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ABSTRACT 

 

On January 6, 2021, America watched as thousands stormed the United States Capitol. 

Among the flags, shirts, and other memorabilia bearing former President Donald Trump’s 

visage stood a subtle symbol associated with several far-right conspiracy theories: “Q.” 

This qualitative study examines how the press’s coverage of the QAnon conspiracy theory 

shifted after the January 6 Capitol attack. The study finds that QAnon is often used as a 

reference point to imply negative connotations towards an individual or political party. 

Before the Capitol attack, news outlets were more likely to connect QAnon to political 

actors, whereas connections to far-right extremist groups were frequently made after the 

Capitol attack.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Some news outlets called it a riot. Others called it an attack or even an 

insurrection. Regardless of how news outlets defined it, January 6, 2021, stands out as the 

day that thousands of people stormed the United States Capitol, spurred on by false 

allegations of interference in the 2020 presidential election. The false allegations, which 

former President Donald Trump has touted, originated within a fringe conspiracy 

movement: QAnon. QAnon is an anonymous Internet figure who alleges that they are a 

government agent intent on disclosing information alluding to a secret struggle for power 

within the American government and abroad. QAnon – which refers to the anonymous 

Internet figure as well as the conspiracy theory itself – began posting on the message 

board 4chan in October 2017 and claimed that Donald Trump was actively fighting 

against the “deep state” to keep them from taking over America (Wong, 2020). In QAnon 

rhetoric, the deep state is an elite group of evil billionaires, Democrats, and Hollywood 

celebrities that practice Satanism and engage in acts of cannibalism, human trafficking, 

and pedophilia. The vague concept of “evil elites” and general fluidity of the conspiracy 

theory positions QAnon as an umbrella conspiracy theory, allowing it to operate as a 

catch-all for both previously established and newer conspiracy theories. Attaching the 

QAnon moniker to a conspiracy theory legitimizes and validates the theory amongst 

believers, as demonstrated by the claims of widespread voter fraud during the 2020 

presidential election.  

While the QAnon conspiracy theory may appear to be relatively new, the 

underpinnings of the conspiracy theory have long existed in conspiratorial thinking. In 

Hofstadter’s “The Paranoid Style in American Politics” (1964), the author proposes a 
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framework for the mindset of what is referred to as the “right-wing paranoid.” The right-

wing paranoid mindset comprises three key components, all of which are reminiscent of 

QAnon lore. The elements are a belief that there is a conspiratorial plot to overthrow 

America’s capitalist system to bring in socialism or communism; a belief that there is a 

hidden network of Communist agents (prior to the Second Red Scare, the belief placed 

the agents as Jesuit) who control influential institutions such as mass media, education, 

and religion; and a belief that a hidden network of Communist agents has infiltrated 

America’s government to engage in nefarious activities and destabilize the country 

(Hofstadter, 1964, p.81-82). These core elements of the right-wing paranoid mindset are 

found within QAnon talking points. We see this in continual discussions about fears of 

Antifa – the left-wing decentralized anti-fascist movement (Anti-Defamation League, 

2022) – and the deep state, as well as within coverage from right-leaning news outlets 

encouraging fears of Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders welcoming in communism (Sacca, 

2020). 

Between its origins in October 2017 and its prominence in the 2020 election 

cycle, QAnon quickly spread from 4chan to popular social media platforms such as 

Twitter and Facebook, eventually becoming a national focal point through three 

prominent areas: the violence that has occurred in the name of Q through instances of 

kidnapping, assault, and murder (Greenspan, 2020; QAnon’s positioning within 

American politics; and its coverage from mainstream news outlets. This establishment as 

a national focal point demonstrates, in part, why news coverage of QAnon is a significant 

area of study. In August 2021, a QAnon supporter took his two children to Mexico and 

murdered them, claiming that “he had been ‘enlightened by QAnon and Illuminati 
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conspiracy theories’” (Hernandez, 2021). Despite the baseless allegations that make up 

the conspiracy theory and the violence that has occurred, over ninety Congressional 

candidates engaged in QAnon rhetoric as they were campaigning during the 2020 

election cycle (Kaplan, 2020). Out of those ninety Congressional candidates, two were 

elected as House Representatives (Tully-McManus, 2020). The adoption of QAnon 

rhetoric by various political actors, as well as the ongoing news coverage by legacy 

media outlets, indicates a level of endurance and prominence in the continuing 

conversation surrounding the QAnon conspiracy theory, particularly in light of the 

January 6th Capitol attack. 

The coverage of QAnon from mainstream news outlets is the third factor in 

establishing the conspiracy theory as a national focal point and is also the focus of this 

thesis. This is because coverage of QAnon, or even its usage as a mere reference point 

within the coverage, elevates the conspiracy theory to the audience, regardless of initial 

intent. This elevation of QAnon demonstrates to the audience that this topic has some 

form of significance for it to be included – even as a reference – within the news 

coverage. As was posited by McCombs and Shaw (1972), while the media cannot 

directly influence its audience on what to think about a topic or event, it can influence its 

audience to think about that topic or event. In the case of QAnon, no matter what is or is 

not said about the conspiracy theory, it is being brought to the audience’s attention in 

some way. However, its mere inclusion is not the only reason news coverage of the 

conspiracy theory has amplified it to a much larger audience. How coverage is framed 

also contributes to its amplification. When news outlets report on a topic or event, 

framing their coverage communicates specific interpretations or perspectives (Entman, 
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1992, p.52). These interpretations or perspectives reflect the news outlet’s viewpoints 

about the subject. Framing is especially salient in this thesis as QAnon is a unique case 

where mainstream news outlets are not only writing about the conspiracy theory but have 

a prominent role within the theory itself. As the mainstream media, which is often viewed 

as liberal, is considered to be a communicative outlet for the evil elites within the deep 

state, how they frame QAnon within their coverage can affect not only how it is received 

and interpreted by the general public, but also by QAnon adherents as well. Between 

directing audiences to think about QAnon and the frames used within news coverage of 

the topic, news outlets’ role and influence in conveying information about QAnon to the 

general public is clear.  

 The cyclical nature of the right-wing paranoid mindset viewed alongside QAnon’s 

positioning as a national focal point indicates that research within this specific subject of 

news coverage can illuminate potential variations in coverage among news outlets of 

differing political ideologies. Examinations of these variations in coverage can allow for 

a better understanding of the possible bias within the press when discussing conspiracy 

theories that are often associated with extremist views and sympathies. Using grounded 

theory methodology and sentiment analysis among six news outlets across the political 

spectrum, this thesis project analyzes how political biases can potentially affect coverage 

of extremist groups and concepts, specifically when a significant event occurs.  

  



5 

 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this thesis project serves to operate as a lens 

through which to understand the results of the analysis and demonstrate the importance of 

acknowledging why news coverage of QAnon matters. Agenda-setting theory and 

framing theory make up this theoretical framework. The foundational theory of this 

framework is agenda-setting theory, as it establishes how an audience can be affected by 

mass media. McCombs and Shaw (1972) suggest that although it is incapable of 

influencing an audience on what to specifically think, mass media can influence an 

audience on what to think about. The audience learns about a topic in direct proportion to 

how mass media applies emphasis and focus on specific topics or issues (McCombs & 

Shaw, 1972, p.177). This means that when news outlets cover QAnon, even if it is only 

used in passing, it implies to the audience that this topic is noteworthy, regardless of what 

is discussed within the coverage. News coverage of the conspiracy theory has allowed 

QAnon to achieve a scope of reach that would not have been possible prior to coverage 

from news outlets. 

Framing theory is the second media theory utilized in the theoretical framework. 

According to Entman, framing “is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make 

them more salient in a communicating content, in such a way to promote a particular 

problem, definition, causal interpretation, [or] moral evaluation…” (1992, p.52). Framing 

establishes a narrative that accentuates or diminishes specific facts or connections to 

communicate an interpretation of an issue (Entman, 2007, p.164). Both agenda-setting 
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theory and framing theory demonstrate the responsibility and role that news outlets have 

in potentially influencing their audience. 

Conspiracy Theories and Their Reach 

Despite their prominence in popular culture and American society, there are numerous 

contested definitions of the term “conspiracy theory.” This study employs the definition 

proposed by Byford (2011), where the term conspiracy theory is defined as an 

“explanation, either speculative or evidence-based, which attributes the cause of an event 

to a conspiracy or a plot” (p.21). However, Byford argues that this is too general of a 

descriptor and that a conspiracy theory must consist of at least one of the following two 

factors. For something to be considered a conspiracy theory, an event in question 

occurred because of a “plot with threatening and evil intent” (Byford, 2011, p.21). This 

factor applies to QAnon as the basis of the conspiracy is based upon allegations of an evil 

plot being enacted by a secret group. This is in reference to the alleged existence of the 

deep state, which is made up of evil elites who want to obtain global control. The second 

factor revolves around discovering a previously unknown “truth” revolving around the 

content where the initial event happened (Byford, 2011, p.21). This factor applies to 

QAnon in numerous aspects. QAnon’s positioning as a catch-all conspiracy theory fulfills 

this factor, as previously unknown “truths” are revealed to QAnon adherents through the 

mere association of the Q moniker with a conspiracy theory. On a more literal level, each 

QAnon post operates as a discovery of an unknown “truth” for followers due to the vague 

hints towards purported deep state secrets within the posts. 

Conspiracy theories have been prominent within societies throughout history (van 

Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). These have taken the form of anti-masonic conspiracy 
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theories (Berlet, 2004), illuminati conspiracy theories (Oberhauser, 2020), and 

antisemitic conspiracy theories (Oberhauser, 2020), among a litany of others. As 

discussed previously, several modern conspiracy theories have foundational aspects 

found within conspiracy theories from decades prior (Hofstadter, 1964). Richard Popp 

explains the enduring nature of conspiracy theories within society. He argues that when 

the dominant narrative fails to answer questions about a significant event, conspiracy 

theories arise to fill the narrative gap (Popp, 2006, p.269). Popp suggests that when a 

conspiracy theory fills the gap in the dominant narrative, those who believe in the 

conspiracy theory may obtain some closure around the event or topic in question (2006). 

However, the inclusion of the conspiracy theory then oversimplifies the event and the 

context surrounding it. The oversimplification allows for the potential of an individual to 

find it more difficult to subscribe to future dominant narratives within the hegemonic 

society. Scholars such as Abakalina-Paap and Stephan (1999), on the other hand, posit 

that it is an issue of alienation that causes conspiracy theory narratives to be so appealing. 

Feelings of alienation can cause an individual to reject hegemonic narratives and seek out 

alternative narratives (Abakalina-Paap & Stephan, 1999). 

The Internet enables individuals to find alternative narratives – or conspiracy 

theories – much faster than in previous decades. Conspiracy theories can be disseminated 

almost instantly between various social media platforms, journalistic websites, message 

boards, and more. Often, conspiracy theories are consumed in what Del Vicario et al. 

refers to as an “echo chamber” created by an individual (2016). The individual would not 

consciously create this echo chamber. Instead, it is produced through how they engage in 

social media and what Internet communities they subscribe to. This occurs through what 
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is known as bottom-up seduction. Bottom-up seduction occurs through the social media 

algorithms developed to keep users engaged with the site (Alfano et al., 2018). 

