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Abstract

The QAnon conspiracy theory claims that a cabal of (literally)

blood-thirsty politicians and media personalities are engaged

in a war to destroy society. By interpreting cryptic “drops” of

information from an anonymous insider calling themself Q,

adherents of the conspiracy theory believe that Donald Trump

is leading them in an active fight against this cabal. QAnon

has been covered extensively by the media, as its adherents

have been involved in multiple violent acts, including the Jan-

uary 6th, 2021 seditious storming of the US Capitol building.

Nevertheless, we still have relatively little understanding of

how the theory evolved and spread on the Web, and the role

played in that by multiple platforms.

To address this gap, we study QAnon from the perspec-

tive of “Q” themself. We build a dataset of 4,949 canonical

Q drops collected from six “aggregation sites,” which curate

and archive them from their original posting to anonymous

and ephemeral image boards. We expose that these sites have

a relatively low (overall) agreement, and thus at least some

Q drops should probably be considered apocryphal. We then

analyze the Q drops’ contents to identify topics of discussion

and find statistically significant indications that drops were

not authored by a single individual. Finally, we look at how

posts on Reddit are used to disseminate Q drops to wider au-

diences. We find that dissemination was (initially) limited to

a few sub-communities and that, while heavy-handed moder-

ation decisions have reduced the overall issue, the “gospel” of

Q persists on the Web.

1 Introduction

While ubiquitous social media has helped foster new relation-

ships and disseminate information, not everything is benefi-

cial to society. Over the past decade, a few conspiracy the-

ories have emerged, often blaming secret organizations, gov-

ernments, or cabals for world-changing events [6], E.g., con-

spiracy theorists claim that Bill Gates created the COVID-19

pandemic to implant microchips in people via the worldwide

*Authors contributed equally.

administration of a vaccine [54]. Some of these theories can

threaten democracy itself [46, 50]; e.g., Pizzagate emerged

during the 2016 US Presidential elections and claimed that

Hillary Clinton was involved in a pedophile ring [51].

A specific example of the negative consequences social me-

dia can have is the QAnon conspiracy theory. It originated on

the Politically Incorrect Board (/pol/) of the anonymous im-

ageboard 4chan via a series of posts from a user going by the

nickname Q. Claiming to be a US government official, Q de-

scribed a vast conspiracy of actors who have infiltrated the US

and other governments worldwide waging war against free-

dom, and another set of actors, led by Donald Trump, actively

fighting back [56]. Since its inception in 2017, it has grown

to encompass numerous existing conspiracies, including Piz-

zagate.

QAnon has long ceased to be an inconsequential conspir-

acy theory confined to the Internet’s dark corners. The events

of January 6th, 2021, when a pro-Trump mob rushed the US

Capitol, demonstrate how deeply entrenched QAnon is in vi-

olent calls to far-right extremist actions [9]. In the aftermath

of the insurrection, it became clear that many of the people

involved were QAnon followers, including law enforcement

officers, former military, and Internet personalities [24]. Even

before, QAnon supporters had been linked to various crimes,

including an attempt to blow up a statue in Illinois, kidnap-

ping children to “save them from the pedophiles,” etc. [5].

Overall, conspiracy theories can pose substantial risks to

democratic societies, e.g., when used to benefit political agen-

das and interests [46]. QAnon has proven this to great effect,

as at least 25 US Congressional candidates with direct links

to QAnon appeared on ballots during 2020 US House of Rep-

resentatives elections [1], and at least two elected US House

Representatives publicly supported the movement [12].

Although having received ample media coverage, we still

lack an understanding of how QAnon works, making it chal-

lenging to develop mitigation techniques for future conspir-

acies and directly address QAnon. A primary challenge

is directly related to QAnon’s origin and evolution on im-

ageboards like 4chan and 8chan/8kun. Imageboards are

ephemeral and anonymous, with the only method of persis-
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tent identification across posts being a fallible system known

as tripcodes. Interestingly, QAnon adherents developed a set

of sites that aggregate and “authenticate” messages posted by

Q, known as Q drops. These Q drops are discussed on image-

boards, collected on these aggregation sites for ease of access,

and later discussed on other Web communities.

Problem Statement. In this paper, we set out to provide a

broad understanding of the QAnon conspiracy theory through

the lens of Q drops. We study how and where the drops

are cataloged and detect writing habit differences across trip-

codes. Going deeper into the conspiracy, we aim to elicit the

main discussion topics of the conspiracy and whether or not

these posts are toxic, threatening, and easy to understand. Fi-

nally, we turn our attention to mainstream and alternative Web

communities to shed light on how the conspiracy spread and

evolved on other social networks.

Research Questions. Our work is driven by the following

research questions:

RQ1 How does the canonicalization process of the QAnon

conspiracy work?

