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The vax files: social media reactions...

1. Introduction

Social media platforms are used daily by millions of individuals not only to access news but also to foster
social connections. Among users who primarily rely on social media for both information and interpersonal
engagement, particularly those predisposed to conspiratorial thinking, which is strongly associated with
heightened perceptions of danger and threat, there is a documented link between social media usage and the
endorsement of conspiracy theories and misinformation (Bowes et al.,, 2023; Enders et al., 2023). Although the
overall prevalence of conspiracy beliefs has remained relatively stable since 2012 (Uscinski et al., 2022), such
beliefs continue to pose a significant concern. This is underscored by findings indicating that nearly all
conspiracy theories examined (42 out of 44) are positively correlated with increased support for, and
participation in, political violence (Enders et al., 2024). Notably, the strength of this correlation is inversely
related to the popularity of the belief: more obscure or fringe conspiracy theories tend to have a stronger
association with political violence, whereas widely held beliefs, such as the theory surrounding President John
F. Kennedy’s assassination, exhibit minimal or no such correlation. While acts of political violence are statistically
rare and no single belief can predict such outcomes, even marginal increases in violent support or action are
cause for concern, given that significant harm can be perpetrated by a lone actor or a small group, as evidenced
by incidents such as the Tree of Life Synagogue shooting, the Tops Friendly Markets shooting, and the EL Paso
Walmart attack.

This study investigates how various anti-vaccination conspiracy theories influence engagement with
related content on social media. Per-post reaction, comment, and share counts are standard measures of public
engagement (Wukich, 2025), and this study examines user reactions to posts in particular (like, dislike, haha,
angry, honk, love, salute, pray; comment and share counts were zero for the vast majority of the dataset) on the
page of the group “ANTI-VAXX” on Gab Social to enhance understanding of how different types of conspiracy
narratives elicit distinct affective responses in digital environments. Disinformation and misinformation rooted
in fringe or conspiratorial thinking remain pressing challenges for social media platforms, researchers, users,
and policymakers. Grounded in social identity theory, particularly frameworks of intergroup interaction and
identity formation (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), and drawing on the concept of affective publics (Papacharissi, 2015),
this research also incorporates scholarship on the role of rumor and religion in amplifying conspiratorial
thinking (Andrade, 2020). Through this interdisciplinary lens, the project examines the relationship between
conspiracy theory content and patterns of user engagement in online communities. This project aims to answer
the following research question:

RQ: What is the effect of conspiracy theory type, (i) vaccines are inadvertently harmful, (ii) vaccines are
bioweapons, or (iii) pandemic-related mandates are harmful, on the number of reactions to social media posts
from Gab Social's ANTI-VAXX group page?

1.1. Fringe and Conspiracy Theories

Conspiracy theories attempt to explain an event or set of circumstances as the result of a secret plot,
usually by powerful conspirators, even when a more plausible and less malicious explanation is available
(Douglas et al.,, 2019; Harambam & Aupers, 2021). The spread of a conspiracy theory depends on affect-driven
faith in its themes rather than on fact-based evidence (Douglas et al., 2019). This faith-based approach renders
retractions of the theory practically impossible, creating a cycle of circular thinking that reinforces itself and
rejects any evidence to the contrary (Barkun, 2011; Lewandowsky et al., 2013).

Conspiracy theories are a common aspect of human society, found throughout history and often driven
by the human need to form communities. They are enhanced through actions such as rumor and religion
(Andrade, 2020). In modern times, these beliefs have been used to justify violent attacks, war, and a holocaust
on civilians and marginalized peoples (Douglas et al., 2019; Frankfurter, 2021; Goertzel, 2010; Tollefson, 2021),
such as the January 6th 2021 Insurrection, led by members of the QAnon conspiracy theory; WWII-era Nazi
party agenda; the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center; and the Oklahoma City bombing. Many of the groups
that formed around these beliefs, as well as those formed around more benign conspiracy theories, such as
New World Order and Moon landing conspiracy theorists, have created affect-laden communities around their
cause, which focus on an outside, all-powerful, sinister central authority that is trying to or is actually controlling
the world.

This all-powerful authority, posing a threat to society, distinguishes conspiracy theories from other false
or fringe theories. Fringe theories, in general, encompass ideas that diverge from mainstream beliefs and do
not necessarily begin as or evolve into conspiracy theories. Many fringe groups do, however, initially rally around
non-conspiratorial beliefs and then adopt conspiracy narratives to sustain their identity, leading to an “us vs
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them” narrative. The perceived threat is often a faceless entity, such as a government or faction of a government
(e.g., the “deep state”); a group of people (e.g., the Jews, the Democrats, etc.); or a well-known public figure
(e.g., Bill Gates, George Soros, etc.). Further complicating the study of conspiracy theories, it is also not
uncommon for those who promote one conspiracy theory to also promote other theories that may or may not
be related. For instance, Flat Earth proponents often also promote White nationalist and anti-feminist conspiracy
theories (e.g., “tradlife,” which glorifies 1950s-era notions of the nuclear family with emphasis on the role of
women as wives and mothers serving their husbands). This can result in such narratives weaving together, even
when it seems the aspects of the two narratives are in opposition to one another. (Robins-Early, 2021).

