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Mainstream news outlets set the agenda and terms of discussion for public discourse. As 
transgender people experience increasingly vitriolic attacks on their fundamental rights in 
the US, understanding the dynamics governing media discussions of transgender people 
becomes even more salient. Intermedia agenda-setting theory suggests that the inter-
play between news outlets with different geographical scopes—national and local—is an 
important aspect of media discourse circulation. We analyze this interplay by leveraging 

http://bulletin.appliedtransstudies.org/
mailto:smith.alyss%40northeastern.edu?subject=
mailto:kumar.sag%40northeastern.edu?subject=
mailto:yang.yuku%40northeastern.edu?subject=
mailto:p.goel%40northeastern.edu%20?subject=


78 © 2025 The Author(s)   Bulletin of Applied Transgender Studies   Vol. 4, No. 1–3: 77–119.

a mixed methods approach, employing a combination of causal inference methods and 
critical discourse analysis to determine whether, and how, transgender discourses spread 
across local and national media. We find that transgender discourses on a particular topic 
propagate from national to state-level outlets; however, this process often involves two 
steps: national outlets influence particular state(s), which, in turn, influence the other 
states. Therefore, local outlets play a more complex role in agenda-setting for transgender 
discourses than previously thought. We conclude by presenting recommendations for in-
terventions to reduce transphobic misinformation and uplift transgender voices in the US 
news ecosystem. 
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Transgender people have recently experienced significant attacks to their rights to 
transition, access healthcare, enjoy legal protection and, more broadly, exist in public 
in the US (Carlisle 2022; Fischer 2019; Jones 2024; Jones and Brewer 2020). Mainstream 
media plays a major role in galvanizing efforts to delegitimize transgender rights in 
the legal and the public arena (Ciszek 2020; Fischer 2019; Lewis et al. 2022; Scovel, 
Nelson, and Thorpe 2023; Slothouber 2020). US mainstream media has been partic-
ularly problematic in its stereotypical, exploitative, and degrading representation of 
transgender individuals (Capuzza and Spencer 2017; Cavalcante 2018). For example, 
narratives that frame transgender people and transgender community allies as trying 
to “indoctrinate” children are spreading (e.g., Boyd 2024; Penley 2023); this dynamic 
leads to the exploitation of trans and queer children as pawns in broader ideological 
battles, robbing them of their agency.  

Mainstream news can help spread misinformation (Goel et al. 2023; Tsfati et al. 
2020), provide agendas and materials for fake news content (Guo and Vargo 2020; Var-
go, Guo, and Amazeen 2018), and foster political misperceptions (Weeks et al. 2023). 
Mainstream media outlets, across the conservative-liberal spectrum, play a role in 
platforming transphobic misinformation (Billard 2023; 2024; Lockmiller 2023). These 
outlets set the agenda for the public and each other (McCombs, Shaw, and Weaver 
2014). Intermedia agenda-setting (IAS) theory posits that media is a dynamic eco-
system with different types of agents, such as national and local media, influencing 
each other. National and local outlets usually have different geographical concentra-
tions, reporting focuses, and audiences, resulting in significant differences in their 
reporting on an issue (Jerit et al. 2019). While local news is a trusted, agenda-setting 
actor (Hester and Gibson 2007; Shearer 2016; Tan and Weaver 2009), it also can spread 
misinformation and sustain misperceptions (Allen et al. 2020; Morrow and Compagni 
2020; Yin et al. 2018). The literature generally indicates that national news outlets set 
or influence local news outlets’ agendas (Su and Xiao 2021), but these dynamics have 
not yet been studied in the context of transgender discussions in US media. A close 
examination of the dynamics of transgender discourses within the media ecosystem 
can help better understand the spread of harmful, transphobic rhetoric. 
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We begin to disentangle the complex media ecosystem starting with the interplay 
between national and local news. We expect, based on previous literature, that discours-
es around trans issues will also spread from national outlets to local ones (Olveira-Arau-
jo 2024), but scholars have cited the transformative power of local news specifically on 
transgender issues (Michelson and Harrison 2020), inviting an inquiry into whether na-
tional media do, in fact, influence local media in transgender discourses.

Guided by IAS, we used a mixed-methods approach to study the directional 
flow of transgender discourses in the US mainstream media. We collected national 
and local news data through MediaCloud (Roberts et al. 2021) and obtained all articles 
published between April 1 and June 30, 2023 containing the keywords “transgender” or 
“trans.”  After computing the news article volume and topic distributions over time, 
we employed transfer entropy, an information-theoretic measure quantifying the di-
rectional flow of information between two processes (Staniek and Lehnertz 2008), to 
examine how transgender discourses propagate between media across regionalization 
and partisanship divides. We also conducted two detailed, qualitative case studies us-
ing critical discourse analysis to understand exactly what information travels between 
state-level media collections and national news outlets. 

Our work bridges transgender studies and journalism studies by analyzing in-
termedia agenda-setting patterns for transgender discourses in the US media context. 
Our findings illuminate the role local outlets might play in mediating transgender is-
sues and discourses. They also provide scholars, activists, and advocates insights into 
how transgender lives and issues are discussed across local and national US media, 
revealing how influence operates within discursive threads and enabling a quantita-
tive understanding of the flow of discourse on various topics. Our qualitative studies 
indicate what kind of frames spread within different trans discourses and illustrate 
how reporting on the same incident changes (or stays consistent) when stories flow 
between media collections over time. Based on our studies, we recommend concrete, 
practical interventions to improve local news reporting on trans issues.

BACKGROUND
Transgender Representation in US Mainstream News
Transgender people in the US grapple with systematic discrimination, marginaliza-
tion, and alienation. Legislative bodies oscillate between protecting and disenfran-
chising transgender rights, causing repetitive battles to occur, particularly at the state 
level (Jones 2024). Public attitudes toward transgender issues tend to mirror legislative 
polarization, making trans issues one of the “new fronts in the culture war” (Castle 
2019).  Mainstream media influences public perception and discursive agendas (Luo 
et al. 2019), and this is particularly true for contentious issues like immigration re-
form (Dunaway, Branton, and Abrajano 2010). Trans issues, as a contentious topic, are 
therefore likely to experience strong agenda-setting effects in mainstream media. This 
is concerning because recent research has shown that mainstream media can culti-
vate transphobia by spreading misinformation and disinformation that later enters 
the public discourse (Billard 2023; 2024). US mainstream media can thereby reinforce 
state-sanctioned violence against transgender people (Fischer 2019), dehumanize 
trans people, and devalue their lives (DeJong et al. 2021).
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Transgender people experience media coverage fraught with the selective omis-
sion of significant details, lack of nuance, and, at times, stereotypical roles (Fink and 
Palmer 2020). Decisions about visibility and framing are highly selective and one-sid-
ed, with discrepancies in coverage of trans men and trans women (Avalos 2024; Bracco, 
Sczesny, and Gustafsson Sendén 2024). Problematic coverage relegates transness to 
the “private sphere,” stripping trans people of their citizenship in the public sphere 
and uncoupling their needs from the general public’s (Galpin, Gwenffrewi, and Stokoe 
2023; Scarcelli, Krijnen, and Nixon 2021). The inevitable result of such coverage is what 
we define as cisnormative hegemony: the privileging of cis lives and issues over trans 
lives and issues such that trans individuals are discursively eliminated from public cit-
izenship (Fraser 1994). Other facets of cisnormative hegemony in news media include 
the “depoliticized” portrayal of trans rights movements (Capuzza and Spencer 2017), 
“episodic” framing where individual people and cases are centered over structural is-
sues (Avalos 2024; Osborn 2022), and flattening expansive gender expressions to fit 
restrictive binaries (Barker-Plummer 2013). 

