Hunting Conspiracy Theories During the COVID-19 Pandemic

The fear of the unknown and isolation generated by COVID-19 has created a fertile
environment for strong disinformation, otherwise known as conspiracy theories, to flourish.
Work by Brotherton shows that no one group of people are above conspiracy theories, and in
some ways, they act as a defense mechanism against people's natural fear of the unknown. A
Pew Research Center survey conducted in the summer of 2020 revealed that 36% of respondents
that have heard about COVID-19 related conspiracy theories believe they are probably or
definitely true. In recent years social media has become an essential means of propagating
conspiracies, as evidenced by QAnon activity on all social media platforms. Characteristics of
conspiracy theories such as the fact that there is usually a kernel of truth (a key component to any
disinformation campaign) and that they usually have a strong adversarial 'other' serve as a perfect
vehicle maligned actors can use in influence campaigns.

In order to explore the importance of conspiracies for the spread of dis-/mis-information
spread, we propose a method to use state of the art, tuned language models to classify tweets as
conspiracy or not. The classification method will help expedite analysis by automating a process
currently done manually (identifying tweets that are actual conspiracies). Once conspiracy
theory tweets are identified, we will use the BEND framework (Carley) in conjunction with
network sciences to analyze communities, spreaders and catalog the different conspiracy theory
narratives. From this study, we believe we can better understand who spreads conspiracy stories,
where they come from, if they were countered, and whether the spread of conspiracy theories

changed over the pandemic.






