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Paranoia predicts out-group prejudice: preliminary experimental data

Barbara Lopes and Rusi Jaspal*

School of Applied Social Psychology, De Montfort University, Leicester LE19BH, UK

(Received 27 March 2015; accepted 20 June 2015)

This article examines the relationships between exposure to terrorism news and state social
paranoia, death anxiety and Islamophobia. In two experiments we show that, contrary to
previous research in this area, the terrorism news condition did not significantly increase
state social paranoia, death anxiety and prejudice towards Muslims, but that paranoid
thinking was the sole predictor of Islamophobia. Trait paranoia is associated with both poor
well-being and with negative perceptions of Muslim competitive players – a form of inter-
relational prejudice. Results indicated that the frequency of paranoid thoughts mediates the
relationship between death anxiety and anti-Muslim prejudice and trait paranoia is the main
predictor of the negative perceptions of a Muslim competing player. This study elucidates
new pathways to understanding terror management theory, by including paranoia as a type
of thinking that predisposes individuals to be suspicious of salient out-groups.

Keywords: Islamophobia; prejudice; paranoia; death anxiety; social psychology; clinical
psychology

Introduction

Prejudice towards Muslims, often referred to as “Islamophobia”, is a pressing socio-psychological
problem. Prior to the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York, Muslims have faced stigma and discrimi-
nation – they have been viewed as a more vocal and potentially dangerous minority at risk of radi-
calisation, sympathetic to terrorism and generally unfaithful to the non-Muslim dominant society.
The newspaper media, as well as other forms of media, have contributed to negative and threaten-
ing social representations of Muslims (Cinnirella, 2014; Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2010). Moreover,
research indicates that threat anticipation and mistrust promoted by the media are associated
with increased paranoid thinking, namely that others maliciously try to cause harm (Freeman
& Freeman, 2008). What is the relationship between exposure to negative media reporting and
prejudice? Do all readers of the British media respond to Islamophobic representations in the
same way? Are we all susceptible to developing prejudice towards Muslims on the basis of
what we read? This article addresses these questions by examining experimentally the potential
links between negative representations of Muslims, paranoia, and Islamophobia.

Media and prejudice

People tend to rely on the mass media to form beliefs about minority groups. Analysts have shown
that media representations of Muslims tend to be negative and to dwell upon themes of threat

© 2015 Taylor & Francis
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(Poole, 2002; Richardson, 2004). Saeed (2007) describes the prevalence of Islamophobia in the
British media, suggesting that Muslims are depicted as the Other. Similarly, drawing upon Inter-
group Threat theory (Stephan & Stephan, 2000), Jaspal and Cinnirella (2010) argue that Muslims
have recently been represented as posing a “hybridised” threat consisting of realistic and symbolic
elements – they are simultaneously depicted as threatening the cultural norms, values and tra-
ditions of the White British majority, as well as posing a terrorist threat and, thus, jeopardising
the survival of the majority group.

Various empirical studies have evidenced the link between media representations and the
formation of stereotypes at an individual level (Johnson, Olivo, Gibson, Reed, & Ashburn-
Nardo, 2009; Lester & Ross, 2003). Cinnirella (2014) examined media effects on Islamopho-
bia from an intergroup relations perspective drawing principally upon the social identity
approach (Tajfel, 1982). In a between-groups experiment with British participants, Cinnir-
ella, Leman, Hastings, and Whitbread (2009) showed that media articles that depicted
Muslims as posing a significant threat to the British national in-group induced more negative
attitudes towards Muslims than those articles that depicted Muslims as posing a less dire
threat or no threat. Moreover, their results suggested that British national identification
mediated the relationship between article type and Islamophobia in that those who were
more identified with the nation tended to manifest more negative attitudes when they
perceived Muslims as threatening their valued in-group. This work is consistent with the
social identity tradition which suggests that out-group prejudice stems from one’s self-categ-
orisation as an in-group member and the perception of threat to that in-group. In contrast to
this approach, terror management theorists have attempted to provide individual-level
accounts of prejudice.

Terror management and Islamophobia

Terror Management Theory (TMT) (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986) explains why
perceived threat from out-groups may induce prejudice and hostility towards them (see also
Greenberg, Schimel, Martens, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 2001). TMT argues that individuals
are inherently fearful of their own mortality and that reminders of their mortality activate
“death anxiety”. This in turn engenders defensiveness and out-group hostility in order to safe-
guard one’s culture and world view (Yum & Schenck-Hamlin, 2005). According to TMT,
human beings retain a sense of continuity (which itself is jeopardised by death-related
thoughts) by maintaining faith in world views that justify one’s existence and cultural
continuity.