Algorithms form a one-of-a-kind social media feed that lacks moderation of information 

and allows social media users to validate their own beliefs subconsciously through a form 

of self-confirmation bias developed through what they are consuming (Alfano et al., 

2018). For example, in the case of QAnon, this means that when individuals engage with 

QAnon content on TikTok, the algorithm will begin to give them similar information, 

affirming their own beliefs and effectively creating an echo chamber. 

QAnon: History and Beliefs 

Prior to QAnon emerging in conspiratorial spaces in October 2017, a similar 

conspiracy traversed the Internet almost a year earlier. During the 2016 presidential 

election, the conspiracy theory known as Pizzagate was prominent in many Internet 

community spaces. Like QAnon, Pizzagate alleged that several prominent political actors 

in the Democratic Party actively engaged in “ritual Satanic abuse of children at a pizza 

parlor in Washington, D.C.” (Bleakley, 2021). Pizzagate’s origins stemmed from emails 

between John Podesta and Hillary Clinton, obtained when the Democratic National 

Convention servers were hacked (Tangherlini, Shahsavari, & Shahbazi et al., 2020). 

Individuals interpreted the correspondence within these emails as coded communications 

between Podesta and Clinton, alluding to their child trafficking ring (Tangherlini, 

Shahsavari, & Shahbazi et al., 2020). While disproven several times, the conspiracy 

theory prevailed, resulting in real-world violence (Sands, 2016) and eventually paving the 

way for QAnon by laying the groundwork for the foundational beliefs of the conspiracy 
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theory. The allegations from the Pizzagate conspiracy theory are almost identical to those 

from QAnon. 

QAnon originated on the image-based message board 4chan. 4chan, which 

launched in 2003, has few codes of conduct on its various topic-specific message boards 

(referred to as sub-boards within this thesis). This has led to a host of racist, sexist, 

transphobic, and homophobic content, forming the various sub-boards into homes for 

rampant bigotry (Arthur, 2020). In October 2017, an anonymous user going by Q 

Clearance Patriot began to post to 4chan’s most notorious sub-board, “/pol,” which stands 

for politically incorrect. One of the first posts – or, as they are often called in QAnon lore, 

“drops” or “crumbs” – is shown in Figure 1 below.     

 

Figure 1: October 28, 2017. 4Chan: /pol (Coaston, 2020) 
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Q Clearance Patriot was quickly dubbed QAnon by a 4chan-user the next day 

(Rothschild, 2021, p.22). The mythology surrounding QAnon grew as the individual 

continuously posted vague allegations about Democrats and the deep state. In his 1951 

text “The True Believer,” Hoffer writes that if a conspiracy theory’s doctrine “is not 

unintelligible, it has to be vague; and if neither unintelligible nor vague, it has to be 

unverifiable” (p.101.). Much of QAnon lore can be described using one of the three 

factors given by Hoffer. While the drops’ vague aspects contributed to the ease with 

which the conspiracy theory spread, QAnon’s predilection to posting enabled its initial 

reach. Q drops were frequent, with two hundred twenty-three in November 2017 (Tian, 

2021). Drops fluctuated from month to month, with some months reaching over four 

hundred drops while others barely reached two hundred (Tian, 2021). Drops were not 

limited to 4chan, however. They spread to other social media platforms and popular 

message boards, such as Reddit. Another message board-based platform, Reddit quickly 

attracted QAnon followers, with one board (referred to as a subreddit) gaining over 

70,000 subscribers (Tiffany, 2020). This subreddit, r/TheGreatAwakening, was a hub for 

reposting QAnon drops and fostering discussion among believers. Other websites, such 

as QAnon.pub, served as consolidation websites for drops when QAnon would eventually 

switch to 8kun (previously known as 8chan). These drops would continue until December 

8, 2020. The penultimate QAnon drop and the final QAnon drop are shown in Figure 2 

below. 
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Figure 2: Final QAnon drops. Source: QAnon.pub 

In QAnon lore, several core tenets make up the primary belief system of the 

QAnon conspiracy theory. As stated above, QAnon adherents believe in the following: 

that a Satanic cabal of Democrats, celebrities, and billionaires are engaging in sex 

trafficking and pedophilia; that former president Donald Trump is secretly working 

against this deep state to ensure that America is not taken over; and that QAnon is the 

individual exposing all of this (Wong, 2020). While the beliefs themselves can seem 

relatively harmless, given that they are baseless and untrue, there are problematic aspects 

to the beliefs. One problematic aspect of the beliefs resides with the concept of the 

Satanic cabal. The roots of this part of the conspiracy theory are based on decades-old – 

or even centuries-old – conspiracy theories that are deeply antisemitic. In QAnon 

rhetoric, the Satanic cabal drinks children’s blood to use a special kind of chemical, 

adrenochrome, to prolong their lives (Freidberg, 2020). This concept, which was also a 

core belief within the Pizzagate conspiracy theory, stems from the antisemitic idea of 

false accusations towards Jewish people that deal with them killing children and 
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obtaining their blood for use within a religious ritual (Samuel & Zeitlin, 1968; Wong, 

2020). Another antisemitic aspect of the Satanic cabal comes from its positioning as a 

group of elite individuals wielding global power. This conspiratorial concept is discussed 

in the antisemitic text “The Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” a fictitious document from 

1903 that alleged those who are Jewish are evil and strive to control the world (Wong, 

2020). 

The problematic nature of the beliefs goes beyond the core beliefs of the QAnon 

conspiracy theory. The rhetoric touted by QAnon adherents differs significantly from 

person to person. As an umbrella conspiracy theory, the QAnon moniker is often attached 

to other conspiracy theories, even if they were not mentioned within QAnon drops. An 

example of this is a false allegation against the Black Lives Matter movement, claiming 

that it is a cover organization for the deep state. In a video clip on Rumble, a right-

leaning video-sharing website, one video alleges that the killing of George Floyd by 

Derek Chauvin in 2020 was a “psychological operation” because Black Lives Matter is a 

“scam” (“Psychological Operation The BLM SCAM,” 2020). This allegation and the 

video contain racist undertones, harkening to conspiracy theories and allegations of 

terrorism surrounding The Black Panther Party in the 1960s (Sérac, 2009). 

Bigotry among QAnon adherents is prominent. Among critiques of Black Lives 

Matter and allegations that the deep state is using the movement, several Islamophobic 

conspiracy theories and rhetoric are being encouraged. In the summer of 2020, a 

conspiracy theory tied to QAnon reported that mask mandates were not to limit COVID-

19 but were “orchestrated by Muslims to bring Sharia law to the United States” (Khalel, 

2020). Another example is the conspiracy theory that Hillary Clinton was part of the deep 
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state and Muslim Brotherhood because her adviser was Huma Abedin, a Muslim woman 

(Khalel, 2020). In part, Islamophobia and xenophobia were encouraged throughout the 

QAnon community through encouragement from the Trump administration, often 

through tweets. In one example, Trump quote-tweeted a tweet from a QAnon account 

(identified through its inclusion of the hashtag #WWG1WGA – “where we go one, we go 

all,” a common QAnon phrase) that promoted anti-immigration views (Uberti, 2019). 

The problematic nature of the QAnon conspiracy theory is not limited to the 

beliefs that make up the core tenets but extends to the online places where QAnon 

content is disseminated. These online spaces can take the form of message boards, 

Discord servers, social media groups, Telegram channels, and more. As was discussed 

earlier in the literature review, these spaces are often unmoderated and become an echo 

chamber of self-confirming bias. With aspects of xenophobia, antisemitism, and racism, 

the effects of the lack of moderation can be severe. Not only would it make it more 

difficult for QAnon adherents to trust the news through a constant affirmation of their 

own skewed beliefs, but many of these spaces – such as 4chan’s sub-board “/pol” – are 

home to fascist rhetoric presented in the form of memes or jokes (Evans, 2018). While 

difficult to ascertain from the outside, these memes often signal other fascists and are 

used in an attempt to radicalize QAnon believers (Evans, 2018). 

Bias in News Media 

While objectivity is often said to be a journalist’s primary goal in their coverage, 

that has not always been true. America has a vast history of newspapers explicitly 

promoting one political party or political ideology over another. The history of partisan 

papers within America goes back to the early 1800s (Kuypers, 2013, p.19). The 1820s 
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was the intersection of the beginnings of a national newspaper system and the rise of a 

blatant partisan press (Kuypers, 2013, p.21). The partisan press shifted to a more 

objective model in the 1900s, leading us to where objective journalism models are today 

(Kuypers, 2013, p.44). 

Extensive research has been conducted on political bias within news coverage and 

how preconceived biases affect news outlets. Baum and Groeling conducted a study 

where they found that left- and right-leaning news outlets included one-sided political 

coverage (2008). Their findings also demonstrated that the news outlets included in the 

study preferred coverage that aided the political party or political ideology that was 

closest to their own (Baum & Groeling, 2008). Eberl, Boomgaarden, and Wagner found 

that tonality and agenda bias in news coverage significantly affect the audience (2017). 

Tonality bias, which is a measure to determine if coverage of a political figure or party is 

more favorable in relation to coverage of political figures or parties of different leanings 

(Eberl et al., 2017, p.1128), and agenda bias, the bias that occurs based on a news outlet’s 

choice to include or ignore certain news events (p.1128), can reveal potential effects on a 

short-term basis. The study suggested that possible effects can be more significant if the 

audience is exposed to tonality and agenda bias over a more extended period of time 

(Eberl et al., 2017, p.1128). The sentiments expressed by news outlets communicate bias 

and influence the audience to lean one way or another on a subject. 

News Coverage of Conspiracy Theories 

Studies have shown a significant relationship between individuals who subscribe 

to conspiracy theories and those who consume news coverage from news outlets that are 

not considered mainstream (Stempel, Hargrove, & Stempel, 2007, p.366). This 
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connection between belief in conspiracy theories and news consumption from non-

mainstream outlets can be seen when looking at the website formerly known as Russia 

Today, RT.com, and its penchant for publishing articles that promote conspiracy theories 

about Brexit (Flaherty & Roselle, 2018, p.59). A study conducted around mainstream 

news outlet coverage in 2016 of the Zika virus and genetically modified mosquitoes 

found that the amount of Twitter posts and the sentiments expressed within the posts 

shifted considerably once the misinformation started to spread online, partly due to the 

mainstream news outlets choosing to cover the story (Mitchell, 2019).  