Trans identities in US news are, therefore, used as a “floating signifier”—repeat-
edly appropriated to further political interests and conflicts (Ciszek 2020). Floating 
signifiers are semiotic signs that do not point to any concrete referent; instead, such 
a signifier is more concrete than the meanings it purports to (up)hold (Hay, Hall, and 
Grossberg 2013; Mehlman 1972). Studies in representation assert that the modern con-
struction of race, for example, is a floating signifier, inherently designed to oppress 
(Hall and Jhally 2002). Similar arguments have been made for modern conceptions of 
fatness (Strings 2019) and womanhood (Haraway 2006). Transness, as a floating sig-
nifier, can be used rhetorically by multiple contradicting political ideologies to signify 
their claims to cultural hegemony (Farkas and Schou 2018). As such, heightened visi-
bility of trans issues might not produce better treatment for transgender individuals 
(Humphrey 2016).

There are, however, variations in news reporting on trans people (Osborn 2022), 
and we can locate where transphobic hate generally originates within mainstream me-
dia sources (Billard 2023; 2024). There is research indicating that media framing of 
trans people is influenced by a multitude of social institutions, like family, friends, 
LGBTQI+ advocates, and police (DeJong et al. 2021). These variations, if critically un-
derstood, can offer opportunities to challenge cisnormative hegemonic narratives, 
since not all coverage of a given story uniformly aligns with hegemonic narratives. 
For example, reporting on a Supreme Court decision on a transgender woman’s case 
against a Virginia prison on June 30, 2023 by Newsday emphasized transphobic oppo-
sition to a ruling largely framed as a win for trans rights (Lavoie 2023), whereas the 
article published by KESQ-TV on the same day instead explicates the protections for 
trans people upheld by the original ruling (Cole 2023), a detail that was omitted in the 
Newsday report.

Examining asymmetries in trans reporting across local and national news can 
help illuminate the dynamics of US mainstream media discourses. Some sources have 
indicated the transformative power of local news on transgender issues (Michelson 
and Harrison 2020), and empirical findings confirm framing differences between local 
and national outlets (Buzzelli and Towery 2021; Olveira-Araujo 2024). In addition, local 
news on transgender issues might perpetuate systematic transphobia (Wood, Carrillo, 
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and Monk-Turner 2022); local news outlets are more likely to misgender transgender 
victims and less likely to discuss the intersectional identity of the victim (e.g. race) or 
cite relevant research (DeJong et al. 2021). However, the US media ecosystem is under-
examined on local vs national discourse on trans issues.

Local-National News Influences and Intermedia Agenda-Setting Theory
Mainstream media is never a monolithic, static system; information and influence 
are dynamic, and their interplay drives narrative and discourses in diverse directions 
(Gruszczynski and Wagner 2017). The US media landscape is strongly interconnected 
(Vargo and Guo 2017) and media slant is contagious; local media are likely to adopt 
cable news slant, showing that biased views of current issues can easily spread from 
one outlet to others (Widmer, Galletta, and Ash 2023). More generally, news framing 
can spread inside the news media ecosystem, with political elites driving public opin-
ion (Simon and Xenos 2000). Misinformation and disinformation can also spread be-
tween various media components (Guo and Vargo 2020; Tsfati et al. 2020), including 
misinformation about transgender people (Billard 2023).

With various phenomena spreading within news ecosystems, it is important to 
understand the direction of information flow: who influences whom? This can pinpoint 
who provides the informational underpinnings of the agenda (what is talked about) 
and the framing (how a particular issue is talked about) present in everyday propagan-
da, including transphobic propaganda. This understanding can also point to pathways 
for intervention.

We focus on topics of discourse or agenda items and ground our work in inter-
media agenda-setting (IAS), which says that news media outlets set public agendas 
and each other’s agendas (McCombs, Shaw, and Weaver 2014). IAS effects tend to be 
stronger during election campaigns (Harder, Sevenans, and Van Aelst 2017; Kim et al. 
2016; Sweetser, Golan, and Wanta 2008; Vonbun, Königslöw, and Schoenbach 2016), 
periods of political activism (Ragas and Kiousis 2011), and debates about policy reform 
(Heijkant et al. 2019). 

IAS research often focuses on deducing factors, such as media type, issue type, 
and the time period under investigation, that drive the variability and flow of coverage 
(Vargo and Guo 2017). Factors related to news content also play a role in IAS effects; as 
discussed above, the veracity of news content is a factor. Fake news can have strong 
agenda-setting effects, intertwined with partisan media and emerging media (Vargo, 
Guo, and Amazeen 2018). The degree and type of such influence can vary based on con-
text or topic (Guo and Vargo 2020; Stern, Livan, and Smith 2020).

There are key differences in news coverage between national and local news 
outlets (Dunaway, Branton, and Abrajano 2010; Lacasse and Forster 2012), with po-
tential avenues of influence existing between the two (Quattrociocchi, Caldarelli, 
and Scala 2014). Prominent national outlets can often set the agenda for other parts 
of the media ecosystem. For example, a few studies found that The New York Times is 
the agenda-setter for a variety of other news outlets, including network television 
news programs (Golan 2006), other national media outlets (Denham 2014), and even 
social media like X (Kushin 2010).1 This influence extends to local and regional media 

1	 While we focus on agenda-setting, other components of content also flow between local 
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sources (Denham 2014; Palmgreen and Clarke 1977; Su and Xiao 2021; Zhang 2018) 
and can be particularly pronounced if an issue is not distinctly local (Mathes and 
Pfetsch 1991). In Spain, it has been shown that national media has tended to amplify 
the newsworthiness of trans issues for local media since 2006 (Olveira-Araujo 2024). 
Therefore, national media might promulgate hegemonic, cisnormative transgender 
discourses.