RQ2 What topics do canonical Q drops discuss, and what

ideas does this content convey to adherents?

RQ3 How and where is the canonical Q content shared on

social media?

Methodology. We collect and analyze 30,320 Q drops (4,961

unique) from six aggregation sites, and the corresponding

4chan and 8chan/8kun threads that Q posted in, and 1.4M and

546K posts from Reddit and Voat.

To answer RQ1, we measure the agreement across all ag-

gregation sites using Fleiss’ kappa score [19] and calculate

the set of overlapping drops across aggregation sites to build a

canonical set. In addition, we employ basic stylometric tech-

niques to measure the similarity of posts across tripcodes. For

RQ2, we use word embeddings, graph analysis and visual-

ization techniques, and Google’s Perspective API, to analyze

how different words are used in the Q drops, how they are

interconnected together, what are the various topics of inter-

est, and how toxic and coherent is the content created by Q.

Finally, to answer RQ3, we study how aggregation links are

mentioned on Reddit.

Main findings. Overall, we make the following findings:

• The six aggregation sites devoted to archiving Q drops

have poor agreement scores between them. We detect

significant differences regarding the writing habits of the

five most-used tripcodes, which suggests there is no sin-

gle canonical Q.

• Q discusses, among other things, the “usurpation” of the

government. Q drops are also exceptionally incoherent, a

likely explanation for the decoding/interpretation efforts

of adherents. Although adherents have been involved in

violence, Q drops are not particularly toxic or threaten-

ing. This questions whether by themselves they may be

considered high risk, at least by automated moderation

tools; rather, toxicity and calls for violence stem from the

interpretations of adherents and the actors with vested in-

terests that weaponize it.

• We find that the aggregation links were disseminated

across Reddit from a handful of users. Also, although

Reddit banned QAnon-related subreddits, other subred-

dits, e.g., r/conspiracy, still share and discuss Q drops.

2 Background and Related Work

This section provides background information on the history

and main beliefs of the QAnon movement and the Web com-

munities that are part of our datasets. Finally, we review rele-

vant previous work.

2.1 QAnon

On October 28, 2017, an anonymous user with the nickname

“Q” posted a thread on 4chan’s Politically Incorrect board

(/pol/), titled “Calm before the Storm,” claiming to be a gov-

ernment insider with “Q level” security clearance.1 Q claimed

to have read documents proving the existence of a satan-

worshiping pedophile cabal of highly influential and powerful

people that secretly controls governments world wide [57].

Among other things, Q swears allegiance to an alleged no-

ble crusade that Donald Trump is leading to bring this satanic

cabal to justice.

Q Drops. The posts that Q made on 4chan, and later

8chan/8kun, since 2017 are known as “drops.” QAnon fol-

lowers devote themselves to decoding Q drops to understand

and expose the actions of the “deep state.” The movement

has since grown substantially on mainstream social networks

like Facebook, Reddit, and Twitter. The conspiracy has even

spread to countries other than the US, where QAnon adher-

ents have staged protests [45].

QAnon Aggregation Sites. Aggregation sites are platforms

dedicated to providing a collective index of information about

the conspiracy. They are created, developed, and funded by

Q supporters to aggregate the posts that Q drops across the

image boards and help others find information about the con-

spiracy. The decision of which post is indeed a Q drop falls,

to some extent, to the operators themselves.

Perhaps the most popular aggregation site is qmap.pub,

which was shut down in September 2020 after an investigation

led to identifying its owner and host [23]. Overall, aggrega-

tion sites are crucial data points for this study, as they provide

insight into sources that report on and discuss the conspiracy.

QAnon on the Web. As a conspiracy theory born out of the

Web, it is not surprising that social networks have played

a significant role in QAnon’s evolution. Active and fast-

growing QAnon-related communities have emerged not only

on fringe platforms but also on mainstream ones [32]. In

fact, most of the latter have banned QAnon-linked groups

and content—Reddit in 2018, and Twitter, Facebook, and

YouTube in 2020 [58]. However, the deplatformed QAnon

1The top-secret clearance for the US Department of Energy.
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communities resurface on other fringe platforms like Voat,

and discussion on 4chan and 8chan/8kun remains active [35,

42].

2.2 Web Communities

4chan and 8chan/8kun. We collect and analyze data from

4chan and 8chan/8kun. These are imageboards, anonymous

and ephemeral social media where images are posted along-

side textual content, organized in boards devoted to specific

themes, e.g., sports, politics, etc. Typically, users create a

thread by posting an image and/or description, and others then

can post on that thread with or without images.

In this study, we focus on 4chan and 8chan/8kun as the

conspiracy started on 4chan’s /pol/, before moving to 8chan

in December 2018 [16]. 8chan was shut down in August

2019 [11], resurfacing in November 2019 as 8kun. For sim-

plicity, henceforth, we refer to both 8chan/8kun as 8kun.