A similar occurrence was demonstrated in a study that examined right-leaning 

news outlets’ coverage of COVID-19. The results of the 2020 study about COVID-19 

misinformation found that audience members of right-leaning news outlets were more 

than twice as likely to believe in and tout COVID-19 misinformation (Motta, Stecula, and 

Farhart). This is because right-leaning news outlets are more likely to talk about COVID-

19 misinformation. When they do discuss COVID-19 misinformation, the language that 

they use about the pandemic can have negative connotations (Motta, Stecula, & Farhart, 

2020). An example of the language used by right-leaning news media to discuss the 

pandemic is Fox News host Sean Hannity saying that the COVID-19 pandemic is a 

“fraud” conducted at the hands of the “deep state” (Peters & Grynbaum, 2020). This 

rhetoric is often heard among QAnon adherents as well.  

Research Surrounding News Coverage Shifts and Significant Events 

In recent history, similar studies have examined how news coverage concerning a 

particular topic changed after a significant event occurred. These studies often surround 

coverage of Islam both before and after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. In prior 
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studies, it has been demonstrated that after a significant event occurs, news coverage 

around an associated event is likely to change. In a study conducted on how American 

coverage of politically motivated organizations that aged in violence shifted before and 

after the events of September 11, 2001, Nagar found that while coverage of political 

violence did not feature a notable change when comparing coverage before and after 

September 11th, an outlet’s political leaning was likely to affect the frames they applied 

to their coverage (2010). In “Framing Muslim-Americans Before and After 9/11,” Nacos 

and Torres-Reyna compare news coverage of Muslim-Americans before and after the 

September 11th terrorist attacks. They found that coverage had shifted after the terrorist 

attacks. Coverage of Muslim-Americans was more inclusive and less reliant on 

stereotypes after September 11th (Nacos & Torres-Reyna, 2003, p.151). The coverage 

was more inclusive, but they also found that Arab- and Muslim-Americans were included 

as sources in news reports more often (Nacos & Torres-Reyna, 2003, p.151).  

 Other studies, such as Ban and Adams’s study that looked at coverage from the 

Los Angeles Times of Korean Americans before and after 1992, demonstrated that 

significant change is not always the case. They found that while coverage of Korean 

Americans increased by over one hundred percent after the riots, the content of the 

coverage did not change (Ban & Adams, 1997, p.73). 

 These studies show that significant events related to a topic can have some level 

of impact on news coverage about that topic. This, along with the discussion of biases in 

news coverage and concepts of framing, suggest that shifts in news coverage after a 

significant event can be a notable area of study to examine potential preconceptions in 

news coverage. While this literature review has demonstrated the news media’s ability to 



17 

 

influence their audience and the seriousness of the QAnon conspiracy theory, how this 

applies when looking at the Capitol attack and its impact on news coverage of QAnon 

remains. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 This thesis uses grounded methodology to guide the content analysis. As Glaser 

and Straus discuss, the methodology of grounded theory involves the development of 

research questions and hypotheses throughout the analysis process (1967, p.1). The 

research questions developed for this study focus on specific areas of coverage that 

repeatedly occurred in the units of analysis. While they were developed from the analysis 

process of the study, the research questions were framed using two texts that operate as 

journalistic frameworks to cover conspiracy theories. In Joseph Uscinski’s book 

“Conspiracy Theories and the People Who Believe Them” (2018), an entire chapter is 

dedicated to suggesting a framework for journalists to cover conspiracy theories. The 

applicable elements of the framework include avoiding tying political parties or 

ideologies to a general belief in conspiracy theories (p.443), using a “clear definition” of 

what a conspiracy theory is (p.445), and the call to use less subjective language and 

opinion within news coverage (p.448). 

 The second text provides a framework for journalists to cover conspiracy theories 

suggests that news outlets avoid coverage of conspiracy theories until the topic becomes 

relevant to those outside of the community where the conspiracy theory is circulating and 

identifying the impact that coverage could have on those involved to avoid unnecessary 

amplification of the conspiracy theory (Phillips, 2018). These two texts help to establish 

the research questions that guided this study. The research questions and rationale are as 

follows: 
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R1: How does news coverage of QAnon shift between news outlets of varying political 

leanings? 

The rationale for the first research question resides mainly in framing theory, 

where news outlets utilize frames to convey specific interpretations of topics or events. A 

news outlet’s bias can be demonstratedby employingy frames within their coverage, 

illuminating their political leanings (Entman & & Rojecki, 2001; Entman, 2004; Kang, 

2005). This includes the context that QAnon is discussed in, how in-depth the coverage 

is, and who is associated with the conspiracy theory. 

R2: How do left-leaning and right-leaning outlets differ in their inclusion of antisemitic 

and racist roots of QAnon?  

 The rationale for the second research question focuses on the antisemitic and 

racist roots of the conspiracy theory, as was discussed in the literature review. Racism 

and antisemitism are found within long-established conspiracy theories that QAnon pulls 

on as well as numerous conspiracy theories that fall under the QAnon umbrella. As news 

coverage of the conspiracy theory amplifies QAnon to a much larger audience than 

would have been previously achievable, it also inherently amplifies the racist and 

antisemitic tropes. 

R3: How do articles written after the Capitol attack differ in their coverage of QAnon as 

compared to articles written prior to the Capitol attack? 

 The rationale for the third research question stems from an established trend of 

news coverage of a topic shifting after a significant event occurs that is related to that 

topic. This trend was discussed in the literature review when looking at similar studies. 

QAnon was prominent in the rhetoric that encouraged the Capitol attack on January 6, 
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2021, and a significant number of participants in the attack indicated belief in QAnon. 

Because QAnon held such a prominent space surrounding the January 6th event, it is 

likely that coverage of the QAnon conspiracy theory shifted in some way after the attack, 

similar to the aforementioned studies. 

  



21 

 

CHAPTER 4: METHOD 

Operationalization of Terms 

When discussing the political ideology of news outlets within the study, the terms 

“right” and “left” are used to refer to an outlet’s positioning along the political spectrum 

when compared to the “ideological center,” or neutral middle of the political spectrum 

(Layman, Carsey, & Horowitz, 2006). When one is said to be “left” or “left-leaning,” this 

denotes a preference toward liberal beliefs, policies, and movements, a preference that 

encompasses both the reserved and the extreme (Atton, 2006). Therefore, “right” and 

“right-leaning” would be the inverse, denoting a preference toward conservative beliefs, 

policies, and movements that extend from the reserved to the extreme (Blee & Creasap, 

2010, p.270).  

Data Collection 

The sites of inquiry for this thesis project incorporated news coverage that 

spanned across six news outlets of differing political poles. To remain as objective as 

possible during the collection of data, data was gathered from two outlets that were right-

leaning, two outlets that were left-leaning, and two outlets that were neutrally aligned. 

The news outlets selected were chosen based upon their political bias score and 

positioning in the seventh version of the Ad Fontes Media Bias Chart (2021), as pictured 

below in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Ad Fontes Media Bias Chart, January 2021. 

The Media Bias Chart demonstrates political biases of news outlets by positioning 

“Bias” on the x-axis and “News Value and Reliability” on the y-axis. Throughout 

journalism history, news outlets communicated their associated political biases by 

selecting what to cover, thereby indicating to the audience what is and is not newsworthy 

(Baum & Groeling, 2008; Budak, Goel, & Rao, 2016). To ensure an adequate 

representation of political biases, a single outlet was selected from the “Hyper-Partisan 

__” category and a single outlet from the “Skews __” category. This selection occurred 

for both ends of the political spectrum. To include outlets that fell close to the ideological 

center of the political spectrum, two outlets were selected from the “Middle” category. 
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Outlets were then selected based on four factors: similar audience size, relative 

positioning within the “News Value and Reliability” y-axis in the Media Bias Chart, their 

positioning as established news outlets within the journalistic field, and the wide range of 

views that are represented within them. All six outlets have high reliability on the Media 

Bias Chart, allowing for the sample to be representative while preventing the inclusion of 

extreme partisan outlets, such as Natural News or InfoWars. The selected news outlets 

that were analyzed in this thesis are Slate (hyper-partisan left), the New York Times 

(skews left), Reuters (middle), AP (middle), the Wall Street Journal (skews right), and 

Fox News (web) (hyper-partisan right).  

Data collection occurred between February 2021 and January 2022. A corpus of 

articles was collected based upon their time of publishing in relation to the January 6, 

2021, Capitol attack and was then separated into two sections based upon whether they 

were published before or after the attack. The time period in this study spanned six 

months before the Capitol attack (July 5, 2020, to January 5, 2021) and six months after 

the Capitol attack (January 6, 2021, to July 6, 2021). The New York Times and the Wall 

Street Journal were accessed through the ProQuest database, while Reuters and AP were 

accessed through the Westlaw database. Articles collected from the databases were found 

using the search term “QAnon” and were filtered by the following factors: relevant 

publication identification number; relevant data parameters; limited to full text; source 

type as news; document type as news, editorial, editorial cartoon/comic, or front 

page/cover story; and English as the published language. Slate and Fox News (web) 

required Python code to collect as they were not found in accessible databases. To collect 

relevant articles for those two articles, the search function “site:____.com “QAnon” 
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before: 2021-07-07 after:2020-07-04” was used on Google for both Slate and Fox News 

(web) to collect each article’s URL. Once the URLs were collected, the author wrote a 

Python script utilizing the Python library Newspaper3k to scrape each article's headline, 

date, and body text, separated by outlet.  

It is important to note that both “hard news” and opinion pieces were included in 

this study. This is due to the impact that opinion pieces can have on their audience, and 

the demonstrated difficulty that news readers may have in understanding the difference 

between news and opinion (Coppock, Ekins, & Kirby, 2018; “Americans and the News 

Media…”, 2018; Miller, 2020). Many casual readers may not differentiate between a 

news article and an op-ed, thereby conflating the two in their news consumption. It can 

be safely assumed that op-eds that refer to or discuss QAnon are subject to similar 

potential levels of influence on the audience.  

A total of 1,393 articles were collected from the six news outlets. To narrow down 

the articles to a manageable number to analyze for this thesis, ten articles from outlet per 

time period were selected via a simple random sample conducted through R. The first ten 

articles within the generated simple random sample were chosen as the units of analysis. 

For articles that appeared within the scope of the simple random sample but repeated or 

held no relevance to the study (an AP article that only listed top headlines, for example), 

another simple random study was conducted through R, and the first article within the 

sample was selected. This process resulted in identifying one hundred twenty articles 

total to analyze. The articles are cited in Appendix A.  
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Sentiment Analysis 

Using the statistics software R, sentence-level sentiment analysis was conducted 

to examine potential shifts in valence within the news outlets between July 5, 2020, and 

July 6, 2021. Sentiment analysis allows for a deeper understanding of the biases 

expressed within the text. With news outlets, biases can be more subtle and difficult to 

identify objectively. The use of R to conduct the sentiment analysis ensures that the text 

will be analyzed objectively to ascertain a news outlet’s potential bias. Often, sentiment 

analysis is performed on a word-by-word basis, matching words within the units of 

analysis to terms within a dictionary that are categorized as “neutral,” “positive,” or 

“negative” (Open Data Science, 2018). However, sentence-level sentiment analysis 

allows context nuances to be included within the sentiment score. This is through the use 

of a “valence shifter,” a word or term that can shift the valence of a sentence to imply a 

specific sentiment (Rinker, 2021). Valence shifters fall into one of four categories. These 

are adversative conjunctions, amplifiers, de-amplifiers, and negators (Rinker, 2021). For 

example, the phrase “I like watching television” would be categorized as a positive 

sentence due to the usage of the word “like.” That positive sentiment would be changed 

to a negative sentiment if the phrase changed to “I do not like watching television.” Here, 

the valence shifter “do not” changes the sentence’s sentiment. To achieve a sentence-

level sentiment analysis, this thesis project uses the R package “sentimentr.” Each 

article’s average sentiment score was added to a data frame, where the average sentiment 

score of each outlet was recorded. Individual sentiment scores are listed in Appendix B. 

