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Abstract
In this article, we introduce a linguistic approach to studying affectivity as a 
fundamental feature of news journalism. By reconceptualising affectivity beyond 
emotive storytelling, intentional stance-taking or evaluative expression, we propose 
a methodology that highlights how conventions related to mediating, modulating and 
managing affectivity permeate journalistic genres. Drawing from conversation analysis, 
Bakhtinian theory of language as dialogical and notion of affective meaning-making, 
we investigate how selected linguistic forms and structures – namely evidential and 
epistemic modals and lexical items signalling affective intensity (such as emotive and 
evaluative words and metaphorical expressions) – participate in affective meaning-
making in news journalism. A scalable computational methodology is introduced 
to study multiple linguistic structures in conjunction. In investigating a case study 
– the news reporting and commentary on a highly charged, year-long political conflict 
between the right-wing conservative government and the trade unions in Finland 
(2015–2016) – the approach allows a focus on the ways in which affectivity operates 
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in journalistic texts in response to both generic expectations of the audience and 
journalistic conventions. Our findings include identification of the intertwining of 
strategic rituals of objectivity and emotionality, recognition of metaphoricity as a key 
source of affectivity and detection of different news article types having their own 
conventions for managing affectivity. We also observe a connection between emotive 
and evaluative words and the grammatical constructions used to express degrees of 
certainty, which suggests these modal constructions play an important part in how 
affectivity informs journalistic texts.

Keywords
Affect, Computational Analysis, Emotion, Journalism, Linguistics, News, Research 
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Introduction

In the contemporary context of hybrid media and networked publics, affect is discussed 
as an increasingly important issue for journalism. What affect entails is, however, not 
self-evident. Examining the exceptional news ambience of the Egyptian uprising in 
2011, Papacharissi and de Fatima Oliveira (2012: 279) introduced the notion of ‘affec-
tive news’ to describe how news, opinion and emotion in the context of political crisis 
become indiscernible from one another. The resulting ‘affective news streams’ were 
offered as illustrations of the evolving paradigms of hybrid journalism beyond their spe-
cific case. Beckett and Deuze (2016: 1) coined the notion of an ‘affective media ecosys-
tem’ to describe how the technological changes and simultaneous pressures on the media 
economy reframe journalism as ‘an emotionally charged networked environment’.

This article engages in this discussion of the importance of affect in journalism by 
offering a revised understanding of the concept. Rather than confirming or questioning 
any narrative of change in journalism, this article proposes an approach to affectivity as 
a quality permeating journalistic language through multiple linguistic constructs and 
introduces a scalable computational methodology to study it. In the following, we address 
two theoretical and methodological questions: What is affectivity in journalism? How 
can affectivity be made empirically observable in big data?

We also ask how affectivity operates in journalistic texts in response to generic expec-
tations, both of the audience and of journalistic conventions. More specifically, we 
examine how quotes are used to mediate, modulate and manage affect in journalistic 
texts and how different genres of news journalism (news, analysis, commentary, edito-
rial) vary in their framing of affectivity. We illustrate this approach through analysis of a 
particular case study: the news reporting and commentary on a highly charged, year-long 
political conflict between the right-wing conservative government and the trade unions 
in Finland (2015–2016). In this article, however, the details of this political event are not 
discussed. While our approach highlights the contextuality of communication and mean-
ing-making, the case itself is not of prime importance. The approach strives for scalabil-
ity in an age of big data and computational analysis. As such, this article contributes to 
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journalism studies by outlining a theoretical and methodological approach to affectivity 
in news journalism, enabling empirical and historical analysis of changes and continui-
ties. While this article does not address the overall question of an increased importance 
of affect in contemporary journalism, the proposed approach enables its study. By exam-
ining how affectivity is translated into linguistic structures in different genres of news 
journalism, we also seek to contribute to further studies of news narration and style 
(Bednarek, 2008; Bednarek and Caple, 2012; Broersma, 2007; Peters and Broersma, 
2016).

Studying emotions in journalism: the state of the art

Until recently, emotions were a neglected issue in journalism studies – ‘an epistemologi-
cal elephant in the room’ (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019: 167). The general disinterest in inves-
tigating the roles, forms, meanings and effects of emotion in journalism can be seen as 
resulting from the negative connotations that emotions and emotionality have held within 
the journalistic profession (Pantti, 2010; Peters, 2011; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). In their 
study of UK journalists, Richards and Rees (2011) noted that emotions were typically 
suspected of compromising impartiality. Finnish and Dutch television journalists who 
were interviewed around the same time had a more favourable view of emotional ele-
ments in the news. These journalists highlighted the importance of emotions in people’s 
lives and hence a subject to be covered; the journalists also stressed the important role of 
emotion in storytelling (Pantti, 2010). At the same time, much like their British col-
leagues, they, too, rejected acknowledging themselves as a locus of emotion.