News media and academic research typically approach fringe groups with conspiracy theories from
psychological and cognitive perspectives. This can lead to discounting the beliefs held by these groups as myths,
rumors, or simply “misinformed,” rather than engaging in the more nuanced study of how and when those
beliefs form and change. Conspiracy theories in particular attract research focused on how to debunk and/or
point out the potential dangers of spreading the conspiracy theory beliefs, which tends to overlook the way
conspiracy theories do and do not drive group rhetorics and beliefs (Davidson, 2017; Larson, 2023;
Lewandowsky et al,, 2012; Lubrano, 2019; Pertwee et al., 2022; Swingle, 2018; Ullah et al., 2021; Wardle and
Derakshan, 2017). Because conspiracy theories are characterized by a belief in a central authority or power
intentionally controlling people or events, differentiating between these and other fringe beliefs is important.
One can, for instance, believe that vaccinations cause autism without believing that vaccinations were created
by a government to gain world domination by making everyone autistic.

This distinction becomes especially important when studying the role of conspiracy theories within online
anti-vaccination communities. The implications for actions, interactions, and change are different in such
scenarios. Often, individuals find common ground through shared fringe beliefs—beliefs that do not align with
mainstream society or a “respected minority”—and form a community (Jasanoff, 1992). At first, these fringe
communities and social movements may believe in ideas that seem outlandish to greater society, but they do
not hold narratives that pit themselves against greater society or anyone else who is in opposition to their
beliefs. Those with beliefs in astrology or clairvoyance are an example of such groups (Mermelstein and German,
2021). However, when these communities deviate far enough from the norm and/or are disregarded and judged
by mainstream society, they sometimes introduce an “us vs. them” narrative (this ingrouping/outgrouping
dynamic is discussed further in Section 2.3) in order to maintain their convictions, community, and sense of
identity. This leads the group to view and describe those opposed to them as conspiring against them (Bartlett,
2021; Clark, 2018; Harambam, 2021; Islam et al,, 2021; Loxton, 2018; Olshansky et al., 2020; Paolillo, 2018).
In the case of the anti-vaccination community, for instance, it is the scientific community, the government, Big
Pharma, and mainstream society that are conspiring against them. This type of fringe narrative, portraying a
powerful outgroup(s) as conspiring against the less powerful ingroup, is the definition of a conspiracy theory.
Unlike other fringe beliefs, conspiracy theories introduce fear and distrust of others into the community
paradigm and are known to negatively affect both inter- and intra-community relationships, communication,
and interactions, at times leading members of the community to cause harm to themselves or others (Jolley et
al.,, 2022).

1.2. Cognition, Conspiracy, and Fringe Beliefs

Social identity theory explains that the social groups and movements that we belong to can be more
important to our identity and self-esteem than our individual beliefs and characteristics (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).
The social ties within a group are strengthened by creating and maintaining “us vs. them” territory lines, defining
the ingroup in contrast to outgroups (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2005; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This dynamic can be
seen between conflicting Christian sects (Catholics and Protestants), religions (Hindus and Muslims), and racial
and ethnic groups (white supremacy towards the BIPOC community). These groups draw territory lines using
ideology and ethnicity to decide who can take membership and who cannot. The actions of this racial and
religious us vs. them dynamic have been used to justify numerous incidences of genocide, ethnic cleansing, and
political/religious wars (e.g. the Holocaust, the Rwandan genocide, the Crusades, the Tulsa Massacre, etc.).

These social movements, both online and offline, use a variety of tools to draw such boundaries, but
online spaces are fundamentally different from offline spaces, and the boundary-setting between ingroups and
outgroups is also fundamentally different online. For this reason, social identity theory on its own does not
provide a comprehensive theoretical basis for understanding how conspiracy theories contribute to the
dynamics of online social movements. To fully understand the role and function of conspiracy theories in online

Journal of Social Media Research, 3(1), 62-77



The vax files: social media reactions...

social movements, it is necessary to recognize that these movements form affective publics, in which emotional
affect is the driving force rather than notions of truth and facts (Papacharissi, 2014).

By way of drawing ingroup/outgroup boundaries, the use of harmful discourse, whether true
(malinformation) or false (disinformation), is used to discredit the opposition. However, mal- and disinformation
can often mutate rhetorically and spread stereotypes and/or misinformation about the outgroup, which can, in
turn, lead to the formation of prejudices and/or conspiracy theories. Because these online social movements
form affective publics, driven by affect rather than fact, disinformation is no less effective than malinformation
for drawing boundaries. When this disinformation comes to be believed by members of the ingroup, it becomes
misinformation—information that is factually incorrect but sincerely believed by the group members and
harmful to the outgroup—which those ingroup members then repeat and spread (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2005;
Wardle & Derakshan, 2017). There are some exceptions to this general statement, as digital grifters and leaders
with narcissistic or sociopathic tendencies, who stand to gain power, influence, and/or money, will knowingly
spread disinformation about an outgroup to discredit them. The majority of the members of these conspiracy
theory-based social movements, however, believe the information they are being given and then spreading.