 Once the average sentiment score of each outlet was recorded, t-tests were 

completed to identify any significant differences within shifts in sentiment during the 
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relevant time period. The t-tests were conducted in R, one for each news outlet. As is 

required for t-tests, a null hypothesis and alternative hypothesis was developed to 

ascertain the results of the t-tests. The null hypothesis was that there was no difference in 

the sentiment of news coverage about QAnon before or after the January 6th Capitol 

attack within the same news outlet. The alternative hypothesis was that within the same 

news outlet, there was a difference in the sentiment of news coverage about QAnon 

before or after the January 6th Capitol attack. Confidence intervals of 95% were noted 

along with p-values. The study places the significance threshold at p = 0.05. These results 

identified any significant shifts within the data. 

Grounded Theory 

This thesis utilizes grounded theory as the qualitative method to analyze news 

coverage of QAnon. Martin and Turner define grounded theory as “an inductive, theory 

discovery methodology that allows the researcher to develop a theoretical account of the 

general features of a topic while simultaneously grounding the account in empirical 

observations of data” (1986, p.141; Glaser & Straus, 1967). This means that patterns and 

relationships within the data emerge as the analysis progresses, allowing the researcher to 

develop the grounded theory (Martin & Turner, 1986, p.143). The methodology of 

grounded theory revolves around three main factors. Martin and turner identify these 

factors, in order of action, as notetaking, identification of concepts, and defining concepts 

(1986, p.145). 

The application of grounded theory to news coverage of QAnon occurred between 

January 2022 and March 2022. During this time, the articles were uploaded to the 

qualitative analysis software Atlast.TI to organize the emerging codes. The articles were 
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separated into document groups by outlet and time period. During the notetaking phase of 

the study, each article was examined to note the article’s topic and how QAnon was 

discussed within the article. Each article was reviewed multiple times to revise and 

specify the notes. 

Once the notes were adequately revised, the study shifted to the identification of 

concepts phase. The identification of concepts moves from observing what is within the 

units of analysis during the notetaking phase and begins to identify potential relationships 

within the text (Martin & Turner, 1982, p.147). Primary codes – or codes encompassing 

secondary codes – were developed to identify recurring patterns or relationships. With 

this phase of the study, significant aspects emerged within the coverage and became the 

foundation of the primary codes. Within grounded theory, a code must represent a 

distinct idea (Martin & Turner, 1982, p.149). The primary codes that emerged dealt with 

QAnon beliefs, political actors associated with QAnon, and how QAnon was invoked 

within the text. 

The final phase of grounded theory methodology, defining concepts, occurred 

through the development of secondary codes. These secondary codes were categorized 

under the umbrella of the primary codes, allowing for a more nuanced and detailed 

understanding of the patterns emerging from the data analysis. Through these secondary 

codes, definitions of concepts emerged from the noted similarities within the text. The 

total list and descriptions of both primary are listed in Table 1 below. 
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Codes Kind of Code Definition 

QAnon Beliefs Primary These are the beliefs associated with the QAnon 

conspiracy theory. 

Conspiracy 

Theory ID 

Secondary This is when QAnon is identified as a conspiracy 

theory. 

Trump Secondary This is when Trump is referenced in relation to 

QAnon beliefs. 

Pedophilia Secondary This is when pedophilia is referenced in relation to 

QAnon beliefs. 

Sex 

Trafficking 

Secondary This is when sex trafficking is referenced in relation 

to QAnon beliefs. 

Satanism Secondary This is when Satanism is referenced in relation to 

QAnon beliefs. 

Cannibal Secondary This is when cannibalism is referenced in relation to 

QAnon beliefs. 

Democrats Secondary This is when Democrats or left-leaning individuals 

are referenced in relation to QAnon beliefs. 

Hollywood Secondary This is when celebrities or Hollywood are 

referenced in relation to QAnon beliefs. 

Q-Specific 

Term 

Secondary This is when Q-specific terms are used in relation to 

QAnon beliefs. 

Political 

Actors 

Primary Individuals who wield some sort of political power. 

Donald Trump Secondary This is when Donald Trump is mentioned in relation 

to QAnon. 

Marjorie 

Taylor Greene 

Secondary This is when Marjorie Taylor Greene is mentioned 

in relation to QAnon. 

Lauren 

Boebert 

Secondary This is when Lauren Boebert is mentioned in 

relation to QAnon. 

Kelly Loeffler Secondary This is when Kelly Loeffler is mentioned in relation 

to QAnon. 

QAnon 

Shaman 

Secondary This is when the QAnon Shaman (Jacob 

Angeli/Jacob Chansley) is mentioned in relation to 

QAnon. 

QAnon as 

Primary Focus 

within Article 

Primary QAnon is a major part of the article, if not the topic 

of the article. 
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Social 

Media/Internet 

Secondary The context of the article focuses on social media or 

the Internet. 

Political 

Actors 

Secondary The context of the article focuses on a political actor 

or multiple political actors. 

QAnon Secondary The article is about QAnon. 

Jan 6 Capitol 

Attack 

Secondary The context of the article focuses on the January 6 

Capitol attack. 

QAnon 

Supporters 

Secondary The context of the article focuses on QAnon 

supporters. 

 

Table 1: Definitions of Primary and Secondary Codes 
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CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS 

Sentiment Analysis 

 Sentiment analysis was used to establish an objective baseline for how news 

outlets differed in their news coverage of QAnon. It is important to note that a positive or 

negative sentiment score does not indicate good or bad reporting. Instead, it reflects an 

outlet’s potential predilection towards the topics the articles were covering. The number 

0.00 on the y-axis is representative of a true-neutral sentiment. The findings are 

illustrated below in the interaction plot as shown in Figure 4 and the results in Table 2.  

 

Figure 4: Interaction Plot of Sentiment Scores 

News Outlet Pre Confidence Interval Post Confidence Interval P-Value

Slate 0.003189329 -0.129306877 0.06071

AP 0.01630349 -0.11361214 0.1317

Reuters -0.02426482 -0.1513914 0.01024

WSJ 0.01630349 -0.11361214 0.3322

NYT 0.11195189 -0.05121742 0.4429

Fox 0.15189738 -0.03622553 0.2104  

 

Table 2:Results of T-Tests 
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The interaction plot demonstrates the changes in coverage that occurred within 

each news outlet from July 5, 2020, to July 6, 2021. The New York Times and Fox News 

(web) were the only two articles with a positive shift in sentiment during the examined 

time period. AP, Reuters, Slate, and The Wall Street Journal all trended negatively during 

this time. Out of the news outlets, Reuters was the only outlet to demonstrate a 

statistically significant difference between the time periods, as noted by its p-value of 

0.01. This means that for Reuters, we can reject the null hypothesis – that there was no 

difference in sentiment in news coverage about QAnon before or after the January 6th 

Capitol attack – and acknowledge that the alternative hypothesis – that there was a 

difference in sentiment occurring during that time period – is likely.  

Grounded Theory 

Regardless of their positioning on the political ideological spectrum, news outlets 

primarily use QAnon as a reference point within their coverage. Its operationalization as 

a reference point is used mainly to indicate that whatever is associated with QAnon is 

extremist, far-right, or lacks credibility. Its use as a reference point occurs primarily 

through association with political actors or political parties, specifically those belonging 

to the Republican Party. However, differences in how QAnon was talked about and in 

what contexts differed from outlets of opposing political bents. The beginning of the 

analysis provides an overview of the findings and is then divided into sections based 

upon the primary codes established during the application of grounded theory 

methodology. 

AP and Reuters – both neutrally aligned outlets – primarily discussed QAnon in 

reference to Republican political actors or in the context of covering social media 
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platforms that limited or banned extremist and violent content, regardless of the time 

period in which publication occurred. AP and Reuters occasionally identified the QAnon 

conspiracy theory as violent and far-right in their coverage in both analyzed time periods. 

Prior to the Capitol attack, this was in reference to social media outlets censoring content 

it identified as violent. “Facebook said Wednesday it is banning groups and accounts 

associated with QAnon and a variety of U.S.-based militia and anarchist groups that 

support violence” (Ortutay, 2020). After the Capitol attack, references to violence from 

the outlets were not as frequent. However , it revolved around the Capitol attack when 

violence was mentioned, even when discussing social media platforms. “‘Given the 

renewed potential for violence surrounding this type of behavior in the coming days, we 

will permanently suspend accounts that are solely dedicated to sharing QAnon content,’ 

Twitter said in an emailed statement” (Arbel, 2021). Associations of violence also extend 

to discussions of QAnon and far-right groups. Before the attack, Reuters discussed 

Facebook’s efforts to limit certain extremist discussions on the platform. “To address 

concerns, Facebook announced a flurry of policy changes since the summer aimed at 

curbing “militarized social movements,” including U.S. militias, Boogaloo networks and 

the QAnon conspiracy movement” (Paul, 2020). 

In both time periods, Fox News (web) and the Wall Street Journal most often 

talked about QAnon in reference to political actors. Both outlets described QAnon as 

dangerous or violent within their coverage. However, the use of these descriptions – or 

ones with similar connotations – decreased significantly after January 6, 2021. Prior to 

the Capitol attack, Fox News (web) linked QAnon to violence primarily through quotes 

from political actors and representatives of social media platforms. 
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QAnon has been linked to real-world violence such as criminal reports of 

kidnapping and dangerous claims that the coronavirus is a hoax. But the 

conspiracy theory has also seeped into mainstream politics, with several 

GOP candidates like Greene who have been QAnon-friendly. (Schultz, 

2020) 

The Wall Street Journal primarily connected QAnon to descriptors such as 

“violent” or “dangerous” through the reference of user policies for social media 

platforms. This shifted, however, after the attack. Instead of explicitly describing QAnon 

as violent or dangerous, the Wall Street Journal implied that connection through the 

association of QAnon with extremist groups. “The GOP must also disavow QAnon, the 

Proud Boys and militia elements that have infiltrated its ranks” (Rove, 2021). After the 

attack, Fox News (web) did not associate QAnon with violence or danger. 