For journalism studies, a wider turn to affect and emotion in social sciences, cultural 
theory and gender studies (Clough and Halley, 2007; Koivunen, 2010), alongside the 
emergence of a new, networked media ecosystem, have together made the question of 
emotion more acute than ever. Peters (2011) has highlighted how journalism has always 
been emotional in terms of attempting to engage the audience by constructing an ‘experi-
ence of involvement’ through evoking common narrative forms featuring heroes and 
villains. As distinctions between news and entertainment, hard and soft news, and fact 
and opinion have become blurred in the new media ecology, the rigid juxtaposition of 
emotionality and involvement versus neutrality and detachment has been questioned. As 
a result, the diversity of emotional styles has increased and the acceptability of journal-
istic emotional involvement has become more explicit and accepted (Peters, 2011).

Within journalism studies, Pantti and Sumiala (2009) have studied journalism’s com-
plicity in staging cultures of grief and fear. Wahl-Jorgensen (2013a, 2013b) has exam-
ined the emotionality of journalism as a question of particular genres, narrative journalism 
and prize-winning reporting. Harbers and Broersma (2014) have discussed the question 
of a particular style – irony – and Allern and Pollack (2012) have examined scandal as a 
particular journalistic mode. The question of emotion has also emerged in studies of 
tabloidisation (Esser, 1999). Other researchers have examined emotionality of specific 
topics, such as migration (Kotišová, 2017), disasters and trauma (Jukes, 2017; Kotišová, 
2019; Pantti et al., 2012), humanitarian crises (Chouliaraki, 2006; Nikunen, 2019) and 
terrorism (Kotišová, 2017). Beyond journalists’ self-conception and particular genres, 
modes and topics, emotions have emerged as a question of audience address, with ‘the 
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emotional architecture of social media’ (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019: 147) engendering digi-
tally networked ‘affective publics’ (Papacharissi, 2015). Within linguistics, Bednarek 
(2008; Bednarek and Caple, 2012) has studied ‘emotion talk’ across different types of 
texts, including news reportage.

To investigate emotionality in news journalism against this background, we follow 
Tuchman’s (1972) understanding of journalism as a profession in which ‘strategic ritu-
als’ function as practices of legitimacy in relation to both professional standards and the 
public. According to Tuchman (1972), the objectivity norm manifests itself in strategies 
with which a journalist appears to stand outside any subject at hand: to be dispassionate, 
disembodied and impartial. Operating alongside this ‘ritual of objectivity,’ Wahl-
Jorgensen (2013a, 2013b, 2019) argued, is the ‘strategic ritual of emotionality’ that regu-
lates the presence of affect in journalistic texts. Wahl-Jorgensen and other scholars 
(Bednarek, 2008; Stenvall, 2008, 2014; White, 1998) have used appraisal theory (Martin 
and Rose, 2003) to examine the collection of conventions and codes for how emotions 
are incorporated in journalism through various narrative strategies – dramatic tension, 
detailed descriptions, anecdotal leads, juxtaposition and personalised storytelling – as 
well as through outsourcing emotions to story protagonists or other sources (Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2013a; see also Huang, 2017; Stenvall, 2014 ; White, 1998). The intertwined 
rituals of objectivity and emotionality appear as ‘a tactic of strategic impersonalisation 
by which the intersubjective role of the author is backgrounded, obscured or suppressed’ 
(White, 1998: 267).

To study emotionality as a question embedded in practices is not merely to study emo-
tion as a social, rather than individual or psychological, phenomenon; it is to study emo-
tion as a question of professional codes, journalistic forms and linguistic structures. Such 
an approach also regards emotion itself as a norm that is subject to normative regulation, 
thus enabling (albeit beyond the scope of this article) an analysis of how the ‘emotional 
labour’ of journalism persists and changes over time.

Affectivity as meaning-making: Our approach

In this article, we reconceptualise emotionality in news journalism as affectivity. In using 
the concept of affect, we acknowledge the rooting of the concept in new materialist 
thought, which aims to reject the focus on language and representation (Clough and 
Halley, 2007; Massumi, 2002). Following Wetherell (2012: 19–25), we choose to define 
affect as being intertwined and cooperating with discourse. Underlining ‘the relational, 
dialogic and distributed aspects of meaning-making,’ Wetherell defined her object of 
study as ‘affective-discursive practices,’ ‘affective orders of social life’ and ‘affective 
meaning-making’ (Wetherell, 2012: 51–53). Affect is thus not something that is reduci-
ble to linguistic and discursive practices alone but is entangled with them. Distinct from 
understanding emotion as expression, such an approach towards affect highlights its 
character as intersubjective and impersonal. Importantly, this formulation also highlights 
what Papacharissi (2015: 5) termed ‘pre-emotive intensities’ and energies, which form 
and structure the public and which we study by focusing on linguistic structures.