Posts on imageboards are ephemeral (i.e., all posts and

threads are deleted after some time) and, by default, anony-

mous, i.e., there are no user accounts.Posts are displayed un-

der the generic username Anonymous, and users typically call

each other as Anons—hence ‘QAnon’ to refer to ‘Q.’ How-

ever, users can choose a unique, linkable username for them-

selves using “tripcodes.” Although 4chan and 8kun have dif-

ferent technical implementations, tripcodes are hashed pass-

words that allow users with the correct password to post under

a username that makes them recognizable across threads [20].

Voat. Voat was a Reddit-like news aggregation site,

launched in April 2014 and shut down in December 2020.

Voat often attracted users that had their hateful commu-

nities banned, e.g., r/CoonTown [18]. It also reportedly

hosted QAnon-related communities banned from Reddit, like

r/GreatAwakening [42]. The Voat equivalent of a subreddit is

called “subverse.”

2.3 Related Work

[35] collect over 150K posts on QAnon-related Voat sub-

verses, posted by 5K users in May–October 2020, finding that

the QAnon community on Voat grew shortly after the Red-

dit bans. They also show that conversations focus on world

events, US politics, and Trump, while terms like QAnon and

Q are closely related to Pizzagate.

[39] analyze 800K QAnon tweets from 2018, finding that

the majority of users disseminates QAnon content, not creat-

ing it. Similarly, [31] study QAnon on Twitter, finding that

QAnon hashtags are associated with COVID-19; in fact, the

Twitter QAnon community almost doubled in size between

January and May 2020. Also, [15] analyze 23M tweets re-

lated to the US Supreme Court judge Brett Kavanaugh, find-

ing that the hashtags #QAnon and #WWG1WGA2 are among

the top six hashtags in their dataset. [14] collect 1M tweets

from 2.4M suspended Twitter accounts, finding that politi-

cally motivated users consistently spread conspiracies, includ-

ing QAnon. Finally, [52] study “follow trains” (long lists of

2Where we go one we go all, a popular QAnon motto.

like-minded accounts that are mentioned for others to fol-

low) on 5.5K Twitter accounts aiming to analyze political

echo-chambers, and find that Republican users tweet QAnon-

related hashtags often.

[2] collect 120M posts from 2.1M users posted between

2018 and 2020 on Parler, an alternative social network that

gained popularity after the 2020 US Elections and several

conservative figures were banned from Twitter and Facebook.

Among other things, they find that Parler’s user base mainly

consists of Trump supporters that are heavily discussing the

QAnon conspiracy theory.

Overall, this line of research focuses on single communities

(such as, Twitter, Voat, Parler), whereas our work provides a

multi-platform analysis of QAnon along several axes. Fur-

thermore, we do not only look at social network discussions,

but at Q drops and aggregation sites as well.

[34] analyze 4,952 Q drops collected from a single aggre-

gation site (qresear.ch). Using a (patented and undisclosed)

unsupervised machine learning algorithm, they identify two

individual signals, positing that drops were written by two dif-

ferent authors. Our stylometric analysis (see Section 4.1) also

suggests that the content written by the most used tripcodes

originates from two different authors.

Perhaps closer to our work is the study by [16], who collect

QAnon-related data between October 2017 and November

2018 from 4chan’s /pol/, 8chan’s /qresearch/, Reddit, Twit-

ter, YouTube, and online press articles and comments. They

analyze the conspiracy theory’s evolution from fringe com-

munities to mainstream social networks and news. They

show that /pol/ was the original board used by Q before it

moved to /qresearch/. Around the same time, Reddit and

YouTube users started mentioning the conspiracy increasingly

often, while online press started covering it in-depth only after

r/CBTS_Stream got banned.

Our work differs from previous research in that we ap-

proach the problem from the perspective of Q drops them-

selves. We are interested in understanding how Q drops are

disseminated and canonicalized, comparing data across six

aggregation sites and data from three social networks. While

other work has examined discussions and communities related

to the conspiracy theory, there has been no systematic explo-

ration of the “source material,” in terms of high-level topic

and toxicity detection. Furthermore, to the best of our knowl-

edge, our multi-platform dataset is the largest and most com-

plete to date.

3 Datasets
We now describe the data we collect and use in this work.

Q Drops. Using a custom crawler, we collect Q drops posted

on six different QAnon aggregation sites between 2017 and

2020. We find one of the most known aggregation sites

(namely, qmap.pub) from a fact-checking site article [23];

then, we extend to other aggregation sites linked there (some

even share an open-source codebase.3) Therefore we argue

3The open-source code of the aggregation sites was published on GitHub but
is currently down: https://github.com/QAlerts/Sqraper
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Aggregation Site #Drops

qagg 4,954

qalerts 4,953

operationq 4,953

qanon.news 4,952

qanon.pub 4,854

qmap.pub 4,650

Total (unique) 4,961

Table 1: Counts of collected drops across aggregation sites.