TMT has been employed to examine prejudice against out-groups. In several experiments
focusing upon anti-Arab sentiment, Das, Bushman, Bezemer, Kerkhof, and Vermeulen (2009)
showed that participants exposed to media depicting terrorist events exhibited higher levels of
death-related thoughts than those who were exposed to non-terrorism news. Similarly, McNaugh-
ton-Cassill, Novian, Holmes, and Smith (2009) found that the extensive news coverage of the
9/11 in New York attacks was associated with higher levels of death-related thoughts. Das
et al.’s (2009) research suggested that death anxiety was positively correlated with anti-Arab
prejudice, indicating that the media acted as a moderator between death anxiety and out-group
prejudice. Although TMT has received considerable empirical support in the domain of prejudice,
we wish to examine the potential role of paranoia, which has seldom been the focus of socio-
psychological studies of intergroup relations. Paranoia, as a fear of others, may be related to
death anxiety, which is characterised by constant intrusive thoughts about death (Templer,
1970). In other words, an exacerbated fear of death may be linked to the anticipation of malicious
harm from others (Freeman et al., 2005).

2 B. Lopes and R. Jaspal
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Paranoia and prejudice

Paranoia has scarcely been linked to prejudice research, and there are no studies that have linked it
to TMT and intergroup relations. Paranoia can be defined as a relatively stable mode of thinking
that can be observed in non-clinical populations and that is characterised by suspiciousness, feel-
ings of ill will or resentment and beliefs in external control or influence (Fenigstein & Vanable,
1992). This type of thinking builds upon interpersonal sensitivities (e.g., fear of how one appears
to others) and ranges from common social anxiety fears (e.g., will other people accept me?) to
conspiracy ideas (e.g., others are working together against me). Paranoia is thus characterised
by the general belief that others are maliciously and intentionally trying to cause harm in some
way (Freeman et al., 2005). This paranoid schema is thought to be determined by both genetic
and environmental influences (Combs et al., 2007).

Existing research suggests that there should be an association between paranoid thinking and
prejudice, in that excessive attentiveness to threat and harm from others may lead to increased sus-
picion of out-groups (Bhat, 2007; Combs et al., 2007). For instance, in a cross-sectional survey
study, Rippy and Newman (2006) found a statistically significant relationship between perceived
religious discrimination and sub-clinical paranoia among the Muslim Americans whom they sur-
veyed, suggesting that perceived discrimination was associated with increased vigilance and suspi-
cion towards out-groups. Similarly, it could be argued that majority group members who manifest
sub-clinical paranoia will exhibit vigilance and suspicion towards out-groups that they perceive as
threatening. More generally, Freeman and Freeman (2008) suggested that threatening media reports
did indeed lead to heightened levels of paranoia among viewers. This research indicates an associ-
ation between paranoia and prejudice, a relationship which the present studies seek to explore.

This research also suggests that paranoia may be detrimental for positive relations (Lopes &
Pinto-Gouveia, 2013) and for psychological well-being (e.g., issues with self-acceptance, see
Bentall, Kinderman, & Kaney, 1994). The paranoid individual may, due to their suspicion of
other people’s intentions, experience difficulties in developing interpersonal relationships. This
is particularly acute if these relationships are situated in a competition scenario, since the individ-
ual is inclined to read “sinister intentions” in their competitor(s) (Gilbert, Boxall, Cheung, &
Irons, 2005). Since most ethnic/religious groups are in a state of competition for resources
(Gilbert et al., 2005), it seems plausible to explore how different ethnic/groups would react to
a Muslim competitor.

We thus developed experimental studies to explore how paranoid tendencies may lie at the
heart of prejudice, poor well-being and negative perceptions during a competitive online game.

Accordingly, the following hypotheses are tested in these studies:

. In the first study, following Das et al. (2009) study, we predicted that terrorism news would
induce elevated state social paranoia, death anxiety, cultural mistrust of Muslims and
Islamophobia.

. Since paranoia is associated with both prejudice and death anxiety (Freeman & Freeman,
2008), we would expect paranoia to mediate the relationship between death anxiety and
anti-Muslim prejudice.

. In the second study, we expect trait paranoia to predict the variance of the negative percep-
tions concerning a Muslim competitive player.

Experiment 1

The aim of experiment 1 was to replicate Das et al.’s (2009) study and to test the effects of news
conditions on Islamophobia as well as death anxiety. A novel concern in this experiment is the
effect of paranoid thoughts on Islamophobia.

Mental Health, Religion & Culture 3
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Method

Participants

Sixty DeMontfort University undergraduate students participated in this study. Seven participants
were removed from the final data set due to withdrawal or incomplete data, leaving a total sample
size of 53. The age range of participants was 18–29 (M = 21.4, SD = 3). There were 35 females
and 18 males. Thirty participants were randomly allocated to the “terrorism” condition, and 23 to
the “non-terrorism” condition. Given the focus of the study, only non-Muslims were included in
the sample. Participants described themselves as atheist (50%), Christian (30%) and Sikh (20%).
None of the respondents reported having been affected by acts of terrorism (either personally or
via friends or relatives). The study received ethical approval from the De Montfort University
Research Ethics Board and was consistent with the British Psychological Society Code of
Human Research Ethics (BPS Ethics Committee, 2009).