Since 2016, conspiracy theories, misinformation, and disinformation have become hot-button topics
within public and scholarly discussion. On a daily basis, news outlets report on people subscribing to
misinformation, and social media platforms now place warning labels on posts that convey misleading or false
information, including conspiracy theories. However, susceptibility to misinformation is not a new monster
created by the introduction of digital spaces; it is an intricate cognitive response that reflects the human need
to establish ingroups and outgroups. Taber & Lodge (2006), for instance, describe a study in which participants
were given the option of viewing arguments from various organizations about gun control or affirmative action,
and their choices tended to track their group identification, rather than objective fact-seeking: They tended to
choose arguments from organizations they were likely to agree with, depending on their ingroup’s view rather
than relying on their own; when reading arguments that conflicted with their views, they spent more time than
they did on arguments that agreed with their views; and they spent more time constructing arguments against
and finding problems with those arguments, reinforcing outgroup division and ingroup solidarity.

As conspiracy theories both develop within and contribute to affective publics, helping to establish,
maintain, and strengthen ingroup identities, they become woven into ingroup members’ senses of identity and
purpose, and therefore are exceedingly difficult to dismantle. Any attempt to replace false, emotionally charged
beliefs requires a carefully executed step-by-step retraction process, which still often meets with only limited
success (Bail et al.,, 2018; Chan et al,, 2017; Lewandowsky et al., 2012; Yzerbyt and Corneille, 2005).

1.3. Affective Publics and Online Fringe Communities

As briefly explained above, social movements that coalesce in digital spheres around emotion-driven,
socio-political topics are termed affective publics—online communities that evoke and foster feelings of
emotional engagement (Papacharissi, 2014; Dean, 2010; Gregg, 2011; Karatzogianni & Kuntsman, 2012; van
Dijck, 2013). The more general notion of networked publics characterizes platforms structured by networked
technologies for individuals to convene for social, cultural, and civic purposes, expanding their connections
beyond immediate circles of friends and family (boyd, 2010). Affective publics are then defined as those
networked publics that are “rendered out of ... the sharing of opinions, facts, sentiment, drama, and
performance” (Papacharissi, 2014). Papacharissi (2014) underscores the diverse manifestations of affective
publics across different social media platforms and their reliance on the digital tools, ideologies, cultures, and
goals of the groups involved. Within these publics, members support connective, but not necessarily collective,
actions, which allow for interaction without the need for deep ideological engagement or explanation. This
phenomenon is particularly relevant in the context of conspiracy theory-driven groups responding to moral or
fact-based information with short, sarcastic insults, rather than deep discussion.

Crucial to the concept of an affective public, especially in the context of conspiracy theories’ role in online
fringe communities, is the notion that they are driven by affect-laden statements of both fact and opinion, and
that the distinction between these two types of statements is not important. The affective character of these
statements creates an emotional response within the online user(s), which is then recognized as being shared,
and this shared emotional response, or affective undercurrent, encourages engagement and connects diverse
publics to an evolving event or issue. The communities that assemble around these affective undercurrents form
affective publics.

In online conspiracy theory-driven publics, the affective statements and narratives are distributed on a
mass digital scale, and they have the potential to “produce disruption/interruptions” among mainstream
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discourse, giving voice to the narratives and opinions of fringe social movements. A social movement is a
collective effort by a large group of people or organizations to bring about, resist, or undo social, political,
economic, or environmental change. Unlike short-term trends, social movements are typically sustained over
time and are driven by shared goals, values, or grievances (Merriam-Webster, n.d.; Opp, 2009; Scott & Marshall,
2009). In digital spaces, social movements, including fringe movements, often use social media technologies to
form communities around their cause and organize actions, such as protests and public awareness campaigns.
The impact of these publics is symbolic, which can encourage “revolutionary” change, whether the change shifts
publics or society toward fact or fiction (Papacharissi, 2014).

A large portion of the literature that uses the theoretical approach of affective publics focuses on narrative
storytelling in online spaces and on online social, political activism, movements, and groups; for the most part,
this research does not address conspiracy theories (Adlung et al,, 2021; Dawson, 2020; Hautea et al., 2021;
Linenborg, 2019; Papacharissi & Trevey, 2018; Papailias, 2016). The few pieces of literature on online fringe
groups and conspiracy theory rhetoric that treat them as affective publics mostly focus on either ingroup-
outgroup dynamics or the affective responses to specific fringe and/or conspiracy theories (Lee, 2022; Song &
Gruzd, 2017). One notable exception is Farokhi (2022), who describes the function of these groups’ rhetorical
approaches in maintaining and encouraging group membership. However, Farokhi's explanations suggest that
the affect behind these groups’ rhetoric is inauthentic, rendering their intentions deceptive rather than sincerely
grounded in authentic fear and a desire to protest, inform, and maintain their positionality. Without viewing
fringe groups’ affect and rhetoric as genuine and a phenomenon to be taken seriously, it is difficult to
understand the role they play in those groups’ functioning.