Concretely, our approach to affect is based on two theoretical starting points: (1) that affec-
tivity and emotion ‘are ever-present concerns of participants in social situations’ (Ruusuvuori, 
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2012: 330, paraphrasing Goffman, 1961) and (2) that the fundamentally dialogic nature of 
language (Bakhtin, 1981; Volosinov, 1995) justifies treating any use of language as such a 
situation. From this viewpoint – and drawing on appraisal and politeness theories (Brown and 
Levinson, 1987; Myers, 1989; White, 2003) – affectivity then appears as an ever-present 
quality that all communication must manage in order to be received in the intended manner. 
This view enables us to analyse affect, as well as its modulation, in quantifiable terms and as 
something that can be present with more or less intensity.

The concept of ‘genre’ in linguistic genre analysis (e.g. Swales, 1990) emphasises 
how the norms of specific types of linguistic communication stem from their different 
communicative purposes and, further, that the genres emerge from these predominantly 
latent normative structures. Looking at distinctions in linguistic conventions regarding 
affectivity between journalistic genres thus allows one to make observations about the 
genres’ communicative functions. Conversely, if the distributions of different linguistic 
features related to affectivity display clear and consistent patterns within and across the 
genres, one can argue that the handling of affectivity is something important that all 
journalistic genres specifically take into account.

Data: The Finnish case of the ‘competitiveness pact’

Our dataset comprises all content published in 2015 and 2016 that mentions the competi-
tiveness pact from four different news sources that were chosen to represent widely read 
news sources with different profiles and terms of production in order to provide a broad 
overview of the national news coverage (Newman et al., 2019: 82–83). The dataset is 
summarised in Table 1 as follows: (1) HS comprises all articles published by Helsingin 
Sanomat, a widely read national daily, either in its paper version or on the web; (2) YLE 
contains all articles published on the website of the Finnish public-service broadcaster, 
the most trusted news source in Finland; (3) IL contains the online articles published by 
Iltalehti, one of the two national tabloids, which reaches online more than the half of the 
Finnish population every week; and (4) STT consists of the news articles produced by 
the Finnish news agency, which serves all Finnish media but is especially important for 
the regional press. In addition, we collected, as a separate baseline data set, all articles 
published in the politics section of Helsingin Sanomat between 13 June 2016 and 11 
November 2016 (HS-REF). As seen in Table 1, the vast majority of articles from all news 
outlets were factual news stories. Indeed, their volume was such that any analysis that 
did not differentiate between the categories would have spoken only for factual news.

Table 1.  Composition of the different sources in terms of article types and counts.

Source News Analysis Commentary Editorial Total

HS 806 (75%) 59 (5%) 103 (10%) 114 (11%) 1171
YLE 1,064 (94%) 24 (2%) 44 (4%) – 1137
IL 445 (73%) 2 (0%) 51 (8%) 115 (19%) 1012
STT 800 (96%) 35 (4%) – – 835
HS-REF 214 (91%) 7 (3%) 15 (6%) – 236



6	 Journalism 00(0)

Methodology: Identifying aspects of affective language use

Previous studies, especially corpus-based studies based on appraisal theory (e.g. Huang, 
2017) and those applying computational methods, such as sentiment analysis, have com-
monly approached affectivity and emotions through overt emotive vocabulary and words 
that signal clear negative or positive evaluations. The role of emotive language in con-
structing and evaluating news values in journalism has been studied particularly by 
Bednarek (2008). Building on this experience, we started by automatically extracting all 
4732 unique adjectives that appear in the corpora. Our linguist reviewed this list manu-
ally to remove non-evaluative adjectives. The 1875 non-evaluative words that were 
excluded consisted mostly of technical and temporal qualifications and other classifica-
tions, such as nationalities. What remained were adjectives that expressed evaluations or 
characterisations of people, objects or events.

Beyond adjectives, however, almost any linguistic structure can express affectivity. 
Therefore, media scholars in the project close-read a sample of news articles in our cor-
pus to obtain a data-informed understanding of their emotive and evaluative vocabulary 
beyond the adjectives. We were struck by the large amount of metaphorical language – 
an evidently affective practice (Wetherell, 2012), but one that was both fundamentally 
different from the evaluative expressions and seemed to appear particularly in response 
to inherently affectively charged segments of text.