Instruments

The Paranoia Checklist (Freeman et al., 2005) was used to assess the participant’s level of para-
noia before their exposure to the news broadcast. The 18-item checklist measured the frequency,
conviction and distress of a paranoid thought, with statements such as “I need to be on my guard
against others”, scored from 1 to 5. The scores were calculated to ascertain the participant’s fre-
quency, conviction and distress of paranoid thoughts, and higher scores indicated higher levels
across all dimensions. The internal reliability of the scales was excellent: frequency, α = .86, con-
viction, α = .96 and distress, α = .92.

The State Social Paranoia Scale (Freeman et al., 2007) was used to assess the level of paranoia
following the news broadcast. The scale consists of 20 positive, neutral and negative statements, for
example, “Someone has good intentions towards me”. Participants expressed agreement from 1 to
5. A total score of state social paranoia was calculated with a higher score indicating higher state
social paranoia. The internal reliability of the scale was moderate, α = .66.

The Death Anxiety Scale (Templer, 1970) was used to assess the level of anxiety the partici-
pant feels in relation to death. This included two scales, the first featuring 15 items, such as “I am
really scared of having a heart attack”. Participants were asked to circle “T” if the statement was
true or mostly true of them, or “F” if the statement was false or mostly false. This part of the scale
is scored by calculating the number of times the participant circles “T”. The next part of the Death
Anxiety Scale has 17 items, such as “I get depressed when I think about death”. Participants
expressed agreement from 1 to 5. A higher score indicates higher death anxiety. The internal
reliability of the scale was good, α = .82.

The Cultural Mistrust Inventory (Terrell & Terrell, 1981) was adapted to measure mistrust
towards Muslims. The revised version of the scale consisted of 41 items, such as “Muslims are
usually fair to all people regardless of religion”. Participants expressed agreement from 1 to
5. A higher score indicated a higher level of mistrust towards Muslims. The internal reliability
of the scale was excellent, α = .97.

The Islamophobia Scale (Lee, Gibbons, Thompson, & Timani, 2009) was used to ascertain
the level of prejudice towards Muslims. The scale contained 16 items, such as “Islam is a danger-
ous religion”. Participants expressed agreement from 1 to 5. A higher score indicated increased
prejudice towards Islam. The internal reliability of the scale was excellent, α = .95.

Experimental procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to either the “terrorism” condition or the “non-terrorism”
condition. The “terrorism” news condition presented a video lasting five minutes which depicted
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the bomb attacks on the London Underground on 7 July 2005. The suspects in the video were all
Muslims. The video in the “non-terrorism” news (control) condition depicted a news broadcast of
the effects of technology on children’s sleeping patterns.

Participants first completed the Paranoia Checklist and the Implicit Association Test (IAT) in
an individual research cubicle. The IAT has been demonstrated to be an effective measure of
implicit, subconscious prejudice (Das et al., 2009), while avoiding certain demand characteristics
associated with explicit measures of attitudes and prejudice. The SuperLab programme (Version
4.5) was used to run the IAT (Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998), which was re-designed to
measure negative implicit attitudes towards Muslims. The IAT included 85 trials; the first 20 trials
contained a single name in the middle of the page, a non-Muslim British-sounding name (e.g.,
“Johnny”) or a Muslim-sounding name (e.g., “Ahmed”). The next 20 trials contained a positive
word (e.g., “joy”) or a negative word (e.g., “hatred”) in the centre of the page. The four categories,
“British”, “Muslim”, “positive” and “bad”, were situated in the top left- and right-hand corners of
the screen. The next 40 trials on the IATwere a mixture of the four categories. Each trial was ran-
domly shown to each participant to avoid order effect bias. Each participant was required to assign
certain words to the correct category by pressing either the “E” or “I” key to indicate “left” or
“right”. On the first test, participants were required to press a specific button if the word was a
“British-sounding name or positive”, and press another if the word was a “Muslim-sounding
name or negative”. The process was then reversed – “British-sounding name or negative” and
“Muslim-sounding name and positive”. After the IAT, participants saw the news and completed
the State Social Paranoia Scale, the Death Anxiety Scale, Cultural Mistrust of Muslims Inventory,
and the Islamophobia Scale. They were then debriefed and thanked for their participation.

Results

We computed the difference in reaction times between the two test blocks (British-sounding
names and positive words vs. Muslim-sounding names and negative words) and (British-sound-
ing names and negative words vs. Muslim-sounding names and positive words) as a measure of
prejudiced attitudes against Muslims.

We also examined the distribution of the scores of the different dimensions of the Paranoia
Checklist. The results we obtained for the different dimensions of the Paranoia Checklist were
largely consistent with what was found by Freeman et al. (2005) although slightly higher: fre-
quency of paranoid thoughts: M = 18.77, SD = 8.63, minimum value = 18, maximum value =
56, 25th percentile = 23, 50th percentile = 27, 75th percentile = 33.50 (range 18–90); conviction
of paranoid thoughts: M = 37.68, SD = 17.83, minimum value = 18, maximum value = 90, 25th
percentile = 24.50, 50th percentile = 30, 75th percentile = 48 (range 18–90) and distress of para-
noid thoughts: M = 18.60, SD = 12.78, minimum value = 0 and maximum value = 55, 25th per-
centile = 6.50, 50th percentile = 18, 75th percentile = 50 (range 0–70).