1.4. Conspiracy Theories across Social Media Platforms

Digital spaces play a crucial role in the creation and spread of affective publics. Before the widespread
use of the internet, affect-driven communities, such as those based on conspiracy theories, could connect with
other believers only through local meetups, conferences, or traditional mail. The speed and breadth of online
communication, however, change the relational processes of community formation. Social information
processing theory suggests that relationships that are established and conducted in digital spaces are just as
intimate, if not more so, than face-to-face relationships, but that digital relationships may take longer to
cultivate (Walther, 1992). In addition, digital spaces provide a public platform for subcultures and marginalized
voices to engage with public discourse and debate. Digital spaces frequently form “subaltern counterpublics”—
spaces where people from marginalized communities discuss their experiences, while also creating and
promoting narratives that challenge mainstream perceptions towards their “identities, interests, and needs”
(Fraser, 1990, p. 67). These publics enable those opposed to mainstream opinion to find and engage both
opposing and complementary opinions, sharing and debating their social and political views. Subaltern
counterpublics can be seen in the development of both social media subcultures, such as Black Twitter, and
entirely new social media platforms, such as Gab, Telegram, and Truth Social.

The proliferation of social media platforms further diversifies the digital landscape, offering users unique
experiences characterized by different functionalities, communication tools, and levels of anonymity. Each
platform shapes the behavior and interactions of digital groups, reflecting the diverse nature of online social
spaces. Engagement metrics such as retweets and reposts contribute to individuals' sense of belonging,
reinforcing ingroup ties and solidifying group identity. This phenomenon aligns with the social identity model
of deindividuation (SIDE theory), which suggests that individuals place greater importance on group identity
and norms in digital contexts, expanding on the concepts of group identity and individuality from social identity
theory (Postmes et al., 1998). Group norms sometimes even override individual attitudes and beliefs, leading to
a transformation of individual behavior within online communities, such as when group members collectively
rally against a social media platform that censors the group’s discourse and rhetoric. This group behavior can
include criticizing, negatively reviewing, and speaking out against the platform, as well as leaving the platform
altogether to join or create one with fewer content restrictions and guidelines (BBC News, 2021), such as the
aforementioned Gab, Telegram, and Truth Social.

1.5. Boosting Conspiracy Theories with Social Media Technologies

Social media platforms feature unique interfaces that provide users with various digital tools and
technologies, including images, internet memes, animated GIFs, videos, hashtags, posts, comments, links,
emojis, and likes. When fringe social movements congregate in social media spaces, they use the platform’s
tools to spread their ideologies, identify and engage with members of their ingroup, and identify and attack
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their outgroups. The tools serve as casual communication tools across digital spaces, used to communicate
ideas that may attract like-minded people and thereby grow and strengthen one’s ingroup (Hornsey, 2008). The
creation of digital spaces and their technologies has allowed group members to organize, network, and expand
their communities all over the world (Howard & Hussain, 2013; Papacharissi, 2014), connecting like-minded
people to one another without the work of physically seeking each other out and giving movements easily
accessible places to congregate. Hashtags in particular, #itsflat, #tradlife, #fakedemic, etc., serve as group-
affirming catchphrases that tie affective publics together.

Among the various social media platforms, some tools dominate or are intended to be used over others.
For example, although X (formerly Twitter) can support video and image posts, the majority of the expression
is done through written words and emojis, while platforms such as Instagram and TikTok are designed for users
to share and post using video- and image-based content. Even within individual platforms, the technologies
offered can achieve a variety of communicatory outcomes. The use of reactions and emaojis, for instance, adds
layers of emotional expression to posts, conveying affect in a nuanced manner that words alone may miss
(Arafah & Hasyim, 2019). Similarly, platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat allow users to
incorporate still images, GIFs, videos, and internet memes into their posts, providing diverse means of
expression and communication. The addition of music to visual content can alter its reception and impact,
illustrating the dynamic interplay between technology and content creation in digital spaces. Overall, these
technologies not only facilitate expression but also foster unique online cultures and communities, reflecting
the evolving landscape of digital communication and interaction.

1.6. Gab Social

The Gab Social interface, established in 2016 by Andrew Torba, offers several tools and features. The
platform functions and tools include individual and group pages; a news feed; text, image, and video posts;
comments, reposts, quotes, reactions, emojis, hashtags, links, and user and group tags; and the ability to mute
and block other users (Gab AI, Inc., 2025). Torba coined the platform's catchphrase “where free speech reigns”
as a direct response to the “free-speech restrictive” guidelines of platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and
(at the time) Twitter. Gab’s community guidelines state that users cannot engage in the act of harming minors,
violating or breaking any “federal, state or local laws,” and that all users must stay within the protected “free
speech” laws granted to them by the First Amendment to the United States Constitution (Gab AI, Inc., 2024).