However, such findings may not hold across all contexts and subjects. One study 
found national media outlets may lack agenda-setting effects on each other due to 
competition (Lim 2011). Moreover, The New York Times, along with The Washington Post, 
can sometimes follow online partisan media (Vargo and Guo 2017). In some cases, such 
as when an issue is local and national, local media can have strong agenda-setting ef-
fects (Hester and Gibson 2007; Palmgreen and Clarke 1977), which can impact local or 
state-level legislation (Tan and Weaver 2009).  

Additionally, local media might have higher quality news due to their attentive-
ness to their audience (Jerit et al. 2019). They are also more timely in reporting, though 
they are more prone to make mistakes as they rely on police reports (DeJong et al. 
2021). The public places a great deal of trust in local news sources (Morrow and Com-
pagni 2020), and local news sources can systematically shift their audience’s political 
leanings through slanted coverage (Levendusky 2022). This perceived trustworthiness 
can create vulnerabilities. Local outlets can be more likely to become the target for 
propaganda efforts (Yin et al. 2018); they have also been shown to spread misinforma-
tion and sustain misconceptions held by the US public (Allen et al. 2020; Morrow and 
Compagni 2020; Yin et al. 2018).  

Understanding the flow of information between local and national news can im-
prove our understanding of the coverage of transgender issues. Moreover, based on 
the outlet, its partisan type, the regional focus, the nature of the content, and other 
factors, we can expect different agenda-setting effects for specific discourses around 
transgender people. We therefore ground our study of trans discourses in local-na-
tional IAS. 

DATASET
We collected news data through MediaCloud, an open access platform for global me-
dia analysis (Roberts et al. 2021). Since coverage of transgender issues is politically 
polarized (Castle 2019; Jones and Brewer 2020; Scovel, Nelson, and Thorpe 2023), we 
collected national articles from both The New York Times and Fox News. These national 
publications are perceived to be on opposite sides of the political spectrum in terms 
of their slant and audience (Groseclose and Milyo 2005; Morris 2005) while enjoying 
large readerships and high credibility among those readerships (Mitchell et al. 2014). 
We collected local news at the US state level from six highly populated states with strong 
partisan tendencies (in terms of their general 2020 US election votes for Democrats 
and Republicans): New York, California, and Illinois as the Democrat states, and Texas, 

and national outlets. For example, local news slant was found to be more similar to that of 
Fox News (Widmer, Galletta, and Ash 2023). 

http://bulletin.appliedtransstudies.org/


83© 2025 The Author(s)   Bulletin of Applied Transgender Studies   Vol. 4, No. 1–3: 77–119.

Florida, and Ohio as the Republican states.2 We downloaded all articles from each col-
lection containing either “transgender” or “trans” published between April 1 and June 
30, 2023. According to MediaCloud, this period saw the highest national attention to 
our chosen keywords. We then scraped the articles’ full text with the Python newspa-
per3k package (Ou-Yang 2020). 

To ensure data quality, we removed duplicate news articles based on the news 
article URL, the headline, and the article text. We also removed articles from national 
outlets present in the state (local) media collections, using a combined list of domains 
classified as local or national created in multiple prior works.3 Some articles were not 
about trans people or issues in our dataset, so we also removed articles that did not 
contain the word “gender.”

Our final dataset consists of the outlet name, publication date, headline, sub-
title, main text, and URL for 10,210 articles. Table 1 shows the summary statistics, 
grouped by geographic locality. This dataset is publicly available via the Harvard Dat-
averse (Smith et al. 2024), as is our code via Github (Smith, Goel, and Yang 2024), to 
facilitate further research. 

2	 Highly populated states are those that are among the top quarter of US states based on po-
pulation sizes (i.e., more than the 3rd quartile population size for US states), per July 2022 
US census data (US Census Bureau 2023). For state partisanship data, we consulted Rakich 
(2021).

3	 The national-local domain labels are pooled from six existing domain classification datas-
ets: Clemm von Hohenberg et al. (2021), Le Quéré, Chiang, and Naaman (2022), Fischer, 
Jaidka, and Lelkes (2022), Yin et al. (2018), Horne et al. (2022), ABYZ Web Links (2022). 

Table 1. Dataset Summary
Level Collection # of Articles # of Unique Outlets

National
The New York Times 98 1

Fox News 1,120 1

State (Dem)

New York 2,125 109

California 3,171 266

Illinois 547 61

State (Rep)

Florida 1,090 65

Texas 1,534 85

Ohio 525 41

Note. This table shows the distribution of 10,210 articles. At the national level, we present the number of ar-
ticles coming from the left-leaning and right-leaning media outlets. At the local level, states are partitioned 
by partisanship; we present the number of articles coming from each state, along with the number of media 
outlets from which articles were collected.
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METHODS & EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS
Topic Identification
We used topic distributions to generate time series representing threads of discourse. 
These distributions were obtained via the MALLET topic modeling tool (McCallum 
2002), which uses Gibbs sampling-based latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) (Blei 2003; 
Griffiths 2002). We trained a 20-topic model on our entire final dataset (article content 
including headlines). After obtaining the topics, we used the representative words and 
the documents with the highest topic probability to develop labels for each topic. The 
final topic labels required consensus among three authors. The topic labels along with 
the top 10 words (per the topic model) are displayed in Table 2. Three of the 20 topics 
we discovered did not focus on transgender people or issues (Topic 0, “movie guides”; 
Topic 7, “local event guides that include LGBTQI+-specific events”, and Topic 12, “mis-
cellaneous reporting and Q&A blog posts”). We retained these topics as “natural con-
trols.” Observing similar flow patterns in the “natural control” topics to those found in 
the relevant topics would indicate that such information flows are not unique to news 
about transgender people or issues.

Time Series Analysis
To detect, interpret, and verify the influence one media collection has on another re-
garding publications about a particular topic, we used symbolic transfer entropy (STE) 
as a measure of “influence” between two media outlets (Borge-Holthoefer et al. 2016; He 
et al. 2013; Staniek and Lehnertz 2008). Transfer entropy has been used in media stud-
ies to measure influence among peers in online social networks (Bauer et al. 2013; He 
et al. 2013; McKenney and White 2017; Ver Steeg and Galstyan 2012), between markets 
and media attention (Neto 2022), and among geolocalized sub-units in news-shar-
ing (Borge-Holthoefer et al. 2016). We therefore use transfer entropy, specifically STE, 
paired with topic modeling, to act as a measure of intermedia agenda-setting.

Although the use of transfer entropy to study IAS is a novel methodological de-
velopment for transgender discourse analysis, it is not unprecedented. Granger cau-
sality—a special case of transfer entropy that assumes variables are normally distrib-
uted (Barnett, Barrett, and Seth 2009)—has been heavily used for IAS (Su and Xiao 
2021). Previous studies used it to examine IAS effects between traditional media and 
blogs (Meraz 2011), topical coverage across mainstream news outlets (Brosius and Kep-
plinger 1990), links between different media (Stern, Livan, and Smith 2020), and feed-
back loops between media and the public (Smith 1991). We chose to utilize the more 
general metric of transfer entropy over Granger causality to avoid making assump-
tions regarding the underlying distributions of the latent process being studied.