Slate and the New York Times predominantly used QAnon as a reference point to 

provide context to a topic, regardless of the period. This occurred most often in relation 

to the Republican Party or political actors within the Republican Party. Slate’s coverage 

remained objective when talking about the Republican Party and QAnon, whereas the 

New York Times often used subjective language within its coverage of the Republican 

Party and QAnon. In one op-ed published by the New York Times prior to the attack, the 

Republican Party is critiqued for its encouragement of QAnon conspiracy theories. 

Undeterred, last Sunday Mr. Johnson popped up on Fox News, engaging 

with the host over baseless rumors that the F.B.I. was investigating child 

pornography on a computer that allegedly had belonged to Hunter Biden. 

These vile claims are being peddled online by right-wing 

conspiracymongers, including QAnon. (The Editorial Board, 2020) 

 After the attack, the New York Times continued to use subjective language, 

although this was more directly related to QAnon itself. In one example, an op-ed in the 

New York Times talks about QAnon supporters on the right-wing social media platform 
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Parler, saying, “Still, Parler may be on life support, but the tech is already built – and the 

platform is already full of deplorables, or, um, “patriots,” who happen to believe more in 

QAnon wingnut ideas than in the Constitution” (Swisher, 2021). 

 Throughout the analysis of the articles, three prominent factors began to emerge 

from the data. The following sections examine how news outlets discuss QAnon beliefs, 

the association between QAnon and political actors, and how news outlets position 

QAnon as a primary focal point within the coverage. 

Beliefs 

Prior to the January 6th Capitol attack, news outlets discussed QAnon beliefs 

twenty-seven times. The coverage often included the primary tenets of the QAnon 

conspiracy theory, incorporating themes of pedophilia, Satanism, sex trafficking, and 

cannibalism. Outlets were more likely to connect former President Donald Trump’s 

positioning within the conspiracy theory as part of their coverage. The results of the 

analysis are shown in Figure 5 below. 
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Figure 4: Inclusion of QAnon Beliefs Prior to January 6, 2021 

During this time period, news outlets were more likely to include QAnon beliefs 

within their coverage. Both AP and Reuters – referred to as neutral within the figure – 

invoked QAnon beliefs within their coverage equally, with each outlet including the 

beliefs in their coverage seven times. AP included at least three tenets of the QAnon 

conspiracy theory when discussing the beliefs. The descriptions of the beliefs were 

similar, with most falling along the length and inclusions of tenets, as demonstrated in the 

following example. “The QAnon conspiracy theory is centered on the baseless belief that 

President Donald Trump is waging a secret war against enemies in the “deep state” and a 

child sex trafficking ring run by satanic pedophiles and cannibals” (Ortutay, 2020). AP 

relied on language and context to convey that the beliefs are not based on fact. The outlet 

frequently identified the conspiracy theory as baseless, even among their shorter 

descriptions of the beliefs. “The baseless conspiracy theory alleges that Trump is battling 

an entrenched bureaucracy and sex trafficking ring run by pedophiles” (Brown, 2020).  
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On the other hand, Reuters did not include the tenets of the QAnon belief system 

as frequently as AP did. Their description of beliefs varied, with just over half of the 

articles including details of the beliefs compared to a general description. One article 

says, “QAnon followers espouse an intertwined series of beliefs, based on anonymous 

web postings from “Q,” who claims to have insider knowledge of the Trump 

administration” (Reuters Staff, 2020), while another says: 

It centers on anonymous postings from someone using the nickname Q 

who claims to be a high official in the administration of President Donald 

Trump. Q and his most-followed supporters idolize Trump and have 

asserted that Democratic and Hollywood elites worship the devil, eat 

children, and in some cases have already been executed after secret 

military tribunals and replaced by actors. (Menn, 2020) 

Reuters was found to be less likely to communicate that the beliefs are not based on fact, 

with only one description acknowledging that the conspiracy theory is “unfounded” 

(Cornwell, 2020).  

The neutral outlets were most likely to include QAnon terminology within their 

descriptions during this time period. Specifically, they referred to the deep state, which 

Rothschild defines as “…any governmental body that opposes Trump or Q through 

official channels” (2021, p.248). No explanation of the deep state was included in any of 

the articles. Out of the two outlets, Reuters was the only outlet to include the positioning 

of Democrats as evil within the conspiracy theory. 

Right-leaning news outlets Fox News (web) and the Wall Street Journal discussed 

QAnon beliefs eight times within their coverage. Fox News (web) frequently included 

QAnon tenets within their discussion of QAnon beliefs. Out of the five instances of 

QAnon beliefs within Fox News (web)’s coverage, four tied Trump to the conspiracy 

theory. “QAnon is a conspiracy theory centered on the baseless belief that President 
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Trump is waging a secret campaign against enemies in the “deep state” and a child sex 

trafficking ring run by Satanic pedophiles and cannibals” (Fordham, 2020). In the single 

instance where Trump is not connected to the conspiracy theory, violence and other 

conspiracy theories are included within the description of beliefs.  

QAnon initially alleged that prominent Americans are engaged in a secret 

plot to control the world, while using their power to exploit children, and 

has expanded to embrace virtually every popular conspiracy theory of the 

last several decades, from questioning the truth about the September 11th 

terrorist attacks, to believing in alien landings, to denying the safety of 

vaccines,” the resolution states, which also lays out several examples of 

violence inspired by the conspiracy theories. (Schultz, 2020) 

The Wall Street Journal did not include beliefs within the majority of their 

QAnon coverage, as there were only three instances of beliefs within the articles analyzed 

during this time period. The two tenets that were connected most often were pedophilia 

and a connection to Trump when it was discussed. However, two out of three instances 

did discuss QAnon’s communication methods. For example: 

Followers believe that “Q” is a high-ranking government insider, 

presumably with a military or intelligence background, committed to 

exposing the hidden truth of what they see as an international bureaucracy 

scheming against Mr. Trump and his supporters. Some followers believe 

that “Q” often sends coded signals of his or her existence, using the 

number 17, the letter Q’s placement in the alphabet. Oftentimes, online 

posts behind QAnon conspiracy theories have described “Q” as a patriot 

or saint. (Forrest & Park, 2020) 

Right-leaning news outlets used QAnon terminology fifty percent of the time 

within their coverage. The deep state was included, as was the “Storm,” which refers to 

an anticipated event where the deep state will finally be destroyed (Rothschild, 2021, 

p.251). There was no definition or explanation of the deep state within the coverage. 

However, the concept of the Storm and its origins were included in the coverage. 

Democrats were mentioned twice within the coverage, with one instance naming Hillary 
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Clinton and former President Barack Obama as two “top Democrats” that are part of the 

deep state (Fordham, 2020). 

 Left-leaning news outlets were the least likely to discuss QAnon beliefs. The New 

York Times included QAnon beliefs within an opinion piece one time. Themes of 

Satanism, sex trafficking, and pedophilia are included within the description, alongside 

subjective language.  

A surprising number of people have fallen into QAnon and other assorted 

sinkholes where intelligence and common sense go to die. A surprising 

number of people have decided to believe in ludicrous conspiracy theories 

about Satan-worshipping pedophiles, sex-trafficking rings, powerful 

cabals, protestors being funded by liberal billionaires and on and on it 

goes. (Gay, 2020) 

 Slate represented the majority of the inclusion of beliefs among left-leaning news 

outlets with four instances of beliefs within their coverage. All four instances positioned 

Trump within the beliefs as a primary tenet, alongside inclusions of sex trafficking, 

Satanism, and pedophilia. Slate used objective language to describe the beliefs in all 

articles aside from one, a podcast transcript classified as a news article. 

In twenty seventeen, a user known as Q first began posting on the image 

board 4chan. Over time, Q unfolded a ludicrous story about how 

America’s elites let’s be honest, liberal elites are part of a satanic cult and 

child trafficking sex ring. And Donald Trump is president mostly because 

he was enlisted by the military brass to take the cult down. Outlandish 

doesn’t even begin to cover it. But over the past few years, [QAnon], as 

it’s known, has become a domestic terrorist threat. (Metcalf, 2020) 

 Left-leaning outlets were also least likely to include QAnon terminology within 

their reporting. Only one article used QAnon terminology – a reference to the deep state – 

and did not elaborate further. All articles aside from one included references to 

Democrats, liberals, or Hollywood celebrities as part of the secret group of individuals 

engaging in the alleged acts. 
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After the January 6, 2021, Capitol attack, news outlets were found to be less 

likely to discuss QAnon tenets, regardless of their positioning on the political spectrum. 

While the tenets of the conspiracy theory did not change, their inclusion within the 

articles did shift. The results are shown below in Figure 6.  

 

Figure 5: Inclusion of QAnon Beliefs After January 6, 2021 

The neutral outlets’ discussion of QAnon beliefs within their coverage decreased 

by half after the Capitol attack. However, all but one article still contained at least two 

primary tenets of the QAnon belief system. AP’s descriptions of the beliefs were overall 

shorter in length than descriptions before the Capitol attack. “Primarily these accounts 

were linked to QAnon, the unfounded conspiracy theory that claims Trump is waging a 

secret battle against the “deep state” and a sect of powerful devil-worshipping 

pedophiles” (Ortutay, 2021). Reuters’ descriptions of the beliefs remained similar to 

those covered prior to January 6, 2021. All mentions of the QAnon beliefs involved 

multiple tenets. Two out of three articles tied Trump to the beliefs. 
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 Right-leaning outlets featured a drastic change in how they covered QAnon 

beliefs. Not only were they talked about considerably less – three times total – from right-

leaning outlets, but there was no mention of any tenets of the conspiracy theory. Where 

Fox News (web) had gone into considerable detail prior to the attack, they only discussed 

the beliefs once, saying,  

In July, Boebert also came under fire for saying she hoped Q was “real” in 

reference to the conspiracy theory that a high-level government official 

peeled back the curtain on what the so-called deep state has “done” to 

affect Americans. (Gaydos, 2021) 

 The Wall Street Journal’s discussion of the beliefs changed in a similar fashion, 

with the two inclusions of QAnon beliefs using the same language, verbatim: “… 

QAnon, a far right-wing, loosely organized network and community of believers who 

embrace a range of unsubstantiated beliefs” (Duehren, Caldwell, & Lubold, 2021; 

Peterson, 2021). Neither outlet referred to Trump in relation to QAnon and avoided 

linking the conspiracy theory to any political parties. 

 Left-leaning outlets’ coverage of the beliefs within the QAnon conspiracy theory 

did not change in any significant way after the Capitol attack. While the New York Times 

included QAnon beliefs within their coverage more often than they did before January 6, 

2021 – a total of three times during the period after the attack – how they talked about the 

beliefs did not change. They included the primary tenets of the conspiracy theory in two 

out of three articles. However, the third article was vague, noting that “… QAnon 

contains a wide range of beliefs and tactics” (Roose, 2021). The language used to talk 

about the beliefs was objective after the attack, as opposed to the subjective language 

included prior to January 6. 
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 During this time period, there was one instance of Slate discussing QAnon beliefs 

within its coverage. It included tenets of pedophilia and cannibalism along with tying 

Trump to the belief system. The language used was subjective and casual as compared to 

how Slate approached the discussion of QAnon beliefs before the attack.  