For the purposes of this study, the anti-vaccination community group page “Anti-Vaxx” on Gab was
analyzed to access the largest number of public posts within the anti-vaccination community. Gab was selected
for this study because it is one of the longest-running and currently one of the most high-traffic “alternative”
social media platforms in the world. Unlike Telegram, another long-standing “alternative” social media platform
with high traffic, Gab offers group pages and mimics a Facebook-like interface. Similar to Facebook, Gab offers
a view into how the anti-vaccination community communicates with one another and with others in a high-traffic
digital space that can potentially reach large numbers of new followers. Gab, however, is an alternative social
media platform rather than the mainstream Facebook and lacks the restrictive guidelines surrounding mis- and
disinformation, allowing users to employ different, less restrained rhetoric. Finally, while there is significant
existing research on community-building and anti-vax content and conspiracy theories on Gab (Berlinski et al.,
2025; Collins, 2025; de Winkel et al.,, 2024; Fritz & Smith, 2025), this study fills a gap in the literature by
examining the effect on engagement of conspiracy theories of varying extremity.

1.7. Hypothesis

Integrating concepts from social identity theory and affective publics, which highlight the importance of
group identity and affect for online communities, the current project examines the influence of conspiracy
theories on the anti-vaccination community on Gab. This investigation developed from a broader research
project, and the theoretical basis described above grounded the ten a priori categories used in that project,
which are presented in Table 1 below. The present study focuses on one of these categories in particular, anti-
vax and disease-related conspiracy theories, and the impact on engagement of the three most frequently
discussed conspiracy theories of this type. These three conspiracy theories turned out to vary significantly in
extremity, leading to the following theory-driven hypothesis:

H1: The number of reactions a post receives varies with the presence or absence in the post content of
one or more of the following three conspiracy theories about the COVID-19 vaccines and lockdown mandates:
(i) vaccines are harmful, ineffective, and/or poison (e.g., the government or world powers are lying and hiding
that vaccines cause cancer, heart attacks, death, etc.); (ii) vaccines are part of a government, New World Order

I ——



Henery

(NWO0), Great Reset, and/or bioweapon plot; (iii) vaccine/mask/social distancing mandates are intentionally
harmful, unlawful, and Nazi-like (e.g., unvaccinated people will have their children taken, be sent to
concentration camps, etc.).

2. Method
2.1. Data Collection

The dataset for this study, derived from the author’s dissertation, consisted of all posts made to the “Anti-
Vaxx” group on Gab from June 1, 2023, to November 15, 2024, totaling 2,656.1 Information about the group
posts for this date range was collected using the Gab API and stored in JSON files, allowing easy extraction of
metadata, such as dates and counts of comments and reactions, as well as content, including attached media
and quoted posts. An automated process downloaded all the attached images and videos and most of the linked
videos, with roughly 15 downloaded by hand.

2.2. Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis

With such a large dataset, it was unrealistic to attempt to qualitatively code them all by hand, so at this
stage, 100 posts were randomly selected, and an HTML page was generated containing the post contents and
links. HTML was chosen for its readability and ease of import into MAXQDA. These 100 posts were analyzed
using critical technocultural discourse analysis and qualitatively coded into ten a priori, theory-driven categories,
with emergent subcategories; often, several subcategories from the same a priori category applied to a single
post.

At this point, as part of the larger study, an additional 100 Facebook posts were also analyzed; the
codebook resulting from the full 200-post analysis was included in the system prompt (Table 1) to guide the
LLM analysis. Two additional researchers were also given the full list of categories and emergent subcategories,
with definitions, and each coded a 10% sample of the two 100-post datasets. These researchers were allowed
to disagree with specific applications of categories and subcategories, and were allowed to create additional
subcategories, but were not allowed to delete subcategories or categories or add additional categories.
Agreement was established across all three coders.

Table 1. System instruction (subcode lists truncated for length)

You are a social science researcher with an expertise in digital extremism and conspiracy theories, studying online anti-vax
groups. When given the contents of a social media post, potentially including linked articles, attached photos and videos,
and quoted posts, you use qualitative coding to identify key features of the post. Linked articles are passed as raw HTML;
please be sure to analyze the title and contents of the article, but not the other material, such as advertisements and links
to other articles. Posts may also include a user-chosen context, which functions as a platform-specific hashtag, and a
preview card, which summarizes linked and quoted content. Your response should be formatted in markdown and proceed
using these four steps:

Step 1: Observe, identify, and describe the content of the post (text, image, and/or video).
Step 2: Analyze the message and intent of that content.

Step 3: Apply codes based on that analysis.

Step 4: Review those codes for redundancy or missed codes.

After these four steps, you should provide a list of the final codes. Please put "Final Codes" before that list for ease of
processing. Please format codes with subcodes as separate entries reading "Code: Subcode".

Your codebook contains 10 primary codes, some of which include subcodes to more precisely specify the features of the
post. You may generate your own subcodes if none of the existing subcodes apply, but you may not generate new codes.