Preparing Time Series
For each state and each national news outlet, we counted daily article volume as our 
signal of daily activity in each collection. Using the topic distributions and tags gen-
erated, we disaggregated the total counts for each collection and each day by binning 
articles into their respective topics. On each day, the score for each topic in each col-
lection is the total score (i.e. the sum of the topic probabilities) for that topic across 
all articles in that collection. Each time series represents a topical, discursive “thread” 
limited to that national outlet or collection of state outlets.
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Table 2. Topics Discovered by the LDA Topic Model
Topic Top Words Proposed Label

0 film, new, book, series, documentary, world, 
story, life, movie, theaters Movie guides

1 said, police, shooting, brown, school, year, 
transgender, nashville, three, security

Local law enforcement and transgender sus-
pects or victims

2 twitter, news, fox, media, said, transgender, 
social, speech, video, musk

Online harms to transgender & LGBTQI+ 
individuals

3 target, pride, lgbtq, said, company, month, 
stores, backlash, companies, year

Pride month corporate marketing backlash 
and company response

4 court, law, rights, case, supreme, judge, said, 
lawsuit, federal, legal

Supreme court rulings around LGBTQI+ dis-
crimination legal protections

5 new, state, city, million, year, public, california, 
york, program, housing

Housing market (including LGBTQI+ buyers) & 
local infrastructure policy

6 gender, care, transgender, affirming, medical, 
children, health, said, state, minors

Gender-affirming medical care for transgender 
kids

7 www, https, org, com, june, art, center, may, 
music, free

Guides to local events including LGBTQI+ 
specific events or media

8 said, women, year, old, time, race, new, world, 
university, team

Incarcerated mothers & transphobia and 
homophobia in sports

9 health, people, hate, said, percent, mental, 
anti, crimes, women, report

Sexual health & preventative healthcare for 
women and LGBTQI+ people

10 people, right, anti, american, new, political, 
black, rights, one, left

Culture wars in education including critical 
theory and transgender awareness

11 trump, president, biden, desantis, said, repub-
lican, former, campaign, house, republicans

Electoral politics and divisions on transgender 
rights

12 people, like, said, one, know, think, trans, 
going, time, want

Random reporting and q&a blogs including 
some reporting on transgender people

13 women, transgender, sports, athletes, trans, 
said, girls, would, female, gender Transgender women and athletes in sports

14 abortion, said, house, state, zephyr, bill, mon-
tana, lawmakers, republicans, republican

Transgender Montana house representative 
Zooey Zephyr

15 drag, show, also, music, year, first, new, one, 
LGBTQI+, best LGBTQI+ visibility in entertainment shows

16 light, bud, mulvaney, beer, busch, anheuser, 
said, company, sales, dylan Dylan Mulvaney Bud Light backlash coverage

17 lgbtq, pride, community, said, people, gay, city, 
transgender, rights, mont LGBTQI+ pride month events coverage

18 school, students, said, parents, board, schools, 
student, district, gender, education

K-12 school policies regarding LGBTQI+ stu-
dents

19 bill, state, florida, law, texas, lgbtq, would, 
desantis, said, bills State-level anti-LGBTQI+ bills

Note. Top words (per the trained model), along with our proposed topic labels, are displayed. Top documents 
were used alongside the top 20 words during label creation, but only the top 10 words are displayed here for 
brevity.

http://bulletin.appliedtransstudies.org/


86 © 2025 The Author(s)   Bulletin of Applied Transgender Studies   Vol. 4, No. 1–3: 77–119.

Calculating Transfer Entropy
Using these time series, we calculated STE between collections for each topic. Based 
on testing on synthetic and empirical data, we found that total information flow is 
maximized with a sliding window of s = 1 and an embedding window of w = 2. Calcu-
lations of STE followed the procedure outlined by Staniek and Lehnertz (2008). We 
treated each topic as independent; thus, for each binary combination of collections, 
we measured the information transfer from the two discrete time series representing 
each collection’s topic volume. Because transfer entropy is an asymmetric measure, we 
followed the same procedure as Borge-Holthoefer et al. (2016) to measure the overall 
magnitude and directionality of influence between the two sources. However, due to 
the relatively small size of the dataset and expected effect, we modified their approach 
slightly by also applying the estimator introduced by Marschinski and Kantz (2002). 

TOPIC MODELING RESULTS
Overall Topic Distribution
Table 2 shows the topics extracted from the entire corpus. Of the twenty topics, seven-
teen are transgender-related (every topic except topics 0, 7, and 12). These topics cover 
a wide range of issues relevant to trans people’s lives, like healthcare, sports participa-
tion, and education. Many topics also cover political battles over transgender rights. 
Some topics capture specific events that made the headlines during our sampling pe-
riod such as the Dylan Mulvaney Bud Light controversy (topic 16). 

Temporal Trends of Topic Distributions
Examining temporal variation in topic volume over time reveals discursive evolution. 
As shown in Figure 1, topic prominence varies with time; some topics fluctuate a great 
deal. For example, in April, the discourses about “Electoral politics and divisions on 
transgender rights” (topic 11) and “Transgender women and athletes in sports” (topic 
13) were prominent. Some other topics did not gain prominence until May or June: 
reporting about “Pride Month corporate marketing backlash” (topic 3) rose to predom-
inance near June (Pride month) along with “LGBTQI+ pride month events coverage” 
(topic 13). While some topics are time-sensitive and cover discrete real-world events, 
a few topics, like “Gender-affirming medical care for transgender kids” (topic 6), and 
“State-level anti-LGBTQI+ bills” (topic 19), exhibit relatively constant article volume in 
our dataset. 

Topic Distribution per Collection
We also find variations in topic volume across different collections in our data (Figure 
A18). Generally, right-leaning collections (i.e., Fox News and state collections of Texas, 
Florida, and Ohio) and left-leaning collections (i.e., The New York Times and state col-
lections of California, Illinois, and New York) have similar volumes of content across 
different topics. A few notable exceptions include: (1) right-leaning collections domi-
nate the discourses about “Transgender women and athletes in sports” (topic 13), “On-
line harms to transgender and LGBTQI+ individuals” (topic 2), and “State-level an-
ti-LGBTQI+ bills” (topic 19), accounting for at least 60% of all articles on those topics; 
and (2) left-leaning collections dominate the discourses about “Guides to local events 
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Figure 1. Temporal trends for the volume of articles pertaining to discovered 
topics in our dataset. This scatterplot indicates volume over time for each topic 
in our dataset. The horizontal axis represents dates, and the vertical one rep-
resents topics. The dot represents the mean probability of that topic occurring 
on a certain day. Larger and brighter dots indicate a higher fractional volume 
of that topic on that day. 

http://bulletin.appliedtransstudies.org/


88 © 2025 The Author(s)   Bulletin of Applied Transgender Studies   Vol. 4, No. 1–3: 77–119.

including LGBTQI+ specific events or media” (topic 7—with California itself provid-
ing more than a third of all articles on this topic), and “Sexual health and preventative 
healthcare for women & LGBTQI+ people” (topic 9), accounting for at least 60% of all 
articles on those topics. 

