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Musical Heuristic and Hindsight Bias: The Persuasion Mechanism of Conspiracy

Theory Short Videos and User Engagement

QU Hui, GAO Yajie

School of Journalism and Communication, Beijing Normal University, Beijing 100875, China

Summary

Short videos, which combine music and images, exhibit more irrational and structural characteristics in their
mode of communication. This makes short videos a popular new media form worldwide and also a noteworthy new
carrier for spreading conspiracy theories, exerting significant influence on public opinion. The unique narrative
style and the capacity for emotional resonance inherent in short videos constitute essential research topics that

warrant further investigation.

This study, focusing on background music, a crucial element unique to short videos, investigates the persuasion
mechanism and user engagement pathways of conspiracy theory short videos. By using the “heuristic-systematic
model” as the theoretical framework, the study simulates an information encounter environment through online
experiments to explore the impact of music as a heuristic cue on the persuasiveness of conspiracy theory short
videos. Additionally, it employs path analysis to explore the unique audience engagement mechanisms of such

content.

The experimental results indicate (1) For the same short video, there are significant differences in conspiracy
theory beliefs under background music with different levels of vigilance, with high-vigilance background music
significantly enhancing the persuasiveness of conspiracy theory content; (2) User perception of argument quality
partially mediates the relationship between background music with different levels of vigilance and conspiracy
theory beliefs; (3) Users tend to engage more significantly with conspiracy theory content that holds high
relevance to them and involves a substantial degree of information. Such users perceive a superior quality of
argument, making them more inclined to like, comment, and share the conspiracy theory content; (4)
Information involvement, directly and indirectly, affects the willingness to fact-check, and once conspiracy
theory beliefs are established, they do not directly impact the willingness to fact-check. The study ultimately
establishes a comprehensive path analysis model including information involvement, argument quality perception,
willingness to engage in information interaction and fact-check, providing more diverse dimensions for

understanding conspiracy theory disseminators’ psychological traits and behavioral outcomes.

The value of this study lies in inferring the significant impact of music as a heuristic cue on the spread of
conspiracy theories in an experimental setting and highlighting the “hindsight bias” induced by conspiracy theory
dissemination through short videos, where persuasive techniques create an illusion of rational conviction among
the public. This rational illusion, on the one hand, terminates the willingness to fact-check and, on the other
hand, amplifies the potential for further dissemination. These findings provide empirical data for identifying,

correcting, and intervening in conspiracy theory content on short video platforms in internet content governance.

Keywords

short videos; background music; dissemination of conspiracy theories; heuristic-systematic model; user

perception; persuasion mechanism; hindsight bias
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