Board Site #Posts #Threads

pol 4chan 141,722,957 3,297,289

qresearch 8kun 10,661,799 16,729

pol 8kun 3,931,616 47,680

cbts 8kun 163,745 453

thestorm 8kun 35,828 124

patriotsfight 8kun 248 3

projectdcomms 8kun 11 1

greatawakening 8kun 9 2

Table 2: Post and thread count across all QAnon related boards.

that by following these hyperlinks, observing forks of boiler-

plate aggregation site codebases, and performing other open-

source research, we enumerated the most popular mainstream

aggregation sites at the time of writing.

Table 1 reports the number of Q drops per aggregation site.

Note that a drop is considered unique by its post ID and the

specific board that it is posted on.

4chan and 8kun. Following the same methodology of [20],

we collect threads and posts from 4chan and 8kun. We focus

on eight distinct boards that the aggregation sites note as con-

taining posts from Q. For each board, we collect all threads

and posts made between June 2016 to November 2020. Ta-

ble 2 reports the number of threads and posts we collect for

each board.

There are some gaps in our 4chan and 8kun datasets; this

is primarily due to infrastructure failures (recall that these

platforms are ephemeral) and periods of sporadic availability

when 8chan rebranded as 8kun. We thus use data archived on

archive.org to backfill as many gaps as possible. Specifically,

we collect 435,668 posts and 1,909 threads from archive.org,

using the domain and thread IDs from 4,961 unique Q drop

links on the aggregation sites. Of the 4,961 drops, our

crawlers retrieve 4,415 (88.99%). The missing 546 drops are

likely due to crawling issues too, and we retrieve 99 of them

from archive.org.

Finally, from the 1,936 total (unique) threads that aggre-

gation sites claim drops were posted in, our crawlers retrieve

1,858 (95.97%); using the data from archive.org, we collect

67 of the missing threads. Note that Table 2 includes the num-

ber of posts/threads obtained from archive.org.

Reddit. Reddit was one of the first mainstream social net-

work to host and ban QAnon discussions [35]. Therefore,

we detect and collect data from subreddits that promoted con-

Subreddit #Posts #Comments

greatawakening 79,952 926,676

CBTS_Stream 30,176 267,744

Qult_Headquarters 7,465 101,776

The_GreatAwakening 1,479 0

eyethespyzone 1,292 1,398

AFTERTHESTQRM 648 1,544

TheGreatAwakening 343 15

BiblicalQ 274 551

WakeAmericaGreatAgain 124 135

QAnon 122 339

QProofs 76 254

CalmBeforeTheStorm 5 3

Aggregation filtering 714 6,344

Total (unique) 121,956 1,304,523

Table 3: Comments and posts collected from Reddit. All posts and

comments crawled using aggregation link filtering are grouped.

spiracy material towards understanding, among other things,

how the conspiracy spread to mainstream networks. We start

from all the data collected by Pushshift [4] between Novem-

ber 2017 and April 2020, extracting the 6,344 comments and

712 posts that contain a direct link to a drop or an aggrega-

tion site. We complement our Reddit dataset with all posts

made on QAnon-related subreddits. To find QAnon-related

subreddits, we search the Pushshift archive for subreddits with

names similar to the ones reported by previous work [35] and

online press related to QAnon [42, 59]. As discussed in Sec-

tion 5.3, we use links to aggregation sites as a way of mea-

suring the conspiracy spread on Reddit. Overall, we collect

121,956 posts and 1,304,523 comments shared on Reddit be-

tween November 2017 and April 2020 (see Table 3).

Voat. We use the methodology of [35] to collect sub-

missions and comments from the /v/GreatAwakening and

/v/news subverses, between May 28 and December 10, 2020.

Overall, we collect 21,668 submissions and 196,673 com-

ments from /v/GreatAwakening, and 141,177 submissions

and 186,595 comments from /v/news. Similar to [35], we use

the data from /v/news as a baseline dataset and the data from

/v/GreatAwakening as standard QAnon discussion dataset for

later analyses in Section 5.2.

Ethical considerations. We only collect publicly avail-

able data, following ethical guidelines that are common in

the computational social science community [41] as well as

ethical principles constituting the de-facto standard in the

USA [17].Also, note that we do not attempt to identify users

or link profiles across platforms. Moreover, the collection of

data analyzed in this study does not violate any of the social

networks’ Terms of Service.

4 Canonicalization of QAnon

We now compare the Q drops collected from six aggregation

sites; we shed light on which drops these sites consider canon-

ical and the agreement between them. Then, we analyze Q’s

4
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