Within each ideological cluster, a few collections can sometimes outweigh oth-
ers with a normalized contribution proportion of more than 20% (while a uniform dis-
tribution would mean a proportion of 12.5% for each collection). Right-leaning collec-
tions tend to dominate topics more often than left-leaning ones; such outlets have a 
highly dominant contribution (>20%) seven times as compared to left-leaning media 
which only had three such cases. This suggests an ideologically lopsided discourse en-
gagement pattern. 

Temporal Trend of Topic Distribution per Collection
Finally, we assess the topic distribution per collection along with their temporal distri-
bution (Figure 2), showing how each collection discussed different topics at different 
times. Sometimes a particular outlet or collection forms a significant portion of the 
coverage early in April–June 2023 before receding. For example, Fox News was a main 
contributor to discourses about “Local law enforcement and transgender suspects or 
victims” (topic 1) in April, but its coverage on this topic reduced around May. Articles 
covering “LGBTQI+ pride month events” (topic 17) feature more prominently around 
June across all collections. We also observe some “handing off” of discourse from one 
collection to another, which is the main subject of inquiry for our transfer entropy 
analysis. For example, the major contributors to discourses on the “LGBTQI+ pride 
month events” are left-leaning collections, especially California, before June. Later in 
June, other media collections—Ohio and Florida—gained more prominence within 
this topic.

TRANSFER ENTROPY RESULTS
We conducted four separate transfer entropy analyses for each topic, examining the 
influence of 1) all six state-level media collections on both national outlets, 2) nation-
al outlets on state-level collections, 3) state-level collections on each other, and 4) na-
tional outlets on each other. We did not see a clear flow pattern present for any of the 
natural control topics; furthermore, the two-step flow process we noted for several 
trans-relevant topics was absent for all natural control topics (see Figures A1, A7, and 
A12 in the Appendix). 

Of the seventeen trans-relevant topics, four do not display any clear cross-media 
information transfer, though some indications of influence between national and local 
news outlets do stand out in the results. Further, within the thirteen relevant topics 
displaying evidence of cross-media circulation, nine of them exhibit something akin 
to a two-step flow process (Weimann and Brosius 1994; Brosius and Kepplinger 1990)—
mediation by one or two state-level media collections, rather than an individual acting 
as an opinion leader. In these topics, we consistently see a pattern where one or both 
national outlets drove discourse in one (and sometimes more) specific state-level col-
lection(s), which then drove discourse in the other states. Although this pattern mani-
fests in varied ways, influence in news media discourses about transgender people and 
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Figure 2. Temporal topic distribution per media collection. This stacked area 
chart shows the temporal trend of topic distribution by each media collection for 
each topic. Taller bands indicate a higher volume of news by such media outlet.
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issues generally does not flow directly from national outlets to state outlets. Instead, 
one state often acts as an intermediary between national and local outlets.

For example, Topic 1 (“Local law enforcement and transgender suspects or vic-
tims”) shows Texas acting as an intermediary between both national outlets and the 
other five state-level media collections in Figure 3. (Empirical flow pattern plots for 
all topics not discussed in the main article body can be found in the Appendix.) Trans-
fer entropy directed from Texas to the national outlets is notably low, and the trans-
fer entropy between The New York Times and Fox News is nearly symmetric. As further 
discussed in our case studies below, within state-mediated two-step flow processes, 
frames often spread from a mediating state’s early coverage to other states’ later cover-
age. While a two-step flow mediated by a single state appears to be the most common 
pattern, we also observe a partisan block pattern of diffusion for a few topics. This 
pattern involves information diffusing from the national outlets to half of the states 
studied, all with the same overall partisanship, and then to the rest of the states (see 
Figure 6). 

CASE STUDIES
While transfer entropy analysis quantifies who drives whom for each topic, it is still 
critical to understand what information is flowing to understand the dynamics of 
transgender discourses. Case studies, as a commonly used method in news and jour-
nalism research (Ross, Lester, and Konkes 2021) and in transgender studies (Billard 
2021), can facilitate such an in-depth study. They zoom in on specific events, aid our 
understanding of agenda flows, and contextualize our empirical findings.

We therefore conducted qualitative case studies on two topics within our data-
set: “Supreme court rulings around LGBTQI+ discrimination legal protections” and 
“K-12 school policies regarding LGBTQI+ students.” Our case selection was informed 
by our transfer entropy analysis; these topics demonstrated the typical flow patterns 
in our dataset (i.e., two-step flow mediated by a single state, and block-structured 
two-step flow where multiple states consistently influence the others). These topics 
displayed clear, sustained spikes in volume, allowing us to neatly subset our data for 
focused analysis. These topics also included multiple actors and incidents, allowing us 
to follow various narrative threads within each topic.

In each of the case studies, we first obtained a subset of articles representative 
of the selected topics using the topic modeling output. We employed critical discourse 
analyses of these articles to better understand the various actors involved, how trans-
gender people are framed, how the same specific stories are covered across different 
news collections, and more (Charmaz 2008). In our close readings, we paid attention 
to framing (episodic versus topical), agency (who is portrayed as an actor or a patient), 
and timing (who discusses a story first). This allowed us to examine how narratives and 
framings tend to spread, entrench themselves, or evolve. The authors involved with 
case studies independently read the articles to obtain an impartial understanding of 
each case’s corpus. The team later convened and discussed the major findings, iterat-
ing until consensus was reached.
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Case Study 1: “K-12 school policies regarding LGBTQI+ students” (Topic 18)
Empirical Information Flow Pattern
Topic 18, labeled “K-12 school policies regarding LGBTQI+ students,” follows the two-
step flow pattern we see in most trans-relevant topics that experience cross-media in-
formation flow (see Figure 4). In this case, Florida mediates, as it is influenced by both 
The New York Times and Fox News while it also influences the other states. Our subset 
covers the period from May 10, 2023 to May 25, 2023, when Topic 18’s total fractional 
volume experienced its highest peak relative to its average fractional volume. We re-
stricted our data to the set of articles that scored in the top two-thirds of articles with 
Topic 18 as their most probable topic.