Here is a list of all the codes and their subcodes:

Code: Misinformed Responses
No subcodes

1 This is unfortunately no longer possible, because group pages on Gab now display only the last 2 months of group posts.
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Code: Praising Public Figures
Subcode: Dr Phil

Subcode: Russell Brand

[... 12 subcodes total]

Code: Villainizing Public Figures and/or Organizations
Subcode: Vaxxed

Subcode: Big Pharma

[... 23 subcodes total]

Code: Groups Being Signaled

Subcode: Unvaccinated/Antivaxx

Subcode: Conservatives/MAGA/White Supremacists/Nationalists
Subcode: Parents

Code: Antivaxx/Disease-Related Conspiracy Theories
Subcode: Big Pharma

Subcode: Hiding Alternative Cures and Treatments
[... 15 subcodes total]

Code: Conspiracy Theories Unrelated to Antivaxx
Subcode: Incel

Subcode: Crisis Actors/False Flag/Staged Events
[... 22 subcodes total]

Code: Hate Speech/Violent Rhetoric
Subcode: National/Ethnic/Race/Religion
Subcode: LGBTQ

[... 5 subcodes total]

Code: Using Irony/Humor/Sarcasm
No subcodes

Code: Coded Language
No subcodes

Code: Prophetic Revelation/Demons/Jesus Will Save Us/End Times
No subcodes

2.3. LLM Analysis

The data scraping and LLM analysis portions of the study were contracted to an AI researcher, who
worked under the observation and guidance of the researcher conducting this study, ensuring accuracy and
applicability of the system instructions and prompts. In preparation for the LLM analysis and coding, the full
HTML of each linked article (roughly 1,000 in total) was also downloaded. To remove all extraneous data
contained in those pages, such as ads, navigation menus, and links to other articles, the LLM was given the full
HTML for each article and instructed to return only the title and text of the article, formatted in Markdown. This
process was successful for roughly 80% of the articles; the remaining 20% were left as HTML, which did not
affect the LLM’s analysis in any material way.

After all the content was downloaded, processed, and stored, it was submitted to the LLM one post at a
time via the LLM’s API, interleaving text and media in an approximation of the order they would appear on Gab.
Using the above system instruction, which was developed through analysis of the LLM’s “show thinking” feature
and iterative testing, the LLM was instructed to respond with a detailed summary and analysis of each post’s
content and applicable qualitative codes and sub-codes based on that analysis, a task at which it was
overwhelmingly successful. After removing posts that were no longer available, linked to content that was no
longer available, or linked to videos over 1 hour long, which were too long for the LLM to process, there were
only eight posts that the LLM did not successfully analyze.
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2.4. Verification of LLM Analysis

Once the complete dataset had been analyzed by the LLM, a list was generated containing every category
and subcategory used in that analysis; it did not include any new categories. The author and an additional
researcher then checked the new subcategories for overlap, either with each other or with one of the original
subcategories, and codes were collapsed as appropriate. For instance, several posts were coded with some
variation on “Antivaxx/Disease-Related Conspiracy Theories: Denial of Germ Theory,” which were all collapsed
into the “Antivaxx/Disease-Related Conspiracy Theories: COVID and/or Other Illnesses Aren't Real/Inflating
Numbers” subcategory.

After collapsing the codes, both researchers assessed the applicability of each code generated for each
post in the full dataset and found nearly all the codes to be correct. An examination of the provided explanations
for the codes judged incorrect further revealed that the vast majority of these codes were, according to the LLM,
merely “implied” by the content. After removing these codes, fewer than 10 incorrect codes remained, and these
were notably all the result of misunderstanding some specific communicative nuance, rather than hallucination
or other well-known LLM errors. The manual analysis of the initial 200 posts was further compared with the
LLM-generated analyses of those posts, which revealed that the model had identified every manually identified
code, and sometimes also applied additional accurate codes. This extremely high level of human-LLM agreement
supported the use of the LLM’s responses as the basis for further analysis of the dataset.

2.5. Independent Variables

The three independent variables analyzed for this study were selected due to their popularity on the Gab
Social group page “ANTI-VAXX.” Antivax/Disease-Related Conspiracy Theories were identified in more posts
than any other a priori category (n = 2053 posts), and the present project focused on the top three emergent
sub-codes from this category: (i) vaccines are harmful/ineffective/poison (n = 1668 posts), (ii) vaccines are part
of a government/NWOQ/Great Reset/bioweapon plot (n = 965 posts), (iii) mandates are harmful/unlawful/Nazi-
like (n = 573 posts).

The presence or absence of conspiracy theories of these three types were used as independent variables
(IVs), with the number of reactions a post received as the dependent variable (DV). The relationship between
the three IVs and the DV were modeled by a negative binomial regression with interaction terms. Table 2
contains the post counts for each combination of independent variables.

Table 2. Post counts for each combination of independent variables

Mandates Absent Mandates Present
NWO/Bioweapon NWO/Bioweapon
Harmful/Ineffective Absent Present Harmful/Ineffective Absent Present
Absent 456 117 Absent 87 68
Present 778 472 Present 111 307

2.5.1. Vax is Harmful/Ineffective

The most commonly observed independent variable on the anti-vax group page was Vax is
Harmful/Ineffective with 1668 posts. For the purposes of this study, Vax is Harmful/Ineffective will be defined
as: Vaccines (especially COVID-19 vaccine) are inadvertently poisonous/harmful to one's health (e.g., causes
cancer, heart attacks, blood clots, sudden death, etc.) and the government/world powers/etc. are lying and
hiding this information from the public; and/or vaccines are ineffective (people can still catch illnesses they
were vaccinated against). Figure 1 shows an example from the dataset of a Vax is Harmful/Ineffective post.
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2, Posted to ANTI-VAXX

"Vaccination is a gigantic delusion; ... it has
never saved a single life; ... it has been the
cause of so much disease, so many deaths,
such a vast amount of utterly needless and
altogether undeserved suffering, that it will
be classed by the coming generation among

the greatest errors of an ignorant and
prejudiced age, and its penal enforcement
the foulest blot on the generally beneficent
course of legislation during our century.”