The skewness of the distribution of the frequency and conviction of paranoid thoughts was
slightly to the left but not as much as observed in the original study by Freeman et al. (2005)
(1.2 and 1.4 with a kurtosis of 1.04 and 1.08 for frequency and conviction, respectively). The dis-
tribution of the distress of paranoid thoughts was normal with a skewness of .75 and kurtosis of
.30. A Kolmogorov–Smirnov (K–S) test was performed to test the normality of the dimensions of
the paranoia checklist in our sample. Results showed that the data were normally distributed for
the frequency of paranoid thoughts (Z = 1.23, p = .098), the conviction of paranoid thoughts (Z =
1.51, p = .078) and the distress of paranoid thoughts (Z = .61, p = .85).

A one-way ANOVAwas performed to examine the effects of the terrorism news on the depen-
dent variables. There were no statistically significant effects of the terrorism news condition on
state social paranoia, F(1,52) = .53, p = .47, d = .20; death anxiety, F(1,52) = .15, p = .70,

Mental Health, Religion & Culture 5

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

89
.1

53
.1

12
.1

92
] 

at
 0

7:
33

 3
1 

Ju
ly

 2
01

5 



d = .11; on cultural mistrust of Muslims, F(1,52) = .22, p = .64, d = 13; or on Islamophobia,
F(1,52) = .08, p = .78, d = .08 (Table 1). This suggested that the terrorism news condition
did not have an effect on Islamophobia and death anxiety, as previously observed in the literature.
Indeed, the effect of the independent variable on death anxiety was considerably smaller (d = .11)
to the one presented by Das et al. (2009) (d = .51).

When examining the correlations between the main variables, we found a positive corre-
lation between paranoia (frequency) and cultural mistrust r = .49, n = 53, p < .001 and Islamo-
phobia r = .39, n = 53, p < .005, suggesting an association between these variables. Moreover,
the paranoia dimensions of frequency and distress were positively correlated with death
anxiety (r = .34, n = 53, p < .005 and r = .28, n = 53, p < .05, respectively). As expected,
given the similarity of the two constructs, there was also a strong, positive
correlation between cultural mistrust of Muslims and Islamophobia, r = .72, n = 53, p < .001
(see Table 2).

We used structural equation modelling to analyse the direct and indirect effects of death
anxiety as an independent variable impacting anti-Muslim prejudice measured by cultural
mistrust of Muslims and Islamophobia. Linear regressions showed that death anxiety did not
itself predict cultural mistrust of Muslims (R2 = .040; F(1,52) = 2.11, p = .15) or Islamophobia
(R2 = .004; F(1,52) = 2.12, p = .66). However, we did observe that the frequency of paranoid
thoughts, conversely, did predict the variance of both cultural mistrust of Muslims (R2 = .24, F
(1,52) = 15.94, p < .001) and Islamophobia (R2 = .15; F(1,52) = 9.28, p = .004). Given that
death anxiety was moderately correlated with the frequency of paranoid thoughts (r = .34) and
significantly correlated with anti-Muslim prejudice, we decided to insert the frequency of para-
noid thoughts in this model as a possible mediator of the relationship between death anxiety
and anti-Muslim prejudice.

Figure 1 shows this model and standardised beta values. The model fits the data well, χ2(53)
= 30.80, p < .001; with a Bentler-Bonett Normed Fit Index (BBFI) of .89 and a Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) of .41, both of which meet the threshold of .90 to show a good fit. The Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was less than the threshold of .10; RMSEA = .03.
Death anxiety did not have a significant direct effect on anti-Muslim prejudice (β = .04, p =
n.s. for cultural mistrust of Muslims and β = −.077, p = n.s. for Islamophobia, respectively).
However, in support of our hypothesis, an indirect path was significant – death anxiety did
have statistically significant indirect effects on anti-Muslim prejudice through the mediator
variable of the frequency of paranoid thoughts β = .16, Sobel’s Z = 2.15, p = .031 for the cultural
mistrust of Muslims and β = .14, Sobel’s Z = 2.15, p = .031 Z = 2.03, p = .041 for Islamophobia,
respectively. This suggests that paranoia is a mediator of the relationship between death anxiety
and anti-Muslim prejudice.

Table 1. Terrorist news vs. neutral news conditions’ effects on death anxiety, state social paranoia and anti-
Muslim prejudice.

Terrorist news
condition

Non-terrorist
news condition

M SD M SD F p 95% CI

State social paranoia 46.33 9.23 44.61 7.48 .53 n.s. (43–48)
Death anxiety 56.93 11.9 55.61 13.1 .15 n.s. (53–60)
Cultural mistrust of Muslims 61.37 40.5 56.35 36.8 .22 n.s. (49–70)
Islamophobia 28.37 12.3 29.35 12.9 .08 n.s. (25–32)

6 B. Lopes and R. Jaspal

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

89
.1

53
.1

12
.1

92
] 

at
 0

7:
33

 3
1 

Ju
ly

 2
01

5 



Table 2. Correlations between the main variables.