Specific Story: Houghton University
To enable a deeper examination into this topic’s dynamics, we focused on a particular 
story that exhibits a two-step flow with Florida as an intermediary (see Figure 5). We 

Figure 3. Empirical Transfer Entropy Flow Pattern for Topic 1. This illustration 
shows the transfer entropy results for a topic, illuminating the influence be-
tween different media collections. Top-left panel shows state-to-state influ-
ence, top-center state-to-national, bottom-left national-to-state, and bottom 
middle national-to-national. Within each of the four panels, a heatmap shows 
the exact information flow from specific media outlets. Vertical axis represents 
the influencer while the horizontal axis represents the influenced target. 
Brighter color indicates stronger influence. 
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also examined this story with an eye towards intervention: where, and how, could a 
better understanding of the use of trans people as “floating signifiers” improve cover-
age?

News on Houghton University in upstate New York firing two employees for re-
fusing to remove their pronouns from emails they sent (violating a new university pol-
icy) was reported in both The New York Times and Fox News on May 19, 2023. Two articles 
on this story were published in Florida two days later, one by WKMG News 6 ClickOrlan-
do and another by WFLA News 8 Tampa Bay. Despite none of the outlets having any ap-
parent connections between them (in terms of things like parent companies), almost 
the entire article text (except the headline and minor changes in the details of the sto-
ry) is the same in both Florida articles, as well as articles from a California-based outlet 
and an Ohio-based outlet. Given that the WKMG News 6 ClickOrlando Florida article 
was published before the other three articles, and that the four outlets all vary slightly 
in bias but are highly credible we conclude that the discursive choices made in Florida 
spread to California and Ohio’s local coverage. 

All articles frame the story in the context of a “new front of culture wars” over 
transgender people and their rights (Castle 2019). The employees’ dismissal is por-
trayed as one move in an ever-intensifying fight. This framing is achieved by present-
ing gender, sexual identity, and trans rights as a key political clash and using modifiers 
to emphasize its increase in volume or intensity. The New York Times article uses phras-

Figure 4. The empirical flow patterns for Topic 18. Florida collection shows 
strong influence on all the other state collections (top-left panel). At the same 
time, Florida is influenced by national outlets (bottom-left panel). 
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es like “escalating debates” and “major fault lines in an increasingly divided nation.” 
Fox News uses phrases such as “ever-increasing politically divided environment” and 
presents quotations like “We live in a very divided world right now.” The byline of the 
WKMG News 6 ClickOrlando Florida article presents the dismissals as “fanning the cul-
ture wars roiling parts of the United States.” Placing transgender people, or any mar-
ginalized group, at the “fault lines” of culture wars endangers the existence and rights 
of those communities as a matter of public debate. More discussion of this news story 
is provided in our discussion section below. 

Case Study 2: “Supreme Court rulings around LGBTQI+ discrimination 
legal protections” (Topic 4)
Empirical Information Flow Pattern
Unlike most topics that exhibited cross-media information flow patterns with a single 
state as the mediator, Topic 4 (“Supreme Court rulings around LGBTQI+ discrimina-
tion legal protections”) has a block two-step influence structure where national out-
lets drive coverage in Democrat-majority states. These states then drive the Republi-
can-majority states’ coverage (see Figure 6).

Figure 5. Two-step flow of discourses occurring for a particular news story on 
university employee firings. This flow chart shows the evolution of the stories 
in this case study. National outlets first published the story, which was picked 
up by Florida, then influencing California and Ohio. 
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To better understand exactly what information is propagating across media col-
lections, we conducted a critical discourse analysis on a subset of our data from June 
15-30, 2023. As in the first case study, we restricted our data to the set of articles that 
scored in the top two-thirds of articles with Topic 4 as their most probable topic. 

Most stories in this subsample tended to discuss legal decisions impinging 
on transgender rights (or those of LGBTQI+ people writ large). Republican-majority 
states tended to sustain these discussions longer than Democrat-majority states did, 
and Democrat-majority states covered legal decisions affirming trans rights for longer 
than their Republican-majority counterparts did. 

Specific Story: Kincaid v. Williams
We conducted a detailed analysis of one story reported across multiple local media 
collections—Kincaid v. Williams—which reflects the pattern of Democrat-leaning 
states driving discourse in Republican-leaning states per transfer entropy results (Fig-
ure 6). This 2023 Supreme Court case involved a trans woman’s right to ADA protec-
tions based on gender dysphoria. The case presented significant legal precedent, as the 
Court’s refusal to hear it allowed a Federal Circuit ruling recognizing ADA protections 
for gender dysphoria to stand.

Figure 6. Empirical information flow pattern for Topic 4. National media such 
as The New York Times influenced the Democrat-leaning state collections, form-
ing one influence block (bottom-left panel), then these states influenced the 
other Republican-leaning states (top-left panel).
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Figure 7. Two-step flow of discourses around Supreme Court rulings around 
LGBTQI+ legal protections. This flow chart shows the stories’ evolution for the 
case study before and after the Supreme Court decision. Before the decision, 
only the Democrat-leaning states reported the story, but soon after, Republi-
can-leaning states picked up the story as well.
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Local outlets in New York and California reported on this case as the Supreme 
Court was considering hearing it, providing coverage on June 21 and June 22. After 
the Supreme Court refused to hear the case, local outlets in New York, California, 
Texas, and Florida all reported on this decision on June 30, 2023. Figure 7 visualizes 
this dynamic, with early reports in Democrat-leaning states before the decision and 
reports on June 30, after the decision, in both Democrat and Republican-leaning 
states.

All six articles emphasized the 2024 presidential election and the anti-trans 
dissenting opinions, de-emphasizing the importance of bodily autonomy battles for 
transgender individuals. Additionally, while news coverage of Williams’ case never 
calls into question her account of the violence and harassment she experienced while 
incarcerated, it fails to discuss Williams’ experiences in the broader context of the mis-
treatment of incarcerated trans individuals. Episodic framing contributes to the sense 
that Williams’ experiences are aberrant or isolated, when in fact carceral violence is a 
systemic problem for transgender Americans. More discussion of this news story is 
provided in our discussion section below. 

DISCUSSION
We observed national news outlets’ coverage of transgender people driving coverage 
in local outlets, confirming results from prior work (Olveira-Araujo 2024; Su and Xiao 
2021; Widmer, Galletta, and Ash 2023). By employing transfer entropy, we found that 
national-local influence often involves two steps of information flow within the US 
news ecosystem. National news tends to move first, influencing a specific state’s cov-
erage; that state’s coverage then influences outlets in the other states. 