Alfred Russell Wallace (1898)

1:32 PM - Nov 14, 2023
) e} Qo Lo Q&
Figure 1. Example of a Vax is Harmful/Ineffective post
2.5.2. NWO/Bioweapon Vax Conspiracy

The second-most-observed independent variable on the anti-vax group page was NWO/Bioweapon Vax
Conspiracy, with 965 posts. For the purposes of this study, NWO/Bioweapon Vax Conspiracy will be defined as:
Vaccines (especially the COVID-19 vaccine) are NWO/Government/Great Reset engineered bioweapons intended
to kill billions of the population, and/or microchip us and turn us into slaves/robot-army. Figure 2 shows an
example from the dataset of an NWO/Bioweapon Vax Conspiracy post.

2, Posted to ANTI-VAXX

WARNING TO HUMANITY: THIS IS THE REAL, MAIN, COVERT REASON FOR THE
INCESSANT ESTABLISHMENT LGBTQPEDO PROPAGANDA AND POLICIES.

The LGBTQPEDO PROPAGANDA is really about promoting the world eugenics
depopulation aka genocide cult(gays don't reproduce)and replacing humans with a new
Al biotech, humanoid(silicon, not carbon based), genderless, slave species.

The globalists have gone operational since their "Covid' injections started in January
2021. However, this Endgame is now in its beginning, experimental stages. This means it
can still be stopped but much larger numbers of people worldwide must not comply and
arrest perpetrators and collaborators(in governments and big pharma etc.) with the
Agenda

The real purpose of the Covid nanotech injections and 5G microwave programming grid
is to transform/mutate and phase out(extinct except for the globalist ruling class of
about 200,000 worldwide or less than .001% of the world population)carbon based
humans to be replaced by this new species of biotech, silicon based slaves.

[.]

6:55 PM - Jun 6, 2023
®) 1 QO 2 [
Figure 2. Example of an NWO/Bioweapon Vax Conspiracy post (text truncated for length)
2.5.3. Pandemic-Related Mandates are Harmful

The third-most-observed independent variable on the anti-vax group page was "Pandemic-Related
Mandates are Harmful," with 573 posts. For the purposes of this study, Pandemic-Related Mandates are Harmful
will be defined as: World Governments/U.S. Democrats/Public Figures are enforcing illegal and harmful

——— L
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draconian social distancing/mask and vaccination mandates. Failure to comply will result in having children
taken, and/or being detained and imprisoned or sent to Nazi-like camps for the unvaccinated. Figure 3 shows
an example from the dataset of a Pandemic-Related Mandates are Harmful post.

&\ Posted to ANTI-VAXX
11/7/24 - @ - America First
EE  { - GAB'S @a this moming on ! | AGREE with Andrew, . . do YOU??2:
Andrew Torba @BasedTorba
As these people call for “unity” without any modicum of repentance or humility we must never forget
that half of them wanted us sent to camps and our children taken from us for refusing their clot shot.
Our victory over the next four years must be so total that they never get anywhere near power ever
again.
[ ==
Fine the unvaccinated e e S ——
e, ———————
: . e
Send unvaccinated to quarantine camps I——— ——— ———— =+
Take children from unvaccinated parents -_
Fine and imprison critics of vaccine —_
9916 Q1
8:07 AM - Nov 7, 2024
O = o Q&

Figure 3. Example of a Pandemic-Related Mandates are Harmful post

2.6. Dependent Variable

For this study, the dependent variable (DV) being analyzed is the number of reactions (like, dislike, haha,
angry, honk, love, salute, pray) each post received. It was determined, both visually (Figure 4) and by calculating
the ratio of variance to mean (approximately 96), that the DV was overdispersed. No structural zeros were
present within the DV count, meaning all zeros were the result of the count-generating process of users reacting
to posts. Additionally, a hurdle model was unnecessary, as there was no threshold or barrier that needed to be
met or overcome for a post to receive its first reaction.

Distribution of Reaction Counts

Count
200 400 600 800

|l

0 4 8 13 19 25 31 37 43 51 63 70 86 371

0

Number of Reactions

Figure 4. Barplot of reaction counts to posts on Gab Social group page “Anti-Vaxx”
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3. Results

3.1. Coefficients and Confidence Intervals

The number of reactions a post received on the Gab Social group page “Anti-Vaxx” did vary with the
presence or absence of one or more of the three conspiracy theories—(i) vaccines are inadvertently harmful, (ii)
vaccines are bioweapons, or (iii) pandemic-related mandates are harmful—in the post content, thus supporting
the alternative hypothesis. All three independent variables and interactions were significant at the 0.001 level,
and 95% confidence intervals were represented (Figure 5).

