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How can we study 
the birth and 
evolution of ideas 
in a network?
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3

January February March



COVID-19 Conversation Over Time

4

April May June



US|UK|CAN Right-Wing

US Left | Resist
 

INT MSM | Tech | 
FinanceUK | AUS | EU

ESP Speaking HK FocusedIND Activists | 
Progressive Media

IND | PAK Pols | 
Journos | Media

COVID Landscape January 2020

5



Existing Work
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Existing work is compartmentalized, and uses benign content

- Effects of misinformation (Chan et al 2020)
- Qualitative confluence of narratives (Smith et al 2020)
- Network mapping (Hindman & Barash 2018)
- Cultural bridges (Bail 2016)

Existing research doesn’t focus on how content moves through a network in the 
case of network mapping, or account for more complex content (hashtags, URLs, 
topics) in the case of cultural bridges work.

Nothing, as far as we know, has been applied over time or to conspiratorial 
content.



Our Work
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Combines and improves upon previous works, such that our pipeline:
- Maps a network at regular intervals over five months
- Captures topics underlying content throughout the network
- Incorporates multiple bridge types
- Generates a measure of convergence

This allows us to show:
- Topic usage over time
- Bridging importance
- Bridges as mechanisms for community and topical emergence 

and convergence



QAnon Case Study
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Qualitative researchers have noted an 
accelerated QAnon membership since the 
beginning of the pandemic (Breland & 
Rangarajan, 2020).

Our results support that hypothesis and 
further that QAnon content and concepts 
have spread to broader, more mainstream 
communities.

Our method detected the topics that 
enabled this growth and their connection to 
groups that adopted QAnon concepts and 
content over time.
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Main Findings and Limitations
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- Our multimodal approach was able to provide a quantitative 
measure of the mechanisms by which conspiratorial content 
spreads throughout a network and draws together otherwise 
disconnected groups. 

However…

- Hard to say how a topic “evolved” over time aside from 
distribution shifts (topics are static)

- Lack of node persistence within the network
- Bridging centrality score are not standardized across types 

(we focused on the most important bridges across all forms 
of content – regardless of whether they are hashtags, URLs, 
or topics)
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