This echoes discussions of opinion diffusion from mass media to opinion lead-
ers to less involved individuals, as well as previous results indicating that the New York 
Times, one of our national outlets, tends to set agendas for local news (Denham 2014; 
Zhang 2018). Furthermore, our results expand upon existing connections between 
agenda-setting and two-step flow patterns (Brosius and Kepplinger 1990; Weimann 
and Brosius 1994) to intermedia agenda-setting, by showing that the relationship be-
tween the two processes appears to be true not just between mass media and individ-
ual audiences, but also in the media-to-media setting—the spread of agendas among 
media outlets. We hypothesize that one state (and sometimes more than one state) 
may act as the “opinion leader” for a particular topic or story, guiding the agenda and 
its salience for outlets in the lagging states (McCombs, Shaw, and Weaver 2014; Stern, 
Livan, and Smith 2020). 

Through our case studies, we show what kinds of information diffuse through the 
news ecosystem. We also provide analyses of the discursive results of the agenda-set-
ting effects we measured using transfer entropy. Overall, we find a framing asymme-
try in the news coverage of transgender issues between local and national news out-
lets; this confirms previous results (Buzzelli and Towery 2021; Olveira-Araujo 2024). 
We also find that framing differences can be heterogeneous across topics, aligned with 
previous findings that agenda-setters may vary across topics (Stern, Livan, and Smith 
2020). Assaults on transgender people’s rights are often stripped of political context 
when discussed in the news (Capuzza and Spencer 2017; Osborn 2022), and when trans 
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rights are discussed thematically, trans people themselves risk having their stories ap-
propriated as floating signifiers in broader political conflicts (Ciszek 2020). 

In case study 1, we found that trans-affirming measures or individuals tend to 
be given the benefit of the doubt more often than anti-trans entities in local cover-
age. Both The New York Times and Fox News often portrayed transgender and LGBTQI+ 
individuals as patients subject to others’ actions, while local news outlets in Florida, 
the mediating state, tended to portray trans and LGBTQI+ people with agency. On a 
specific story about a Christian college firing employees for using pronouns in their 
email signatures, local outlets in Florida and other states followed prior reporting by 
Fox News, using a more episodic framing that contrasted with The New York Times’ the-
matic framing. Furthermore, across Fox News, the intermediary state of Florida, and 
the other lagging states, the university was described as Christian, perhaps to draw at-
tention to the broader cultural conflict between US Christianity and LGBTQI+ people’s 
rights (Castle 2019; Ciszek 2020).  

Case study 2 explored legal battles over trans rights, with an in-depth look at 
the news coverage of the Kincaid v. Williams case upholding ADA protections for gen-
der dysphoria. The two-step flow phenomenon in this case occurs in a partisan block 
structure with Democrat-leaning states driving Republican-leaning states at the local 
level. Our analysis reveals that the news reporting in New York and California prior to 
the Supreme Court declining to relitigate Williams’ case tended to be more episodic in 
nature, whereas reporting after the Court’s refusal across New York, California, Texas, 
and Florida used both episodic and thematic framing. New York local reporting be-
fore and after the Court decision provided more space to anti-trans actors and rhetoric 
compared to California. Across all local news reporting of this case, the incarcerated 
trans woman, Williams, was used as a “floating signifier” for broader political conflicts 
and agendas (Ciszek 2020). The violence that Williams experienced as a trans woman 
incarcerated in a men’s prison is never disputed, condemned, or contextualized as a 
common experience for trans individuals; only the legal debates around her lawsuit 
are covered in depth. The lack of discussion of Williams’ experiences as part of a larger 
pattern of anti-trans violence in a broadly violent US prison system matches patterns 
of invisibility noted by Capuzza and Spencer (2017).

Prior work indicates that local reporting can change how people think about 
transgender people (Michelson and Harrison 2020); other sources have found that lo-
cal news media increases the propensity for public stance-taking (King, Pan, and Rob-
erts 2017). Accurate, thoughtful portrayals of transgender people in US national and 
local media matter, but news coverage tends to portray transgender people as a wedge 
in a broader cultural conflict and employ episodic framings rather than discussing the 
systemic issues affecting the trans community. However, the two-step flow process 
we observed indicates an opportunity for targeted intervention. If a few states’ media 
outlets serve as opinion leaders, intervening in those states first could impact coverage 
in other states for a particular topic. The interconnected nature of local and national 
news media in the United States presents unique challenges, but it can also afford cas-
cading positive effects. 

With an understanding of how frames vary across both geographic focus and 
audience partisanship for various media collections, future trans studies research 
is better equipped to study the dynamics of mainstream coverage of trans people 
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and issues in the US, which includes transphobia and strategies to mislead readers. 
Journalists can also use our analyses to investigate their own framing choices. Based 
on all our analyses, we suggest two possible interventions aimed at preventing the 
creation and spread of transphobic content within the media and, ultimately, the 
public. First, subtle discursive choices and framing matter, but it is not always clear 
how to make choices that will lead to better, more helpful reporting on trans issues. 
To this end, we advocate for the use and continued development of anti-transphobic 
style guides, which can help journalists and media outlets make informed choices 
regarding language use and adoption. We suggest that these guides more strongly 
emphasize the rhetorical use of floating signifiers to promote misinformative and 
transphobic frames. Second, because trans lives are often appropriated for broader 
political conflict, we propose the formation of a syndicate organization that provides 
news about trans issues, by well-informed reporters to local outlets. This would both 
support journalism by trans people and help local outlets begin & sustain coverage 
in a fairer manner.

Limitations
Our dataset, temporally, only covers three months of news data, and spatially, two 
major national outlets and local outlets from six states; therefore, the findings might 
not generalize beyond this specific temporal-spatial frame. Additionally, MediaCloud 
might not index all local and national news media outlets. Although we originally 
chose The New York Times for its often reactionary slant regarding transgender issues, 
this does mean that we do not include any national liberal outlets that are consistently 
supportive of trans rights. This could mean that we are missing, or potentially misat-
tributing, information flows that originate with less reactionary national liberal out-
lets. All our data is also in the English language, omitting potential discourse in other 
languages in the US media landscape. 

Although we implemented a component in our data pipeline to filter out na-
tional articles in the local collection, we still encountered some AP stories in our local 
dataset when we conducted our case studies, indicating that some national discours-
es persist in the local corpus. Additionally, some articles shared very similar (though 
not completely identical) texts and headlines, even though they do not share the same 
parent company. Vigilance with respect to shared story origins and other confounding 
factors is essential when studying local news. For some local collections, a single outlet 
accounted for a large percentage (> 20%) of all article volume, which might skew the 
types of discourses recorded or the volume of topics covered. 

Topic modeling is an unsupervised method without a “ground truth” and de-
pends on researchers’ subjective interpretation. Transfer entropy also requires several 
parameters where different values might yield different results. Future research might 
incorporate larger-scale datasets and more fine-tuned models.

In addition, because we did not observe the entire US news ecosystem, we can-
not account for exogenous shocks when making causal claims. Both state and nation-
al media might respond independently to the same story, but, because of differences 
in capacity, local media might lag in their coverage, resulting in the appearance of in-
fluence by national media. Our case studies partially refute such alternative assump-
tions, but systematic and rigorous analysis on this issue is still missing. Elucidating 
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precise causal links in this ecosystem also requires microdata on reporters’ exposure, 
attitudes, and behaviors, which is beyond the scope of this work.