To give an example, in the following passage, many metaphorical expressions (itali-
cised) occur in quick succession:

‘[.  .  .] all expenses must come down. Regardless of how current expenses stand in international 
comparison. Everyone must suffer. The question is of principles and before them all rationality 
dissolves. There is storm and mayhem ahead, when the new course is set.’1

Here, the metaphorical use of storm can lend some conceptual features of the source 
domain (climate) to the target domain (economic policy). Future economic and societal 
turmoil is framed in terms of a natural phenomenon that is characterised by independ-
ence from human intervention and a degree of inevitability. At the same time, because 
the metaphors overall come from different domains with incompatible features, this pil-
ing-up impedes a reading focused on propositional content. Instead, it invites an under-
standing of the passage in more poetic terms, in which the metaphors primarily build up 
affective intensity.

Such prominent, foregrounded metaphors are, however, content-specific and cannot 
be identified using general-purpose word lists nor described using syntactic rules. Yet, 
they all have something in common: the more foregrounded they are, the more distant 
their source domain is from the target domain. This enables the recognition of metaphors 
in a particular discourse on the type level: each occurrence of the word storm is highly 
likely to be prominently metaphorical in a discourse on economic policy. The narrower 
the discourse investigated, the easier it is to enlist domains that are distant to it.

To operationalise the identification of metaphors for our particular case regarding the 
competitiveness pact, we manually analysed a sample of the articles and marked all pas-
sages with metaphorical language. Our linguist proceeded to examine the central vocab-
ulary of these annotations and extracted a seed-word list of 970 words that marked 
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metaphorical discourse. Using pre-trained ‘word embeddings’2 to discover other words 
that were used in similar ways, we automatically expanded this list to 1486 further met-
aphor-marking candidates. After further filtering, we ended up with 2100 metaphor-
marking words. From an evaluation against a manually annotated gold standard, the 
resulting list was found to adequately locate the metaphorical language in the corpus.

Going beyond emotive and evaluative vocabulary – and assuming the operation of the 
strategic rituals of objectivity and emotionality (Tuchman, 1972; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013a, 
2013b) – we also wanted to study how affect was modulated or ‘hedged’ in the material. 
Here, we turned to grammatical and lexical structures used to express ‘evidentiality’ and 
‘epistemic modality.’ In communication, these structures are typically used to express 
reservations or commitments or to communicate degrees of uncertainty or conviction, 
and they have been shown to be heavily involved, especially in academic genres, in 
politeness strategies (Brown and Levinson, 1987; Myers, 1989; White, 2003). To give an 
example, in the following citation, almost all the statements are hedged:

‘It is likely that the other parties will follow suit and a week-long stalking period will begin. 
Risky play, I say. It is quite possible that the agreement will fail for the fifth time. This would 
be a great loss for the Finnish economy, with its less-than-good ratings.’3

The example has two epistemic modal constructions – it is likely and it is quite possible 
– and one modal verb would (which here stands for the morphological conditional mood of 
the Finnish original). Their function is, firstly, to shield the writer from committing too 
strongly to the proposed scenario. Too much conviction and commitment would invite a 
challenge to the writer’s assumptions that (1) the other parties would follow suit and, (2) as 
a result, the negotiations would fail and (3) the economic consequences of the failure would 
be dire. By creating distance from these assumptions, the writer can appear more neutral and 
impartial. Secondly, hedging also serves an affective purpose; it allows the actual content of 
the statements to carry more affective meaning (relating here to mistrust between the partici-
pants and fears over economic hardship). This interpretation is further supported by how 
other affective markers co-occur in the passage: metaphorical stalking, play and fall plus 
evaluative great (loss) and less-than-good all combine with hedging to amplify the affective 
meaning of the passage. In our work, we gathered these grammatical structures that 
expressed evidentiality and epistemic modality in Finnish based on a review of established 
research (Hakulinen et al., 2004; Kangasniemi, 1991; Laitinen, 1992).

In summary, the first set of linguistic markers are evaluative adjectives and meta-
phorically used nouns and verbs. For the sake of brevity, these are referred to as affective 
vocabulary in the course of reporting our findings. Evidential and epistemic modal struc-
tures were also studied; this group of markers is referred to as hedging markers or simply 
as hedging. As the main measure, we use the ratio of markers per words in a particular 
section of text. Thus, the amount of hedging refers simply to the number of hedging 
markers per word in a piece of text. Likewise, the amount of affect or affective intensity 
refers to the proportion of words marked affective out of the whole.

After listing the linguistic markers, we determined the material divisions along which 
to compare them. First, we wanted to study one hypothesis associated with the ritual of 
emotionality (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013a, 2013b) by investigating whether affectivity – not 
merely in prize-winning stories, but in news journalism in a wider sense – was 
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outsourced from journalists’ discourse to sources in quotes. We thus developed methods 
to identify both direct and indirect quotations.