It sounds funny until you realize that the QAnon conspiracy theory—

involving Donald Trump, space aliens, and cannibal pedophiles, among 

other absurdities—believed by many of the Capitol insurrectionists is 

founded on exactly this same mix of political propaganda and 

pseudoscience. (Colavito, 2021) 

 

Political Actors 

Before the Capitol attack on January 6, 2021, four political actors were featured 

frequently in the coverage. Those individuals were former President Donald Trump, 

House Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, House Representative Lauren Boebert, 

and former United States Senator Kelly Loeffler. All four political actors are members of 

the Republican Party. The frequency of coverage is demonstrated in Figure 7 below. 

 

Figure 6: Association with Political Actors Prior to January 6, 2021 
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Regardless of outlet or political bent, Trump was discussed most frequently in 

relation to QAnon. The former president was discussed fifty-four times. Before January 

6, 2021, neutrally aligned outlets discussed Trump the most, often through his positioning 

within QAnon lore. Trump was described as a “secret warrior” (Ortutay, 2020) or that the 

deep state is anti-Trump (Associated Press, 2020). Beyond the discussion of beliefs, both 

AP and Reuters connect Trump to several other topics. In relation to Trump’s connection 

to other political actors, AP references the former president three times. Each time it was 

in reference to Greene, a notable QAnon supporter, and then-House candidate. Two 

articles talked about Trump congratulating her on the nomination, with another 

discussing her invitation to Trump’s presidential nomination acceptance speech. “A 

Republican congressional nominee from Georgia who supported the QAnon conspiracy 

theory and was congratulated by President Donald Trump on her primary victory has 

been invited to the Republican National Convention” (Associated Press, 2020). AP 

acknowledges that there can be an overlap between Trump supporters and QAnon 

supporters, with one article stating that QAnon was “gaining traction among some 

extreme Trump supporters (Brown, 2020). Both outlets also cover Trump’s direct or 

indirect encouragement of QAnon through refusing to renounce the conspiracy theory or 

retweeting QAnon-related content. “The president has refused to condemn QAnon, 

recently telling reporters that the conspiracy theory is “gaining in popularity” and that its 

supporters “like me very much”” (Brown, 2020).  

Right-leaning outlets covered Trump in direct relation to QAnon by discussing 

QAnon beliefs. Fox News (web) talked about Trump in other contexts more often than 

the Wall Street Journal, with Fox News (web) associating Trump with QAnon through 
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other political actors and noting that he continuously refused to renounce QAnon. The 

Wall Street Journal only discussed Trump in relation to QAnon outside of his place 

within the belief system once. This was in regard to Trump avoiding directly denouncing 

the conspiracy theory. “Mr. Trump dodged a request that he denounce the conspiracy-

theory group known as QAnon. ‘I know nothing about QAnon,’ he said. ‘I do know they 

are very much against pedophelia [sic]” (Flint, 2020).  

Left-leaning outlets most often associated Trump with QAnon through his 

inclusion within the conspiracy’s belief system. The New York Times brought up his 

reluctance to renounce QAnon supporters twice, with one instance including his refusal 

to denounce white supremacists as well. “And the president has always been reluctant to 

shun or criticize groups that have supported him, including white supremacists and 

supporters of the QAnon conspiracy theory” (Kanno-Youngs & Fandos, 2020). A similar 

instance occurred in Slate’s coverage, where coverage implicitly set QAnon and the 

Proud Boys in a similar group. “It’s not much different than Trump’s statements denying 

Russian election hacking in 2016, his professed ignorance of the aims of QAnon and the 

Proud Boys, and his speculation about whether ingesting bleach can protect against the 

coronavirus” (Hasen, 2021). 

The next political actor discussed often in association to QAnon was Marjorie 

Taylor Greene. Greene is tied to QAnon through her previously professed belief in the 

mysterious Internet figure. AP and Reuters talked about Greene twelve times in 

association with QAnon, where they specifically identified her as a QAnon supporter. 

“Last week, Marjorie Tyler [sic] Greene, a House candidate who openly supporters 

QAnon, won her Republican primary in Georgia” (Ortutay, 2020). None of these articles 
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significantly address QAnon, with most only referencing QAnon once within the entire 

article. 

Both right- and left-leaning outlets often do not include Greene in their coverage. 

Fox News (web) mentions Greene eleven times within their coverage during this time 

period, while the Wall Street Journal does not mention her. Fox News (web) identifies 

her as a QAnon supporter, although it frequently acknowledged that Greene has “moved 

on” from those beliefs. “This is not the first time Greene has courted controversy. She’s 

been in the spotlight for her past videos in support of QAnon conspiracies – which she 

said she’s moved on from…” (Schultz, 2020). The New York Times is the only left-

leaning outlet to discuss Greene in relation to QAnon. Both instances identify her as a 

supporter of QAnon. 

 Lauren Boebert and Kelly Loeffler are not included due to their 

significance in a number of mentions but in relation to other political actors who were not 

included within the results. Other political actors – such as Hillary Clinton, Barack 

Obama, and Kevin McCarthy, for example – were included within the coverage as well 

but were only mentioned once or twice throughout the time period. Boebert and Loeffler 

are discussed slightly more, most likely due to their relation within the 2020 election 

cycle and their positioning within news coverage. Boebert, like Greene, is identified as a 

QAnon supporter within the coverage. AP, Reuters, and Fox News (web) all associate 

Boebert with QAnon, with every outlet acknowledging that she has alleged to have 

stopped believing in the conspiracy theory. “Boebert also caught heat for remarks in 

support of QAnon. She’s since distanced herself from the far-right conspiracy theory” 

(Schultz, 2020).  Boebert is often associated with Greene within the coverage.  
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The coverage of Loeffler in relation to QAnon is different than that of Greene or 

Boebert. While Loeffler has never professed to believe in the QAnon conspiracy theory, 

Fox News (web), the Wall Street Journal, and Reuters include coverage that ties her to 

QAnon supporters.  

Boss charged that ‘Senator Loeffler has embraced QAnon believers, 

Senator Perdue has run his campaign on racist tropes, and they both used 

their early knowledge of coronavirus to profit off the pandemic while 

downplaying the public health threat to Georgians. (Steinhauser, 2020) 

After the January 6th Capitol attack, news outlets shifted in associating political 

actors with QAnon. Most notably is the apparent inclusion of January 6, 2021, into their 

coverage. While Trump was still the political actor most often associated with QAnon, 

there were two key differences within the results. Association between political actors 

and QAnon dropped after the Capitol attack, and another political actor was suddenly 

brought onto the scene – Jacob Angeli, otherwise known as the QAnon Shaman. The 

frequency in coverage is demonstrated below in Figure 8. 

 

Figure 7: Association with Political Actors After January 6, 2021 
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The contexts in which neutrally aligned outlets discussed Trump in association 

with QAnon shifted distinctly. Both AP and Reuters did not associate Trump with QAnon 

as often as they did before January 6, 2021. AP most often connected Trump to QAnon 

by acknowledging that many QAnon supporters were also identified as Trump 

supporters. This primarily occurred in reference to the Capitol attack, whether through 

attendance or encouragement online. 

‘This presidential inauguration that we’re going to see coming up… I’m 

telling you it’s going to be the biggest thing we’ve ever seen in the history 

of the United States,’ one pro-Trump singer, who promotes QAnon 

conspiracy theories, warned in a Facebook video viewed more than 

350,000 times since Monday. (Kunzelman, Seits, & Klepper, 2021)  

 Reuters most often talked about Trump’s association to QAnon through his 

positioning within the conspiracy theory’s beliefs. However, the contexts in which the 

discussed beliefs revolved around January 6, 2021. In one example, the description of the 

beliefs followed a quote from the QAnon Shaman.  

Chansley, a Navy veteran and follower of QAnon, allegedly left a note for 

Pence warning: “It’s only a matter of time, justice is coming.” QAnon is a 

conspiracy theory that casts Trump as a savior figure and elite Democrats 

as a cabal of Satanist pedophiles and cannibals. (Heath, Lynch, & Wolfe, 

2021)  

 Right-leaning news outlets were found to be less likely to associate Trump with 

QAnon after the Capitol attack. When they talked about Trump and QAnon, Fox News 

(web) most often discussed Trump in direct association to QAnon by mentioning the 

QAnon Shamon, who was repeatedly identified as both a Trump and QAnon Supporter. 

“Chansley, who calls himself the “QAnon Shaman” and has long been a fixture at Trump 

rallies, unsuccessfully sought a pardon from former President Donald Trump” Wallace, 

2021). The Wall Street Journal only wrote about Trump in association to QAnon three 
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times. Twice was in his positioning within QAnon beliefs, and one instance focused on 

Twitter suspending accounts related to Trump and his backers.  

Twitter on Friday also suspended some other accounts related to Mr. 

Trump and his backers, including those of his campaign and one of its 

senior officials, as well as several associated with the far-right conspiracy 

group QAnon that Twitter said violated its policy on coordinated harmful 

activity. (Needleman & Wells, 2021)  

 Left-leaning news outlets did not demonstrate any significant changes in their 

association with QAnon and Trump. Both the New York Times and Slate still associated 

Trump with QAnon primarily through discussion of QAnon beliefs. As discussed above 

in the Beliefs section, there was no significant change in how left-leaning outlets talked 

about Trump in relation to QAnon beliefs. 

 Only neutrally aligned and right-leaning outlets included the QAnon Shaman in 

their coverage during this time. AP and Reuters include him in their coverage 

surrounding January 6, as he was a prominent participant in the attack. This is partly due 

to the horned headdress that he wore at the time. Fox News (web) was the only right-

leaning outlet to discuss the QAnon Shaman. Most often, Fox News (web) discussed the 

QAnon Shaman in the context of his arrest and subsequent imprisonment after the 

Capitol attack.  

A QAnon activist and Trump supporter who stormed the U.S. Capitol 

shirtless in a horned bearskin headdress is refusing to eat in prison unless 

he is given organic food, his mother said Monday, echoing the complaints 

of the man's public defender. (Rambaran, 2021) 

 

 Inclusion of both Greene and Boebert dropped significantly after the Capitol 

attack. Greene was again associated with QAnon through her identification as a QAnon 

supporter. AP, Reuters, the Wall Street Journal, and Slate all mention her within the 
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coverage during this time period. Boebert was discussed even less, with only Reuters and 

Fox News (Web) mentioning her once each within the coverage. 

QAnon as the Primary Focus of the Article 

 

Figure 8: Instances Where QAnon is a Primary Focus Within the Article Prior to January 6, 2021. 