The patterns we observe might not be specific to transgender discourses; they 
could result from a systematic power imbalance within US mainstream media. None-
theless, our findings indicate directions for future research on transgender discours-
es. For example, the topics we find to be largely irrelevant to transgender issues do not 
experience a two-step flow pattern. Comparative studies on information flow patterns 
for other news topics could illuminate the media dynamics involved in upholding oth-
er kinds of hegemony. 

Theoretically, it is important to note that while the two-step flows we have found 
appear similar in form to the original two-step flow process proposed by Katz (1957), 
where ideas are broadcasted from mass media to opinion leaders and then spread 
through to less active segments of the population via peer-to-peer communication, 
we do not examine how ideas spread from mass media to any individuals. Our study is 
confined to the spread of ideas within mass media.  

Practical Implications
Intervention: An Evidence-based Style Guide for Trans News
When local journalists follow national coverage in their reporting, it is likely that dis-
cursive biases that explain the repression of transgender people by the state—such 
as emphases on a few hyper-visible individuals, omission of significant details, or 
portrayals of trans people as deviant—are not obvious (Capuzza and Spencer 2017; 
Fink and Palmer 2020; Fischer 2019). For this reason, we emphasize the use of exist-
ing guides such as those from the Human Rights Council (n.d.), Our Watch (n.d.), and 
Transgender Europe (Yurinova 2023) when reporting on trans issues. 

Furthermore, we encourage further development of evidence-based, plain-lan-
guage style guides for reporting on trans issues. We suggest leveraging scholarship on 
the rhetorical use of floating signifiers to help journalists, especially local journalists, 
better understand how uncritical adoption of subtle emphases can have ripple effects 
on other local outlets’ coverage and, ultimately, influence public opinion (Ciszek 2020). 
An example of a subtle emphasis is the usage of the adjective “Christian” to describe 
the university in Case Study 1 in a Fox News headline. This was subsequently adopted 
by local outlets, though it was not present in The New York Times’ headline. Fox News’ use 
of “Christian” might be an attempt to contextualize this story within a conflict between 
religious and LGBTQI+ identities in the US This conflict has been given particular at-
tention in service settings, and is often framed as a conflict between LGBTQI+ people’s 
rights as consumers or supporters and the Christian supplier’s right to deny service 
based on religion (Minton et al. 2017). However, use of guidelines and tools containing 
advice about language usage for critically parsing such coverage might have produced 
news articles with different implicit associations.

Intervention: A Trans News Syndicate
The coverage of Kincaid v. Williams (Case Study 2) demonstrates how transgender 
people’s stories can be used to score political points instead of surfacing concerns rel-
evant to transgender people. Therefore, ensuring that local news outlets can dissemi-
nate informative, compassionate reporting is crucial. A national trans news syndicate 
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that employs transgender journalists and pays them to cover trans issues would en-
able local outlets to offer high-quality coverage of relevant transgender issues. Such a 
syndicate could have articles about Kincaid v. Williams available to local outlets in any 
state well before the Supreme Court’s refusal to hear the case. While heterogeneity is 
important within a given local news ecosystem and between different news ecosystems, 
making high-quality coverage readily available to local news editors allows them to 
make more informed decisions and alleviates the constraints of reporter availability. 
Such editorial decisions might even shift audience opinions and interest over time, 
especially if such decisions foreground issues and themes that are fundamentally 
important to trans rights in the US today. Additionally, recent work has found that 
parasocial contact with transgender influencers on social media is associated with re-
duced beliefs in harmful conspiracy theories about transgender people (Jolley et al. 
2025). Therefore, consistent engagement with news about transgender people written 
by transgender people might foster similar perspective-taking effects in a different 
subset of the population.

Future Work
Future work can use the dataset we create and release publicly in this work to con-
struct a larger, multi-year dataset on transgender discourses that also incorporates 
news that is not about trans people in the same period, to contrast agenda-setting 
effects and framing dynamics unique to trans discourses. Although our current data-
set’s topic modeling output and interpreted topic labels can produce useful research, a 
higher quality annotated dataset can be created alongside a taxonomy of human-gener-
ated thematic labels to further enable studying intermedia agenda-setting in the con-
text of transgender discourses.

Our findings can serve as hypotheses for future work to investigate some of the 
differences we observe in framing or attribution of agency in more depth. With a larg-
er dataset spanning multiple years, future research can assess temporal variation in 
the trends we observe. 

We also encourage future work to explore interactions between news and social 
media by curating specific stories and narratives, examining which specific articles in 
trans discourse are shared on social media platforms and how people conform their 
existing beliefs and agenda with news reports. The broader social media discourse on 
trans people and issues interacting with news media discourse can help better illumi-
nate the dynamic state of online transphobic content in the US. 

Positionality Statement
The authors of this paper carefully examined the interplay between our identities and 
those of our studied population, transgender people, reflecting on how our identities 
and values guide our interpretation of the findings and the potential implications, 
both harmful and beneficial. The authors self-identities span one or many of the fol-
lowing categories: women, queer, nonbinary, disabled, and marginalized racial and 
national identities. However, we do not have lived transgender experiences shaping 
our social and political consciousness. This might hinder the ways we conduct our re-
search and how we make sense of our findings. As a collective, we believe transparency 
helps us to conduct this research in a non-extractive way, contributing to our shared 
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goal of advancing and advocating for transgender rights. While we exist in a privileged 
position as academics, we do hope our study can help counter transphobia in the US 
and beyond, providing possible paths for intervention and future research.
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APPENDIX

Empirical Flow Patterns for All Topics Not Displayed in the Main Article
Figures A1 to A17 display the four transfer entropy plots for all 20 topics (except the 
three topics visualized in the main articles: topics 1, 4, and 18), examining the influ-
ence of all six state-level media collections on both national outlets, national outlets 
on state-level collections, state-level collections on each other, and national outlets on 
each other. 

Figure A1. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 0

Figure A2. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 2
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Figure A3. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 3

Figure A4. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 5
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Figure A5. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 6

Figure A6. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 7
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Figure A7. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 8

Figure A8. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 9
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Figure A9. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 10

Figure A10. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 11
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Figure A11. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 12

Figure A12. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 13
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Figure A13. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 14

Figure A14. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 15
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Figure A15. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 16

Figure A16. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 17
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Figure A17. Empirical flow pattern for Topic 19
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Figure A18. Topic distribution per media collection in our dataset. This stacked 
bar graph shows the relative contribution of each publication outlets or state 
for each topic. Each topic is represented by a horizontal row. Each row has six 
bar segments representing each outlet’s topic contribution in percentages
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