Coefficients
(all significant at the 0.001 level)

HI* NB * M —_—,—
NB*M —_——
HI"M —_—
HI * NB —_—

Mandates —_——

Coefficient

NWO/Bioweapon —_—
Harmfulineffective -
Intercept -
2 0 2

Value

Figure 5. Plot of standard log count coefficients with 95% confidence intervals

While all independent variables and interactions in this study were statistically significant, the coefficients
represent a logarithmic transformation of reaction counts, making direct interpretation less intuitive. Therefore,
examining the predicted values offers a clearer understanding of the effects of the three independent variables
on actual reaction counts.

3.2. Predicted Values

As shown in Figure 6, posts that do not address any of the three independent variable topics—(i) vaccines
are inadvertently harmful, (ii) vaccines are bioweapons, or (iii) pandemic-related mandates are harmful—are
predicted to receive approximately 1.4 reactions, while posts that mention one or more of these topics are
expected to receive a minimum of 3.1 reactions. The number of reactions varies, however, depending on the
topic or topics discussed: Posts discussing only (i) have the highest predicted reaction count at 14.4; posts
discussing only (ii) are second, with 7; and posts discussing only (iii) are third, with 6. For posts discussing
multiple topics, the presence of either (ii) or (iii) reduces the predicted reaction count, and the presence of both
reduces it further.

Predicted Number of Reactions

Mandates — Absent Mandates — Present

20

Y
o

NWO/Bioweapon

—#— Absent

-
[=]

Present

Number of Reactions

w
——

Absent Present Absent Present
Vax Harmful/Ineffective

Figure 6. Plot of predicted reaction counts
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4. Discussion

The order of the highest to lowest predicted reaction counts suggests that posts that discuss more
extreme and fringe anti-vax conspiracy theories (e.g., the vaccine is turning the population into a robot-slave-
army) tend to receive fewer reactions, as opposed posts that contain conspiracy theories with ideas that users
might view as “more plausible” (e.g., children will be taken from unvaccinated parents). One significant reason
for this trend could be the influence of major news media outlets and public figures, such as Fox News and
Tucker Carlson, who in 2022, during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, lockdown, and subsequent releases
of the vaccine, made unverified claims about CDC-mandated child vaccinations. Carlson, for instance, aired a
segment titled “CDC: Your Children, Our Rules” in which he stated that the CDC was forcing children to become
vaccinated or face not being able to attend public schooling. Within 24 hours, Carlson’s false claim had gone
viral throughout social media and was being commented on by multiple prominent rightwing public figures
(Diamond & Sun, 2022).

Tucker Carlson has an extensive and documented history of making false claims, including claims about
vaccine-related deaths being on the rise (Walsh, 2021), but to date has not reported that vaccines are spliced
with alien DNA, even if he has shown support for those who do make these sorts of claims (Ramirez, 2020).
Carlson’s public popularity could help to explain the hierarchy of predicted reaction counts for posts containing
only one of the three types of conspiracy theory.

When the variables are considered together, we see a similar trend across the two most extreme
subcategories: discussing conspiracy theories of either kind reduces reactions, and discussing conspiracy
theories of both kinds reduces them further. The effect of discussing Pandemic-Related Mandates are Harmful
conspiracy theories is somewhat inconsistent, however; it increases reactions for posts that also discuss
NWO/Bioweapon Vax conspiracy theories, but its effect is entirely negated by the presence of a Vax is
Harmful/Ineffective conspiracy theory, having a much greater effect than the more extreme NWO/Bioweapon
Vax conspiracy theories. The reason for this is not clear, but one possible explanation is that, draconian or not,
everyone experienced the lockdown and mask mandates. In contrast, not everyone experienced people dying
from the vaccine—in fact, given that the vaccine was not deadly, nobody did, at least not in the way the
conspiracies suggest—and billions of people were vaccinated.

5. Conclusion & Practical Implications

In the anti-vax group page “Anti-Vaxx” on fringe social media platform Gab Social, the most fringe of
fringe conspiracy theories receive less engagement, as measured by number of reactions (like, dislike, haha,
angry, honk, love, salute, pray), than the middle-of-the-road fringe conspiracy theories. Even when these theories
interact with one another, the most fringe conspiracy theories reduce engagement. This can possibly be
explained by the promotion of some conspiracy theories over others (vaccine mandates over vaccine is a
bioweapon) being present in the mainstream media. These findings provide reason to be cautiously optimistic,
as they indicate that the most extreme conspiracy theories may not be significantly resonating with the broader
anti-vaccine community on the platform. The author recognizes the limitations present within the study, most
notably that, as in any study, there are numerous other independent variables that could have been tested, as
well as platforms, groups, and subjects that could have been studied. Future research in this area might consider
studying the same reaction counts as presented in this study, but changing the independent variables (e.g.,
non-vaccine-related conspiracy theories + vaccine-related conspiracy theories + hate-speech); a comparison of
reaction counts across different platforms; and/or replacing reaction counts with number of views per post.
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