 As was defined by the code table on page 28, for QAnon to be considered the 

primary focus of the article, the conspiracy theory had to be a key focal point within the 

article, if not the topic of the article itself. QAnon’s status as the primary focus of an 

article was determined by the context of the article and QAnon’s inclusion in the 

headline. To identify QAnon as a primary focus of the article, the inverted pyramid 

journalism model was used to determine the article’s primary focus. The inverted 

pyramid journalism model has the most salient information at the beginning of the article 

to increase comprehensibility (Po ̈ ttker, 2003). Therefore, if QAnon were mentioned in 

the lede of the article or within the first few paragraphs, QAnon would count as the 



49 

 

article’s primary focus. It is important to note that this discounts QAnon as a reference 

point or use as a journalistic shorthand within the article. 

Before the Capitol attack, QAnon was rarely the primary focus of the article. Out 

of sixty articles analyzed prior to the Capitol attack, only fourteen position QAnon as a 

focal point within the text instead of use as a reference point. QAnon was often 

positioned as a focal point within the text when discussing social media or the Internet. 

This occurred primarily when discussing social media platforms, Twitter and Facebook, 

choosing to limit or ban QAnon content. Neither Slate nor Fox News (web) positioned 

QAnon as a primary focus of the article when talking about social media.  

AP, Reuters, Fox News (web), and Slate covered political actors by centering the 

focus on QAnon throughout the article. Most often, this was through identifying then-

House candidates as QAnon supporters. Frequently, the articles focus on Ms. Greene as 

the political actor within the context of House candidates as QAnon supporters. Only two 

examples of political actors being discussed in relation to QAnon are not identified as 

supporters. The first is from AP, where the article discusses former Vice President Mike 

Pence choosing not to attend a pro-Trump fundraiser as news broke that the fundraiser 

was held by QAnon supporters (Brown, 2020). The article provided a brief description of 

QAnon, with coverage relatively equal between talking about fundraiser hosts’ 

associations with QAnon rhetoric and discussing the Trump campaign’s reelection 

efforts. The second article is from Fox News (web), where Ronna McDaniel – chair of the 

Republican National Committee – discussed allegations of refusing to condemn QAnon 

(Fordham, 2020). The article provided some background on the conspiracy theory but 

also centered much discussion around including quotes from Ms. McDaniel and Mitt 
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Romney that focus on how groups or movements like Antifa must also be condemned. “It 

[QAnon] has absolutely nothing to do with this election,” McDaniel said. “Antifa is 

burning down cities right now…” (Fordham, 2020).  

Only one outlet out of six wrote about QAnon as the article’s topic. The Wall 

Street Journal provided an explainer about QAnon, identifying what it is, how it began, 

and how popular it is. Among the detailed explanations of its belief and history, which 

included its origins on 4chan and discussion of Pizzagate, the Wall Street Journal also 

quoted the Federal Bureau of Investigation, saying, “A memo released in May by the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation identified QAnon as a potential domestic terrorism 

threat, citing at least two incidents connecting QAnon with the planning and execution of 

violent acts” (Forrest & Park, 2020). 

 

Figure 9: Instances Where QAnon is a Primary Focus Within the Article After January 6, 2021. 

After the Capitol attack, nine articles featured QAnon as a primary focus within 

the article, with none explicitly focusing on the conspiracy theory itself. Instead, it 
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operated as a prominent focal point surrounding social media, the Capitol attack, and 

QAnon supporters. Neutral outlets positioned QAnon as a focal point four times during 

this period, focusing primarily on social media outlets or online platforms banning 

QAnon content outright. The Wall Street Journal was the only right-leaning outlet to 

place QAnon as a focal point within coverage. This occurred twice, with one article 

discussing Facebook and Twitter removing QAnon and “Stop the Steal” content. The 

other focused on a fight between QAnon believers that ended in one murdering the other 

(Wells & Scheck, 2021). In the article concerning real-world violence, the Wall Street 

Journal notes: 

Shared and cultivated online, ideas like these are spilling into the real 

world, sometimes in deadly ways. Social media amplifies and accelerates 

the spread of notions formerly relegated to dark corners of the Internet, 

and more and more, violence is the result. (Wells & Scheck, 2021)  

Left-leaning outlets included QAnon as a focal point within coverage three times. 

It was connected to the January 6 Capitol attack twice, focusing on the history of 

conspiracy theories that led up to the attack in one article and the death of a QAnon 

supporter during the attack in another article. Both articles include detailed descriptions 

of what QAnon is and acknowledgment of the ease with which conspiracy theories can 

spread online. 

Viewers become curious, start searching online, and discover a 

constellation of right-wing extremism. Whether it’s YouTube’s algorithms 

directing conspiracy fans to ever-more-extreme content, UFO researchers 

embracing QAnon-style conspiracies online, or Ancient Aliens star Erich 

von Däniken putting racist and transphobic comments in his books, the 

jocular cable UFO conversation is the smiling face of a nasty underbelly. 

(Colavito, 2021) 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 

This thesis aimed to use news coverage of QAnon as a case study to examine 

potential biases within the press when discussing conspiracy theories that are often 

associated with extremist views and sympathies. With QAnon and other conspiracies 

theories of this ilk, it is nearly impossible to separate them from their political nature. 

This is because the beliefs that make up the conspiracy theories pit one political ideology 

against another. QAnon posits that Republicans and conservatives are the heroes while 

Democrats and liberals are literal evildoers. This stark perception of black and white 

morality implies that conservative ideals are good while liberal ideals are bad. There can 

be no middle ground for adherents with allegations as severe as those from QAnon. The 

inherently political nature of the conspiracy theory means that news coverage often 

acknowledges the politics of QAnon, even if it is not explicitly discussed. QAnon has 

become shorthand for an individual or group described as extremist, subscribing to far-

right ideology, dangerous, lacking credibility, or lacking mental sanity.  

Out of the one hundred twenty articles analyzed within the study, QAnon was 

rarely used within the coverage beyond operating as a reference point or journalistic 

shorthand within the text. Its use as a reference point or shorthand carried implications 

dependent on the context and the outlet regarding the reference of Q. An example of this 

was in an op-ed published by the Wall Street Journal, where the topic of the article was a 

Hindu nationalist group: “On one level, the progress of this Hindu nationalist equivalent 

of QAnon – think of it was Cow-Anon – into law and mainstream discourse represents 

the latest attempt to bully and browbeat India’s 200 million Muslims” (Dhume, 2020). By 

employing the phrase “Cow-Anon,” the “anon” suffix is used to indicate far-right 
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extremist beliefs, albeit those from a different movement and belonging to a different 

ethnoreligious identity. As was defined in the literature review, framing is the selection or 

exclusion of certain pieces of information to raise salience in a text to communicate 

certain interpretations and establish a narrative (Entman, 1992, p.52; Entman, 2007, 

p.164). By this definition, the usage of the Q moniker in association with political actors 

or as a reference point operated as a frame itself. This QAnon frame conveyed to the 

audience that the associated individual or topic aligned with at least one of the 

implications mentioned above. It was used often throughout the coverage regardless of 

position on the political spectrum. 

In most of the articles in this study, there was also an unspoken assumption that 

the audience would have some prior knowledge about QAnon. This is demonstrated in 

the Cow-Anon quote and the very use of QAnon as a reference point or form of 

journalistic shorthand. For the implications associated with QAnon to be perceived, the 

audience must have some kind of working knowledge of the conspiracy theory. This use 

of QAnon as shorthand for extremism, far-right ideologies, or any other aforementioned 

implications can lead to news outlets leaving out explanations of what QAnon is or why 

its beliefs are unfounded. The exclusion of explanations or more detailed information 

about the conspiracy theory leads to what is known as an information gap. Golman and 

Loewenstein define an information gap as “a question that a person is aware of (along 

with a set of possible answers), but uncertain about” (2016, p.3). When there is an 

information gap in news coverage or reception of information in general, information gap 

theory posits that this lack of information can encourage an individual to seek out more 

information to fill the gap (Golman & Loewenstein, 2018, p.153-154). In the case of 
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QAnon, searching for more information on the topic allows for increased potential for 

consumption of misinformation (Valentino, Hutchings, & Banks et al., 2008, p.266). In 

an article about the weaponization of data voids, Slate displays the latter half of this 

phenomenon. While QAnon was used as a brief referential point within the text of the 

article, the opening sentences read: “In September, Google became aware of the anti-

Semitic memes appearing as top image search results for the terms ‘Jewish baby stroller’ 

and ‘Jewish bunk bed.’ (Don’t search for the terms – it can amplify the memes)” 

(Schneider, 2020). Slate’s inclusion of the warning in parentheticals is accompanied by a 

detailed explanation as to what the search results would yield, thereby fulfilling the 

audience’s curiosity and limiting the potential for them to search the terms themselves. 

However, there is still the issue that the inclusion of the Google search terms amplifies 

them and makes them known to an even larger audience. As was discussed, agenda-

setting theory posits that media can influence an individual on what to think about 

(McCombs & Shaw, 1972). In this example, Slate acknowledges that and requests that 

the reader not look up the terms. The damage, though, has already been done. The 

audience is now aware of the terms because they have been made newsworthy through 

the coverage.  

In the articles analyzed, only a single article by the Wall Street Journal fulfilled 

that curiosity by detailing what the QAnon conspiracy theory is, how it originated, its 

harmful aspects, and its overall popularity on the Internet. The context it provided 

reduced (or removed) the need to seek out more information about the subject. The other 

one hundred nineteen articles did not provide that level of context, instead relying on a 

handful of explainers about the QAnon beliefs in a limited number of articles. This lack 
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of information about QAnon within the articles increases the perception of an information 

gap. With this potential increase of readers attempting to fill the information gap, 

Phillips’s concerns about conspiracy theory amplification are made salient. As was 

discussed in the rationale for the research questions, Phillips suggests that news outlets 

should avoid coverage of conspiracy theories until they are relevant to those outside of 

the conspiracy theories’ associated communities (2018). As Phillips discusses in a 2018 

report about the amplification of conspiracy theories in the news, there are advantages 

and disadvantages to that approach (p.6). Regardless, the very discussion surrounding 

when news outlets should cover conspiracy theories such as QAnon is a reminder that 

how they cover it matters. 

The first research question looked at how coverage of QAnon could potentially 

change between news outlets of varying political positions. Across the periods analyzed, 

neutrally aligned outlets were more likely to position QAnon as a primary focal point 

within the coverage. This is not to say that QAnon was the topic of the article, but that 

QAnon was aligned with the topic of the article in some way and was identified clearly, 

most often in the headline. They were also the most likely to associate political actors 

with QAnon and discuss QAnon beliefs in detail. The bulk of the discussions surrounding 

QAnon within the articles came from AP and Reuters. On the other hand, left- and right-

leaning outlets often used QAnon as a reference point without providing any context or 

understanding.  