As a second step, we examined possible external factors that could have influenced 
the quantity of evaluative and emotive words. We tested a ‘click-bait’ hypothesis, which 
posits that affectively intensive content will be located at the beginning of an article as a 
means to solicit reader interest. We also investigated whether the affectivity and intensity 
of the actual events influenced the journalism by (1) comparing the reporting on the 
competitiveness pact with baseline political journalism of a randomly chosen earlier 
period and (2) comparing articles written during periods of peak activity with those writ-
ten at other times.

We proceeded to analyse the differences among different news media, ranging from 
the Iltalehti – which, in terms of its journalism, is more a newspaper than a tabloid in the 
British sense of the word – to the Finnish news agency STT, whose direct clients are not 
the public but other news outlets, which may choose to republish or extend their stories 
on their own sites.

Finally, we examined affectivity in various types of news article: (1) news reporting 
focused on facts; (2) news analyses with an emphasis on contextualising, explaining and 
interpreting events; (3) news commentaries or columns where the writer’s voice and 
opinion are foregrounded; and (4) editorials and leading articles, either signed or non-
signed, that express the viewpoints of the paper. To distinguish between these types, we 
drafted classification rules for each news source based on structured metadata. While this 
caused some heterogeneity in the types of story categorised as news – including longer 
feature articles, personal interviews and viewpoint articles – the number of such stories 
was marginal in comparison to factual news reporting, although it does testify to the blur-
ring of genre boundaries.

Findings: Mapping the affective linguistic labour

Managing affect by utilising quotes

In the following analyses, all reported differences were determined to be statistically 
significant to the degree that equal differences could appear randomly at most one time 
in a thousand (p ⩽ 0.001). Where the data was clearly normally distributed, the signifi-
cance was ascertained by a t-test. Some feature distributions were, however, heavily 
non-normal and zero-inflated. To verify the significance of differences for these distribu-
tions, a negative binomial regression with a binomial logit hurdle at zero was applied, 
using the R package pscl. Besides the differences we report, many other differences in 
the data were also statistically significant, but we have opted to report only those results 
where the difference was noticeable.
Examining how affectivity was located and modulated in the articles, we first tested the 
claim associated with the ritual of emotionality that, in journalistic texts, emotion is often 
outsourced into quotes. Here, we found remarkable complexity in how the affective and 
hedging markers behaved with regard to content type, as shown in Figure 1.

Focusing on the overall averages, direct quotes contained more affective markers 
(median 8.0%) than either indirect quotes (7.1% affective) or the non-quote parts of the 
articles (6.1% affective). This result is indicative of the operation of the ritual of 
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emotionality and of the convention of using quotes as a platform for statements with high 
affective intensity. Further comparing the distributions for direct and indirect quotes, 
indirect quotes have a much larger proportion of completely ‘affect-free’ quotes than 
direct quotes. This suggests that, while most direct quotes carry affective meaning, indi-
rect quotes serve a dual function not only as a locus of emotive expressions, but also to 
merely attach a source to factual information, thus serving the ritual of objectivity.

When we looked at the amount of hedging in the differently quoted and non-quoted 
portions of the articles (right side of Figure 1), we noted that, just as with affective vocab-
ulary, direct quotes featured the most hedging, followed by indirect quotes and finally 
non-quote content. At the same time, these structures were markedly rarer than affective 
vocabulary as a whole, which shows that emotive and evaluative words also freely occur 
without reservations or softening. Particularly for indirect quotes, the portion of quotes 
that did not contain hedging structures was significantly larger than the portion of quotes 
that did not contain affective language. Combining these observations, we posit that, in 
these texts, direct quotes were used to frame the most controversial content, which the 
sources themselves also commonly hedged, while indirect quotes were much more varied, 
ranging from non-affective to moderately affective to highly affective and hedged.

To further explore the relationship between affective vocabulary and hedging, we 
graphed the behaviour of the hedging markers in differently affective portions of the 
texts (Figure 2). Here, we can see that, when the text contains no affective vocabulary, it 
also almost never contains hedging, which further corroborates our hypothesis of how 
these two phenomena are linked in language. In contrast, when affective language is 
present, the amount of hedging can vary by a large amount, but with the median amount 
of hedging remaining unchanged as the intensity of the affect increases; however, in the 

Figure 1.  The proportion of affective vocabulary and hedging markers in the directly/indirectly 
quoted and non-quoted parts of articles.
The curve height depicts the proportion of articles that exhibited a particular percentage of markers. Indi-
vidual observations are plotted as points inside the curve, thus highlighting the discontinuity (and therefore 
also errors in the density estimate) around zero. The red bars are proportion markers, to the left of which 
¼, ½ and ¾ of the articles lie.
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two types of quote in the very top brackets for affective intensity, this relationship 
changes. The affect becomes less hedged, further raising its perceived intensity. In sum-
mary, most overt affect in the texts is hedged, but there is also a small proportion of 
highly charged quotes whose intensity is further increased by the lack of hedging.