Paranoia
frequency

Paranoia
conviction

Paranoia
distress

Death
anxiety Islamophobia

Cultural mistrust
of Muslims

Negative implicit
attitudes towards

Muslims
State social
paranoia

Paranoia frequency .36** .31* .34** .39** .49** .13 .20
Paranoia conviction .36** .17 .04 .21 .04 −.08 .19
Paranoia distress .31** .17 .28* −.05 .07 .06 .48**
Death anxiety .33* .04 .28* .06 .20 .05 .37**
Islamophobia .39** .21 −.05 .06 .72** −.24+ −.07
Cultural mistrust of
Muslims

.49** .04 .07 .20 .72 −.11 −.05

Negative implicit
attitudes towards
Muslims

.13 −.08 .06 −.05 −.24+ −.11 .07

State social paranoia .20 .19 .48** .37** −.07 −.05 .07

+p = .072 (n.s.).
**p < .005.
*p < .05.
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Experiment 2

The aim of experiment 2 was to corroborate one of the main findings of experiment 1, namely that
paranoia is associated with out-group prejudice. We wanted to test whether paranoid traits would
become salient in a context of competition, and whether this would stimulate negative thoughts,
feelings and perceptions about a member of a salient out-group (i.e., a Muslim player).

Method

Participants

Ninety-four De Montfort University and Leicester University undergraduate students were
recruited to take part in this study. There were more females (n = 67) than males (n = 27) in
this sample. Nonetheless, there were no statistically significant differences between the genders
concerning baseline and post-experimental trait paranoia. The age range of participants was
18–58 (M = 22.54, SD = 5.59).

In contrast to experiment 1, this study presented not only a negative and neutral news con-
dition, but also a positive news condition that depicted Islam in a positive light. This sample
included 48 Christians, 10 Hindus, 22 atheists and 14 unspecified religions. Participants of differ-
ent religious backgrounds and atheists were evenly and randomly distributed between the three
news conditions – 31 participants watched the negative news clip, 27 the positive news clip
and 36 watched the neutral news clip.

Instruments

In addition to the State Social Paranoia Scale (Freeman et al., 2007), we used the following
questionnaires.

Figure 1. Pathway analysis model with death anxiety as the IVand the frequency of paranoid thoughts as a
mediator of anti-Muslim prejudice.
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The General Paranoia Scale (Fenigstein & Vanable, 1992) aims to assess trait paranoia in a
non-clinical, student population. The scale consists of 20 items, for example, “Someone has been
trying to influence my mind”. Scoring is presented on a five-point Likert Scale, and can range
from 20 to 100, with higher scores indicating more paranoid thoughts. The internal reliability
of the scale was excellent, α = .90.

The Perceptions about the Competing Player Questionnaire (Lopes & Pinto-Gouveia, 2012,
2013) explores two aspects: (1) how participants are feeling and what kind of thoughts they have
concerning their game performance, e.g., if they thought they were competent or incompetent or if
they were frustrated or happy; and (2) the thoughts and feelings that participants had about the
competing Muslim player (i.e., positive or negative). This scale has been adapted from the
scale Cognitive Perceptions and Emotional Responses (Dutton & Brown, 1997). The scale con-
sists of 14 items, for example, “The player made me feel frustrated”. Participants indicated their
level of agreement on a seven-point Likert Scale. Scores are totalled and the higher the score, the
more negative feelings and thoughts about the performance in the game and the more negative
thoughts and feelings towards the Muslim competing player, that is, another form of contextual
prejudice. The internal reliability of the scale was good, α = .81.

Experimental procedure

Participants were asked to complete the baseline measure of trait paranoia and then they were ran-
domly assigned to the news conditions: negative Islamic portrayal (participants were exposed to a
news report about the murder of Lee Rigby, a British soldier, in London at the hands of two
Muslim extremists), positive Islamic portrayal (participants were exposed to a news report of a
Muslim community helping to feed the homeless), and a neutral portrayal (the clip presented
to participants was unrelated to Islam and similar to the one used in the previous study). After
viewing the clips, participants were told that they were going to play an online game of checkers
against a competing Muslim player.

The use of an online game of checkers was set up so that participants would fail against the
Muslim competitor, and followed the procedures outlined by Dutton and Brown (1997), who
examined how induced failure in the lab can lead to mood changes and affect self-esteem,
thereby inducing self-serving biases. Social psychology research has used games such as cyber-
ball (Williams, Yeager, Cheung, & Choi, 2012) to induce feelings of exclusion, stress, negative
cognitions about personal performance (Dutton & Brown, 1997) and negative cognitions about
other players and out-groups (Schaafsma & Williams, 2012). Moreover, research has shown
that induced failure in the lab is associated with depressive (Shah, O’Carrol, Rogers, Moffoot,
& Ebmeier, 1999) and paranoid thoughts (Lopes & Pinto-Gouveia, 2012). Therefore, we expected
this online game of checkers to induce stress in participants by artificially prompting their failure
and poor performance compared to a competing Muslim player, and that this stressful experience
would stimulate underlying negative cognitions about Muslims. Indeed, research has shown that
failure in competitive games can induce paranoia and associated cognitive biases. Players may
attribute personal failure to the competing player, express hostility towards the player and experi-
ence negative cognitions (Lopes & Pinto-Gouveia, 2012).