Both the New York Times and Slate were found to be the most likely outlets to use 

subjective language when discussing QAnon in their articles or opinion-based pieces. The 

New York Times used subjective language when writing opinion-based pieces. Two 
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examples of the subjective language are: “A surprising number of people have fallen into 

QAnon and other assorted sinkholes where intelligence and common sense go to die” 

(Gay, 2020); and “Still, Parler may be on life support, but the tech is already built – and 

the platform is already full of deplorables, or, um, “patriots,” who happen to believe more 

in QAnon wingnut ideas than in the Constitution” (Swisher, 2021). Slate, however, used 

subjective language in coverage that was identified as news. “And maybe this is all well 

and good until a bunch of QAnon maniacs storm the Capitol in order to stop a 

nonexistent steal” (Peters, 2021). The language used blatantly conveys their biases 

towards QAnon and their followers. Some could even argue that it conveys their biases 

towards those leaning right on the political spectrum, as QAnon is heavily identified with 

the far-right.  

With this research question, right-leaning outlets were demonstrative in how new 

outlets use framing to indicate the importance – or the lack thereof – of a specific topic. 

Right-leaning outlets were more likely to shy away from the problematic aspects of 

QAnon, especially after the January 6th Capitol attack. Before January 6, 2021, they 

included core tenets of QAnon in their descriptions of the conspiracy theory’s belief 

system less than outlets that were neutrally aligned but more than left-leaning outlets. 

However, Fox News (web) did write some of the more descriptive and informative 

instances of QAnon beliefs. This changed after the Capitol attack. Not only did their 

identification of QAnon as a conspiracy theory drop drastically, but there was no 

inclusion of any tenets within the belief system. For example, a Fox News (web) 

description of QAnon beliefs prior to the Capitol attack was as follows. 

QAnon is a conspiracy theory centered on the baseless belief that 

President Trump is waging a secret campaign against enemies in the “deep 
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state” and a child sex trafficking ring run by satanic pedophiles and 

cannibals. QAnon supporters refer to “The Storm” often, which is a 

reference to an October 2017 meeting between Trump and military leaders 

during which Trump said, “the calm before the storm.” During the so-

called “storm,” thousands of deep state operatives and top Democrats, 

including Hillary Clinton and President Obama, will allegedly be rounded 

up and sent to Guantanamo Bay, the theory states. (Fordham, 2020) 

After the attack, Fox News (web) only included one explanation of a QAnon 

belief. It said, “… Boebert also came under fire for saying she hoped Q was “real” in 

reference to the conspiracy theory that a high-level government official peeled back the 

curtain on what the so-called deep state has “done” to affect Americans” (Gaydos, 2021). 

Not only did Fox News (web) change how they describe the conspiracy theory, but they 

are also effectively distancing Trump from QAnon as well. Another shift occurred with 

right-leaning outlets – the significant drop in associating Trump with QAnon. Right-

leaning outlets primarily talked about the QAnon Shaman in their coverage after the 

Capitol attack, discussing Trump only five times. The drastic shift in coverage after 

January 6, 2021, is an example of how news outlets use frames to diminish the 

connection between Trump and QAnon despite Trump’s place within QAnon lore.  

The second research question sought to understand how left-leaning and right-

leaning outlets included QAnon’s roots within concepts of antisemitism and racism. As 

was established in the literature review, many of the core tenets of QAnon – the blood 

libel, the global group wanting to control the world, and the child sex trafficking – all 

stem from historical conspiracy theories rooted in antisemitism. When discussing the 

history of QAnon, outlets would most often identify its origins on the message board 

4chan or refer to the Pizzagate conspiracy theory. While no outlet directly identified the 

roots of antisemitism within QAnon, one news outlet heavily implied a connection 
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between QAnon and historical tropes of antisemitism. This implied connection occurred 

in an article that reported how a speaker at the Republican National Convention in 2020 

was suddenly pulled from the schedule after she had retweeted a thread touting 

antisemitic conspiracy theories. In the lead paragraph, Fox News (web) wrote, “Mary 

Ann Mendoza, an Angel mom who was Slated to speak during the second night of the 

Republican National Convention on Tuesday, was abruptly pulled from the program 

hours after she retweeted an anti-Semitic conspiracy theory” (Henney, 2020). While the 

conspiracy theory was not immediately identified as related to QAnon, the right-leaning 

news outlet acknowledged QAnon and antisemitism further down the article. 

“Do yourself a favor and read this threat,” Mendoza, who is a member of 

the Trump campaign’s advisory board, tweeted Tuesday morning, linking 

to a threat from a QAnon conspiracy theorist. 

The thread was filled with dozens of anti-Semitic tropes and includes a 

link to “The Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” a notorious fabrication 

published in Russia in 1903 that was frequently used in propaganda in 

Nazi Germany, claiming that it was legitimate. (Henney, 2020) 

 

AP and the New York Times covered this but discussed the event in different 

ways. Among articles that feature one topic, AP also publishes “The Latest,” an overview 

of several recently published stories, all within one article. In one instance of The Latest, 

the headline read “RNC Speaker Pulled After Anti-Semitic Messages.” AP said that “a 

speaker who had been scheduled to address the second night of the Republican National 

Convention has been pulled from the lineup after directing her Twitter followers to a 

series of anti-Semitic, conspiratorial messages” (Associated Press, 2020). In this section 

of the article, there is no mention of the conspiracy theory referring to QAnon. Instead, 

this article was analyzed due to a mention of QAnon in another section of this instance of 

The Latest, which dealt with Ms. Greene as a QAnon supporter and House Candidate. 
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The New York Times, on the other hand, directly connected antisemitism to QAnon, 

saying: 

Mary Ann Mendoza, an “angel mom” whose son was killed by a driver 

who was in the United States illegally, was scheduled to speak at the 

Republican convention. She was dropped from the convention lineup after 

she retweeted an anti-Semitic QAnon conspiracy theory. (Guerrero, 2020) 

The varying coverage of the Republican National Convention pulling Mendoza 

from speaking at their annual convention is another example of how frames of a topic can 

shift from outlet to outlet. Fox News (web) did not directly describe QAnon as antisemitic 

but did acknowledge that there were antisemitic tropes within the Twitter thread itself. 

This implication – which occurs prior to the Capitol attack – without direct association 

allows for some distance between QAnon and antisemitism. This is in direct contrast to 

the New York Times coverage, which described QAnon as an antisemitic conspiracy 

theory.  

The third research question examined how articles are written after a significant 

national event – in this case, the Capitol attack – could potentially affect coverage of 

QAnon. There were multiple shifts in how QAnon was covered between the two time 

periods. As discussed above, Fox News (web) had a considerable shift in coverage 

between the two publication periods. They limited their association between Trump and 

QAnon significantly and relied heavily on using QAnon as a reference without providing 

detail. Overall, all outlets featured a drop in associating political actors with QAnon as 

well as a drop in discussing QAnon beliefs. After the Capitol attack, all outlets were 

found to be less likely to discuss QAnon in general instead of relying on the audience’s 

prior knowledge to explain what QAnon was beyond its identification as a conspiracy 

theory.  
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One significant finding, however, was from the sentiment analysis. There, we 

found that Reuters was the only outlet to feature a probable change in sentiment between 

the two time periods. As was demonstrated in Figure 2, Reuters featured a sharp drop in 

sentiment after the Capitol attack. Prior to the Capitol attack, Reuters’ coverage of 

QAnon revolved around social media platforms limiting the spread of QAnon and other 

extremist rhetoric as well as its association with Republican House candidates. With the 

articles where Reuters would associate QAnon with Republican House candidates, the 

articles themselves would be about the 2020 election cycle and only briefly mention 

QAnon. After the Capitol attack, most coverage from Reuters dealt with the January 6th 

attack in some form. There was an increased association between QAnon and violence, 

whether said explicitly through descriptors or implicitly through QAnon’s prominent 

position as a factor in the Capitol attack. Reuters also focused more on violence in 

general, including an article about Marjorie Taylor Greene allegedly verbally assaulting 

Nancy Pelosi to increased discussions surrounding neo-fascist groups such as the Oath 

Keepers and the Proud Boys. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this thesis was to better understand how political biases can 

potentially affect news coverage of extremist groups and concepts in light of an 

occurrence of a significant event. As was demonstrated through the discussion, coverage 

of the conspiracy theory did change. After January 6, 2021, references to QAnon became 

less detailed, indicating that outlets assumed their audience would already have an idea of 

who QAnon is. While QAnon was more of a fixture in the articles after the Capitol 

attack, as many connected QAnon to January 6th in some form, it was still used as a 

reference point or journalistic shorthand. This change in coverage was seen most clearly 

through the shifts within right-leaning outlets. Specifically, we see them in how right-

leaning outlets stopped referencing QAnon in association with Trump after the Capitol 

attack. These shifts in coverage, while subtle, indicate that there was a change in how 

outlets were framing QAnon and in their use of QAnon as a frame itself. This occurred 

most notably with left-leaning outlets, as the attachment of QAnon to a political actor – 

who was always conservative or Republican – implied that they were extremist and far-

right.  

Looking at the findings as a whole in comparison to the guidelines set forth by 

Uscinski and Phillips, the data demonstrates that, as a whole, news outlets often fall short 

when covering QAnon. The majority of articles did not include any definition of QAnon, 

let alone a clear one. Articles often associated QAnon with the Republican Party, which 

goes against Uscinski’s framework (2018, p.443). Philips’ suggestion of outlets avoiding 

coverage of a conspiracy theory until it becomes relevant to individuals outside of its 

initial community raises questions of how news outlets should handle QAnon coverage in 
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light of the January 6 attack. As was demonstrated by the Slate article discussing the 

weaponization of data voids and its example of harmful and antisemitic terms, coverage 

of any topic amplifies its reach to a much larger audience. How news outlets cover 

QAnon matters because regardless of what a news outlet writes about QAnon – whether 

it goes into detail about the conspiracy theory or merely uses it as a reference – it is still 

spreading the message of Q further. 

It is important to note that this thesis had a limited scope of analysis, as only one 

hundred twenty articles were analyzed out of over one thousand collected. In a broader 

research project, all articles collected within the data parameters would be analyzed to 

provide a more accurate view of how coverage of QAnon shifted after the Capitol attack. 

Despite this limitation, the study’s findings are still significant. They indicate that 

research within this area can provide further information on how news outlets cover not 

just QAnon but also extremist groups and concepts in general.  

Through the lenses of agenda-setting theory and framing theory, this thesis has 

demonstrated how news outlets cover extremist groups and concepts matter. As 

McCombs and Shaw posited, the media can influence its audience on what to think about 

(1972). The use of QAnon as a reference point – or even as a frame itself – continues to 

spread the conspiracy theory and further position it as a national focal point within the 

news. With its sustained presence on social media, its quick adoption of other conspiracy 

theories into its lore, and its growing influence on real-world violence, it is clear that 

news coverage of QAnon is vital now more than ever in informing the general public 

about the conspiracy theory and the misinformation that comes along with it. News 

outlets are responsible for informing the public and providing them with the information 
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they require to participate in society (Wahl-Jorgensen & Hanitzch, 2009). Whether they 

fulfill their role and responsibility in informing the public about QAnon remains to be 

seen. 
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