Another interesting observation is that the general order of the content types in terms 
of the amount of hedging persists across all intensity brackets. This means that, while 
direct quotes are generally used to present the more affective content, when this is done 
in other parts of the texts, the amount of hedging follows the general conventions for the 
type of content instead of the baseline given by direct speech. In effect, this may further 
heighten the perceived intensity of affect for these uncommon ways of framing.

Affect and hedging in various news outlets and article types

After examining how affect was managed through different types of quoted and non-
quoted content in general, we investigated whether there were differences across these 
content types between the news outlets and article types. For direct and indirect quotes, 
neither outlet nor article type produced significant differences in the proportion of either 
affective or hedging markers (not shown), apart from direct quotes in Helsingin Sanomat, 
which featured slightly more affectivity and hedging than the other sources. This indi-
cates a remarkable stability in how quotes are used across all of journalism, from news 
agency to tabloid. As an individual observation, Helsingin Sanomat appears to have been 
particularly careful in following the ritual of emotionality: in general, affective discourse 
resided in quotes, and more hedging occurred overall than in the other sources. This may 
indicate that control of affective intensity is a more central concern for press journalism 
than it is for news agencies or tabloid journalism – or even for Finland’s public 
broadcaster.

Figure 2.  The behaviour of hedging markers with regard to affect markers.
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Whereas the amount and modulation of affective intensity in quotes was equal 
across the outlets and article types, this did not hold for the journalistic narrative 
voice (Figure 3). For article types, news articles featured the fewest of both affect 
and hedging markers, which was not surprising as they reflected the rules of the 
news genre and the ritual of objectivity. Between outlets, the tabloid Iltalehti con-
tained more markers in news articles, while the STT news agency used the least 
amount of affective language. As a news agency, its news output consists mainly of 
short, factual stories for publication or extension in other outlets, from tabloids to 
major regional newspapers and public-service media (cf. Stenvall, 2014). The pub-
lic-service media YLE took a middle position, not distinguishing itself in any aspect 
of the analysis.

Returning to the article types, next on the ascending affectivity scale after news were 
news analyses, including editorials from the major newspaper Helsingin Sanomat. The 
editorials of Iltalehti, in contrast, contained the highest amount of affective vocabulary 
– even more than the category of commentary, which otherwise featured the most. 
Interestingly, in terms of hedging, Iltalehti editorials also contained the most markers 
(median 2.8%, compared to the overall median of 2.4%). Iltalehti commentaries, on the 
other hand, while containing highly affective language, had the least hedging (median 
1.8%). Of the textual styles, tabloid commentaries appear to be the genre whose authors 
have the freest reign to write affectively without needing to hedge their words.

Comparing the different modes of journalistic writing against the affectivity of the 
quotes, the commentaries (including columns) and tabloid editorials included more affective 
vocabulary than the general level for the quoted content discussed above. The analyses and 
editorials of Helsingin Sanomat, in contrast, aligned with the level of affectivity we gener-
ally found in quotes. Because they contained few quotes, these formats contrasted interest-
ingly with the news stories, in which more than half of the overall content came from an 
even split of direct and indirect quotes. In these news articles, in contrast to the other article 

Figure 3.  The proportion of markers in non-quote content, by source and article type.
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types, we also noted a stark difference between the proportion of affective vocabulary inside 
and outside of quotes. The intertwining of the rituals of objectivity and emotionality was 
evident: news articles strove to be perceived as factual, calm and non-partial, while also 
seeking to engage readers and to represent the tensions and passions of the reported event. 
To this end, they featured multiple sources and selected quotes with high affective intensity, 
but they counteracted this intensity in quoted language by toning down the emotive intensity 
of the journalistic voice well below the overall averages.

The effect of external factors

In terms of the temporal dynamics of the competitiveness pact reporting, all news outlets 
followed the same patterns, with their news output peaking in response to real-world 
events (Figure 4, showing only the sum across sources). Notably, while this overall dis-
tribution was dominated by news stories, the distributions of the other types of story also 
individually mirrored this trend without any statistically significant differences.

To examine whether the external intensity of the events had an effect on language, we 
used the news output frequency to split our competitiveness pact corpus into three parts: 
(1) peaks, where at least ten articles were published across the sources daily (which are 
visible and named in Figure 4); (2) post-peaks, which covered the 2 days after a peak; and 
(3) non-peaks. We also gathered a reference corpus of articles from the politics section 
of Helsingin Sanomat from a random period at the end of 2016 with no specific news 
peaks. In comparing these corpora to each other, we found that the tone of the journalistic 
portion of the articles relating to the competitiveness pact did not differ from general 
political journalistic writing. It also did not differ between peaks and non-peaks.