The player profiles that were presented to players before the game started featured a picture of
a Muslim young man/woman. Male players were told they were playing against the Muslim
young man whereas, female players were told they were playing against the Muslim young
woman to avoid gender bias. Participants were in fact playing against the computer. To render
this more credible, the researcher pretended to telephone the competing player to check
whether he/she was ready to begin. Before the game started, the players were told that the
purpose of the game was to win against the competing player and that they had 10 minutes to
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do so. They were also told that most university students win the game. In fact, the game was set to
a high difficulty setting to induce failure. Participants also had to state their level of experience of
playing checkers and online games. After this they were given a practice trial that lasted 5
minutes, and then they played the game for 10 minutes. After the game, they were given the
outcome questionnaires of State Social Paranoia Scale, the General Paranoia Scale and the Per-
ceptions About the Competing Player Questionnaire to fill in. Participants were debriefed and
thanked for their participation.

Results

We first computed the differences between the scores on general paranoia (GP) at baseline and
post-experiment. The positive scores indicate a decrease on trait paranoia between baseline and
post-experiment.

Preliminary ANOVA analyses showed that the British religious individuals presented
more trait GP both at baseline and post-experiment with the Christian participants presenting
the highest scores (Christians: GP baseline, M = 43.77, SD = 14.06; GP post-experiment, M =
42.73, SD = 15.07; followed by the Hindu participants: GP baseline, M = 43.20, SD = 13.12,
GP post-experiment, M = 41.30, SD = 11.58 and other religions: GP baseline, M = 43.00, SD =
16.71 and GP post-experiment, M = 42.71, SD = 16.56) than the British atheists (GP baseline:
M = 35.90, SD = 10.24; GP post-experiment: M = 35.22, SD = 9.91). Nonetheless, the effects of
religion in both baseline and post-experiment trait paranoia were statistically non-significant
(F(3,93) = 1.78, p = .16 and F(4,93) = 1.57, p = .20, respectively). The differences between
the Christians who scored the highest on GP and the atheists who scored the lowest were statisti-
cally significant, t(68) = 2.44, p = .022 for baseline paranoia and t(68) = 2.13, p = .037 for post-
experimental paranoia, respectively. This meant that British Christians manifested significantly
more baseline and post-experimental paranoia than the atheists.

Moreover, as expected, British religious individuals also manifested more state social para-
noia following the experimental conditions, with the Hindus manifesting the highest scores on
state social paranoia (M = 48.70, SD = 6.39) followed by other religions (M = 46.42, SD =
10.36) and Christians (M = 45.41, SD = 9.60) compared to the atheists (M = 42.13, SD = 5.99).
As observed previously, this effect was statistically non-significant (F(3,93) = 1.55, p = .21).
However, the differences between the Hindus who scored the highest on state social paranoia
and the atheists who scored the lowest were statistically significant t(30) = 2.84, p = .008. This
meant that Hindus were also manifesting more state social paranoia than atheists. However,
there was no main effect of news conditions on the level of trait paranoia scores from baseline
to post-experiment (F(2,93) = 1.26, p = .29).

Christian participants manifested the most negative perceptions of their game performance
and of the Muslim competing player (M = 44.14, SD = 13.59) followed by the atheists (M =
42.41, SD = 15.47) and Hindus (M = 40.50, SD = 12.77). In the negative news condition, partici-
pants manifested more negative perceptions of game performance and of the Muslim competing
player (M = 44.55, SD = 13.48) than in the positive and neutral news conditions (M = 40.45, SD =
15.79 andM = 41.12, SD = 12.26, respectively) but this effect was non-significant (F(2,93) = .62,
p = .54). In conclusion, although both religious people and those who viewed negative news of
Islam exhibited more trait paranoia and more negative perceptions of the Muslim competing
player, these trends were not powerful enough to be statistically significant. Nevertheless, Chris-
tians and Hindus both manifested more GP and state social paranoia than atheists.

We also performed correlations to examine the relationships between the main variables. As to
be expected, baseline trait paranoia was positively correlated with state social paranoia (r = .58,
p < .001) and with the perceptions of the game and of the competing Muslim player score
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(r = .29, p = .005). This suggested that the more trait paranoia at baseline, the more post-exper-
imental state social paranoia and the more negative perceptions of the competing Muslim
player. There was, however, no significant correlation between state social paranoia and percep-
tions of the competing Muslim player score. A linear regression showed that baseline trait para-
noia was a statistically significant predictor, accounting for around 29% of the variance of the
negative perceptions of Muslim player score (R2 = .08, F(1,93) = 8.46, p = .005). Moreover,
when state social paranoia was added to the model, we observed that this variable did not add
any value to the prediction (β = .003; t = .017, p = .99).

