020). People exposed
to false health information were found to
experience higher levels of stress, as reported
by WHO (2021), especially among vulnerable
populations.

Erosion of Social Trust

A significant psychological consequence of
misinformation is the erosion of trust - both
in institutions and interpersonal relationships.
According to Jolly and Douglas (2014), belief in
Conspiracy theories correlates with distrust in
governmental and scientific institutions. This
distrust can extend to social circles, creating
division and alienation among family and
friends.
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Cognitive overload and disorientation

The constant influx of conflicting information
leads to cognitive overload. People find it
challenging to distinguish between reliable
and unreliable sources, resulting in mental
fatigue and confusion (Betsch et al., 2020).
This phenomenon is particularly dangerous in
public health, where misjudging information
can have life threating consequences.

Behavioral dysregulation

Prolonged exposure to misinformation
can lead to impulsive or irrational behavior.
During the early months of the pandemic,
panic buying and non-compliance with safety
measures were partially fueled by misleading
narrative circulated online (Gao et al., 2020).
Such behavior compromises not only mental
well-being but also public safety.

EMOTIONAL POLARIZATION AND
AGGRESSION

Misinformation often leverages emotional
manipulation, Conspiracy theories tend to
provoke anger, fears and hatred, resulting in
polarized communities. According to Uscinski
et al. (2020), individuals who believe in
conspiracy theories are more likely to endorse
violence and harbor hostility toward perceived
out-groups.

Psychological desensitization

Repeated exposure to misinformation can
dull emotional responses. This desensitization
makes individuals more accepting of Unethical
behavior and diminishes empathy, as noted
by Martel et al. (2021). Overtime, people may
become indifferent to suffering, injustice,
or Corruption, viewing them as normative
aspects of society.

CONCLUSION

The psychological toll of misinformation
and conspiracy theories is profound and
far-reaching. From anxiety and cognitive
dissonance to social distrust and behavioural
issues, the mental health implications cannot
be overlooked. In anincreasingly digital world,
it is essential to strengthen media literacy,
promote mental resilience, and encourage
critical thinking. Psychologists, educators,
and policymakers must collaborate to develop
tools and interventions to safeguard public
mental health from the corrosive effects of
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misinformation.
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