While the journalistic language was not significantly altered by peaks, we detected a 
difference in the proportion and affectivity of the quotes that were used. While the quantity 
of direct quotes remained the same, their affectivity diminished during peaks to 8.5%, from 

Figure 4.  The temporal distribution of articles, shown as the proportion, out of all KIKY-articles. 
The line depicts a left-aligned three-day rolling mean used for smoothing, while points denote actual daily counts.
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a non-peak median affectivity of 9.3%. With indirect quotes, in contrast, the affectivity 
stayed the same (at 7.6%), but their overall proportion within the articles increased at the 
cost of non-quote content. These changes may be interpreted as reflecting the fact that peak 
news reporting is heavily source-based as well as being primarily focused on stating the 
events as they occur, with little emphasis on interpretation or framing.

Finally, regarding the ‘click-bait’ hypothesis, the concentration of metaphor markers and 
hedging structures was observed to be somewhat higher at the start of the articles than in 
later sections. Counter to our expectations, however, the evaluative adjectives showed the 
reverse behaviour and were more frequent in the middle and end sections. Analysing this 
remains a question for further study. When comparing these tendencies across the sources, 
we were unsurprised that the tabloid Iltalehti had the fewest zero-affectivity beginnings, 
thereby corroborating, to some degree, the click-bait hypothesis. However, Iltalehti also had 
a considerable number of articles with no affective vocabulary, thus suggesting that there, 
too, the hypothesis could explain only a specific subtype of articles. Examining this further 
would require a closer examination of the news category to distinguish the feature articles, 
personal interviews and viewpoint articles that currently disappear in the mass and which 
may be outliers. To do so, we might use the indicators developed in the present study to 
further cluster the articles inside the news category in order to identify the subtypes.

Conclusion

Our aim in this article was to develop an approach for studying affectivity as a funda-
mental feature of news journalism: a question of form and structure, rather than inten-
tional stance-taking, emotive storytelling or evaluative expression. Drawing from 
conversation analysis (Goffman, 1961), Bakhtinian theory of language as dialogical 
(Volosinov, 1995) and Wetherell’s (2012) notion of affective meaning-making, we devel-
oped an approach that allowed us to chart how different linguistic forms and structures 
participate in affective meaning-making in news journalism.

Methodologically, we sought a computational approach that could be scaled up to allow 
the study of big data sets and, in the future, long-term developments in news journalism. 
The approach we developed rests on a flexible technical base (Janicki et al., 2020) com-
bined with an iterative meta-approach to build indicators that capture the phenomena of 
interest (Mäkelä et al., 2020). The analysis is modular: each part can be adapted to new 
material or discarded, and new parts added. For example, to port this analysis to other cor-
pora would require tuning the quote detection and article categorisation rules, as well as 
refiltering the evaluative adjective list. Once defined for a particular corpus, such rules 
would however work mostly automatically for any analysis targeting that corpus. The met-
aphor markers, on the other hand, are case-specific, and would require at least some tens of 
manually annotated examples to extract for each individual use-case. Our study neverthe-
less shows that a highly specified quantitative approach is able to yield new knowledge by 
both providing novel observations and affirming at scale patterns recognized in previous 
research. Even if details of the approach need to be amended for other datasets and ques-
tions, the basic methodological ideas are widely applicable.

In our attempt to revise how affect is conceptualised in news journalism, we focused 
on emotive and evaluative vocabulary, which is the most prominent linguistic strategy 
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for affectivity-related functions. The close-reading part of our analysis revealed that 
most of the words used for affective meaning-making derived their impact from meta-
phoricity. In this genre, metaphorical transference proved to be such a consistent strategy 
that the results from this indicator mostly mirrored those from the evaluative adjectives.

In using the indicators for emotive and evaluative vocabulary and for modal expressions, 
we examined both structural and external influences in a data set that incorporated four dif-
ferent types of news outlet: a leading national newspaper, a public-service news source, an 
evening tabloid and a news agency widely published in national and regional news outlets. 
Some of the findings were predictable, such as the positioning of news-agency and tabloid-
news journalism at the extremes, with public-service news journalism as a non-distinct aver-
age (cf. Stenvall, 2014). More interestingly, in the case being studied, which exemplified 
heightened political and labour market conflict, the affectivity of journalistic language 
appeared no different from political journalism in general. However, there were differences 
in the amount and affectivity of the quotes used between peaks and non-peaks of political 
activity. Importantly, our findings consistently support the idea of the rituals of objectivity 
and emotionality being coterminous and interdependent (Tuchman, 1972; Wahl-Jorgensen, 
2013a, 2013b) but also point to interesting variations in how affectivity is managed between 
the different article types with the use of the different types of quote and with hedging. 
Indeed, the accuracy with which the linguistic markers were able to differentiate between 
the external variables we examined was striking. In other words, the codes of the different 
established journalistic genres across all news outlets seemed to have distinctive and highly 
contextualised conventions for modulating affectivity, governed by their own communica-
tional purposes. The fact that affectivity is something that these latent conventions seem to 
address is clear evidence of the centrality of affect in journalistic practices.