Discussion

This study tested the effects of exposure to (Islamist) terrorism news on prejudice towards
Muslims, state social paranoia and death anxiety and explored the role of paranoid thinking in
predicting cultural mistrust of Muslims and Islamophobia. The results showed that there was
no association between news condition and the levels of state social paranoia, death anxiety or
prejudice against Muslims. This does not support our first hypothesis and failed to replicate
Das et al.’s (2009) study of Islamophobia in the Netherlands. Although the main manipulation
from the first study did not succeed in impacting the dependent measures of Islamophobia,
there is existing evidence that the mass media have played an important role in influencing atti-
tudes towards Muslims post-9/11 (see Cinnirella, 2014; Das et al., 2009; Sheridan, 2006). More-
over, our results suggest that exposure to terrorism news does not increase levels of paranoia,
which is inconsistent with the existing empirical observation that violent events depicted in the
media can increase paranoid beliefs and thoughts (Freeman & Freeman, 2008).

Some tentative explanations for these findings can be offered. First, the media’s depiction of
Islamist terrorism has been particularly negative in the Dutch context, particularly in the after-
math of the murder of Theo van Gough (Meyer, 2008). Das et al.’s (2009) experiment was con-
ducted soon after this high-profile terrorist incident in Holland and would therefore constitute a
salient issue activated in participants’minds when exposed to the stimulus, whereas the London
bombings occurred almost 10 years prior to our experiment and would therefore be less cogni-
tively salient. In addition to this time lag, it is noteworthy that the research was conducted in the
multicultural city of Leicester, where there are generally positive intergroup relations between
the city’s diverse ethnic and religious communities.1 Although the aim of the studies was to
measure levels of Islamophobia in a laboratory setting, study participants naturally draw
upon their own existing social representations about the stimuli (Parker, 1987). In view of
the multicultural character of Leicester, it is possible that our sample did not produce the
same levels of Islamophobia that have been observed in more varied British samples (Cinnir-
ella, 2014).

Second, Chadwick, Birchwood, and Trower (1996) claim that environmental influences are
not the root cause of paranoia but rather the genetic make-up of the individual – environmental
factors make little contribution to altering one’s neurochemical state. Trower and Chadwick
(1995) substantiate this claim by pointing to the high rate of hereditary illness in clinical popu-
lations, and a 40% concordance rate among monozygotic twins with paranoia. Moreover, research
has shown the prevalence of a paranoid personality type in non-clinical populations, which might
have more explanatory power than environmental factors (Fenigstein & Vanable, 1992). For
example, research by Livesley (1995) suggests that some individuals possess certain personality
traits which are conducive to paranoid tendencies – such individuals remain in a state of sub-clini-
cal paranoia despite environmental factors. The results of the present study would support this
perspective as in the first experiment those participants who scored high on the paranoid checklist
prior to the news condition proportionately scored high on the State Social Paranoia Scale
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(following the news condition). This suggests that these individuals exhibit a paranoid schema
that may be influenced by their personality traits and genetic make-up.

The results of our second experiment support the work of Trower and Chadwick (1995) and
Livesley (1995) that demonstrates the presence of trait paranoia in a non-clinical population. We
found out that trait paranoia is a significant predictor of out-group prejudice as measured by the
negative perceptions that non-Muslim participants had concerning the Muslim out-group. Our
results are also consistent with social psychological theories of prejudice that suggest that
when individuals of different groups compete with each other, they will manifest in-group favour-
itism bias and out-group derogation, as well as perceive threat from the members of the out-group
(Hewstone, Rubin, & Willis, 2002). Moreover, when individuals of different groups are put in a
situation in which they have to compete with each other their paranoid tendencies will be salient,
particularly when they need to compete with a member of a very salient out-group that is rep-
resented socially as one that people usually have to be suspicious of and feel threatened by,
such as Muslims in a climate of Islamophobia (Cinnirella, 2014). Paranoid trait tendencies led
to an activation of negative schemas of Muslims characterised by the presence of negative
thoughts about the competing Muslim.

In support of our second hypothesis, our results demonstrate that paranoid thinking is a
reliable predictor of prejudice towards Muslims. These results make a novel contribution to the
understanding of TMT by suggesting that paranoia can mediate the effect of death anxiety on
prejudice. For instance, theories, such as the Meaning Management Theory and Self-determi-
nation Theory, shift the emphasis from minimising terror to maximising meaning-making
(Ryan & Deci, 2004; Wong & Tomer, 2011). Kirkpatrick and Navarrete (2006) argue from an
evolutionary psychological perspective that it is implausible that the defence of in-group world
views has evolved as the solution to managing death anxiety as a terror management system.
Many studies have identified other prime causal factors underlying prejudice – Heaven and
St. Quintin (2003) demonstrated that personality factors (e.g., a strong affiliation with national-
ism) predicted prejudice. In a similar vein, the present study demonstrates that paranoid thinking
is a significant predictor of Islamophobic prejudice and that paranoia is a significant mediator of
the impact of death anxiety on prejudice.

