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Master Project 1: Conspiracy Thinking, Authoritarian Attitudes, and Social
Conformity in Lonely vs. Non-Lonely Individuals

Loneliness is increasingly recognized as a risk factor not only for mental health difficulties, but
also for susceptibility to misinformation, conspiracy beliefs, and authoritarian ideologies
(Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009; Haihambo et al., 2025, Bierwiaczonek et al., 2024). From a cognitive
processing perspective, chronically lonely individuals may recalibrate how much they rely on
social information, paradoxically conforming less to perceived group norms and distrusting
societal institutions. This may make lonely individuals especially vulnerable to endorsing
conspiracy narratives and authoritarian worldviews, which provide clear social structure and a
sense of certainty in an otherwise socially ambiguous environment. Importantly, it remains
unknown whether this vulnerability is uniform across different sources of social influence, or
whether lonely individuals with high conspiracy or authoritarian propensity are selectively
sensitive to particular influencing agents, such as a single person, a group, or an Al system.

This project investigates how conspiracy belief propensity and authoritarian attitudes shape
behavioral and neural markers of social conformity in chronically lonely versus non-lonely
individuals, and whether these effects depend on who (or what) is doing the influencing. The study
focuses on brain regions involved in processing social norms, updating beliefs, and making
value-based decisions, including the mPFC, TPJ, anterior insula, and ventral striatum.

Methods:

e Behavioral
e fMRI

Requirements:
e Interest in social and affective neuroscience
e Familiarity with statistical analysis (R preferred)
e Experience with MATLAB and/or fMRI analysis is an advantage
e Intermediate German proficiency is desirable for participant testing
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Master Project 2: Using fMRI and cognitive re-appraisal to understand and
influence negative touch perception in traumatized individuals

Traumatic life events are often associated with altered perception of touch as touch is perceived
more negatively by traumatized individuals. In this project, we aim to understand the
neurobiological foundations of this altered touch perception using fMRI by investigating whether
these changes are linked to alterations in sensory or cognitive brain structures. Furthermore, we
want to use a behavioral cognitive re-appraisal intervention to reduce the negative effects of
trauma on touch perception. Students working on this topic will conduct behavioral and fMRI
experiments in individuals with traumatic experiences as well as healthy controls. As the
participants have to be tested in German, fluency in German is required to apply for this project.

Methods:

e Neuroimaging (fMRI)
e Behavioral testing
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Master Project 3: Combinatory effects of touch and placebo on pain and social
processing

Affective touch is a fundamental need for humans and has profound benefits for physical and
mental health (Packheiser et al., 2024). Mechanistically, providing touch in the form of for
example a massage shows a considerable overlap with mechanisms of placebo interventions as
both are heavily modulated by expectations, affective state and social context (Atlas, 2021). It is
therefore possible that combining the administration of social touch with the administration of a
placebo could generate additive or even synergistic effects. Such effects are highly relevant for
improving public health as strengthening placebo effects are regarded as extremely valuable to
reduce the burden of medication and their associated side effects. This project aims to uncover
the shared mechanistims at the behavioral, neural and endocrine level how touch and placebo
interventions interact on pain as well as social processing.

Within the scope of the project, healthy participants will be recruited twice and receive either a
massage or control intervention in combination with a placebo treatment. Importantly,
participants will be informed that the received placebo contains the hormone oxytocin which
modulates both nociception as well as affiliative, social processing. Using fMRI, we will
investigate how brain representations of pain and social stimuli are altered in this cross-over
design.

Methods:

e Behavioral

o fMRI

e Pharmacology

e Hormonal measurements

Requirements:
e Interest in social and affective neuroscience
e Familiarity with statistical analysis (R preferred)
e Experience with MATLAB and/or fMRI analysis is an advantage
e Intermediate German proficiency is desirable for participant testing
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