This complements existing research which has found a close association between paranoia
and prejudice (Biassey, 1972; Jamal & Naber, 2008). This, therefore, suggests that prejudice,
specifically cultural mistrust and Islamophobia, may arise from persecutory beliefs towards a per-
ceived threat to one’s own safety – in context of our study, Muslims (cf. Jamal & Naber, 2008).
Individuals with high levels of paranoia tend to harbour suspicion and mistrust of others (Kramer,
1998), and subjectively accentuate risk despite low objective risk (Abbot, 1914). This may
explain the link between heightened paranoia and cultural mistrust towards Muslims and Islamo-
phobia in the context of terrorism – individuals may erroneously accentuate the risk that Muslims
pose to their safety, due to their own paranoid tendencies (Freeman & Freeman, 2008). Our find-
ings clearly suggest that paranoid thinking shapes our attitudes towards “Significant Others”
which are perceived to threaten, in one way or another, the integrity, purity and independence
of the in-group in a significant way (Triandafyllidou, 2001). Having a paranoid schema of the
social world predisposes individuals to be extremely suspicious of out-groups (and especially
of those that are socially represented as posing a threat) (Fenigstein & Vanable, 1992). In the after-
math of high-level terrorist attacks and the more recent atrocities committed by the so-called
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, the Western media is replete with representations that construct
Muslims as a legitimate target for suspicion and mistrust (Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2010) and, as
such, is a fertile breeding ground for paranoia and prejudice in societal thinking.

Complementing the existing TMTaccounts of prejudice, study 1 showed that the frequency of
paranoid thoughts functions as a mediator of the relationship between death anxiety and anti-
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Muslim prejudice. Research into paranoia in non-clinical populations can contribute to our under-
standing of this finding (Ellet, Lopes, & Chadwick, 2003). For example, this research has shown
that paranoid thoughts in non-clinical populations are fleeting and context-dependent. Similarly,
empirical research in clinical psychology (Ellet et al., 2003) indicates that non-clinical paranoid
individuals will respond to situations that are threatening to the self by employing strategies, such
as cognitive restructuring and re-appraisal, to impede the onset of a rigid paranoid schema con-
sisting of stable and unshakable paranoid beliefs commonly observed in individuals who suffer
from paranoid schizophrenia. As such, the impact of paranoid thoughts in the non-clinical para-
noid individual is less strong emotionally than in the paranoid schizophrenic because the paranoid
individual will quickly re-structure their experience and question their thoughts.

However, if individuals feel threatened (due to media representations of terrorist threat, for
instance), they may develop a paranoid schema as a defensive coping strategy (Bentall, Kinderman,
& Kaney, 1994). This may explain why paranoia mediates the relationship between death anxiety and
anti-Muslim prejudice. First, it seems feasible that death anxiety may lead to fear about the ill inten-
tions of others whomay bring about harm. From a cognitive perspective, both are erroneous interpret-
ations of social situations – one may perceive threat in other people’s actions without sufficient basis,
for instance. Second, because death anxiety is more strongly associated with the self as being finite
and paranoia with the notion that the others will harm the self, it seems reasonable to argue that, for
death anxiety to have an impact on out-group prejudice, paranoia needs to be present. In other words,
paranoia may be the missing link. This would explain the presence of negative and biased attitudes
towards the Muslim out-group. However, because these particular findings are based on a cross-sec-
tional design, we could not establish causality and examine whether it is paranoia that leads to death
anxiety or vice versa. This study, nevertheless, opens up an important avenue of research that could
explore the relationship between the two variables and their impact on anti-Muslim prejudice.

Interestingly, negative implicit attitudes towards Muslims did not predict anti-Muslim preju-
dice, which cast some doubt on the validity of the IAT. Indeed, it has been argued that the IAT,
instead of measuring implicit attitudes, simply measures constructs such as salience of attributes
(Rothermund &Wentura, 2004) or cultural knowledge (Arkes & Tetlock, 2004). Furthermore, the
consistency of the IAT has been questioned, since participants who undertake the test multiple
times tend to contribute differing results (Tierney, 2008). Future research should examine the
role of paranoia in prejudice more fully by exploring trait aspects of paranoia and the relationship
between paranoia and the media. Can paranoia be shaped or is this entirely determined by the
genetic make-up? This would allow us to further elucidate the inter-relations between paranoia
and prejudice. Historically, a state of paranoia has led to the irrational belief that one’s in-
group faces an existential threat from a specific (often vulnerable) out-group. A chilling
example of this psychological process is the age-old persecution of the Jewish people which cul-
minated in the Holocaust. Accordingly, it is important to research how paranoid fears and a para-
noid predisposition may lead to prejudice. It is hoped that these preliminary, but suggestive,
experimental studies will encourage further research in this important area.

Note
1. BBC News, http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/1357865.stm.
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