Together, these findings suggest that studying affectivity as not only encompassing 
emotive and evaluative adjectives, but also highlighting the importance of metaphorical 
nouns and verbs and evidential and epistemic modal structures, offers insights for further 
study of journalistic forms, styles and conventions (Broersma, 2007), the language of 
news (Bednarek and Caple, 2012) and the narrative politics of news (Peters and Broersma, 
2016). Finally, the emotional turn in journalism studies has highlighted emotional labour 
as a professional skill and requirement of journalists (Kotišová, 2019; Richards and 
Rees, 2011; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). With our approach, we have demonstrated that this 
affective linguistic labour – the many forms and structures that mediate and modulate 
affectivity – extends beyond hiding and disguising subjective emotions.
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Notes

1.	 Translation of Finnish original Kääntyykö Suomi vihdoin kasvuun? Helsingin Sanomat 
9.6.2016.

2.	 ‘Word embeddings’ are statistical models of words’ behaviour in the data. With their help, it 
is possible to extract words used in a similar way inside a corpus. We used a model trained 
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on the 4 billion tokens in the Finnish Internet Parsebank (cf. Luotolahti et al., 2015 for further 
details).

3.	 Translation of Finnish original Kelpaako yhteiskuntasopimus? Helsingin Sanomat 29.2.2016.

References

Allern S and Pollack E (eds) (2012) Scandalous! The Mediated Construction of Political Scandals 
in Four Nordic Countries. Göteborg: Nordicom.

Bakhtin M (1981) The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. Edited by M Holquist. Translated by C 
Emerson and M Holquist. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Beckett C and Deuze M (2016) On the role of emotion in the future of journalism. Social Media + 
Society 2(3). DOI: 10.1177/2056305116662395.

Bednarek M (2008) Emotion Talk Across Corpora. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Bednarek M and Caple H (2012) News Discourse. London: Continuum.
Broersma MJ (2007) Form, style and journalistic strategies: An introduction. In: Broersma MJ 

(ed.) Form and Style in Journalism: European Newspapers and the Representation of News 
1880–2005. Leuven: Peeters, pp.ix–xxix.

Brown P and Levinson SC (1987) Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Chouliaraki L (2006) The Spectatorship of Suffering. London: Sage.
Clough PT and Halley JO (eds) (2007) The Affective Turn: Theorizing the Social. Durham: Duke 

University Press.
Esser F (1999) ‘Tabloidization’ of news: A comparative analysis of Anglo-American and 

German press journalism. European Journal of Communication 14(3): 291–324. DOI: 
10.1177/0267323199014003001.

Goffman E (1961) Fun in games. In: Goffman E (ed.) Encounters: Two Studies in the Sociology of 
Interaction. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, pp. 17–84.

Hakulinen A, Vilkuna M, Korhonen R, et al. (2004) Iso suomen kielioppi [Descriptive Grammar 
of Finnish]. Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura.

Harbers F and Broersma M (2014) Between engagement and ironic ambiguity: Mediating subjectiv-
ity in narrative journalism. Journalism 15(5): 639–654. DOI: 010.1177/1464884914523236.

Huang C (2017) The strategic ritual of emotionality in Chinese and Australian hard news: A corpus-
based study. Critical Discourse Studies 14(5): 461–479. DOI: 10.1080/17405904.2017.1352002.

Janicki M, Mäkelä E, Koivunen A, et al. (2020) A workflow for integrating close reading and 
automated text annotation. In: Proceedings of the digital humanities in Nordic Countries 
2020 conference. CEUR-WS.org.

Jukes S (2017) Affective journalism – uncovering the affective dimension of practice in the cover-
age of traumatic news. PhD Thesis, Goldsmiths, University of London, UK.

Kangasniemi H (1991) Modal Expressions in Finnish. Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden 
Seura.

Koivunen A (2010) An affective turn? Reimagining the subject of feminist theory. In: Liljeström 
M and Paasonen S (eds) Disturbing Differences: Working with Affect in Feminist Readings. 
London: Routledge, pp.8–28.

Kotišová J (2017) Cynicism ex machina: The emotionality of reporting the ‘refugee crisis’ and 
Paris terrorist attacks in Czech television. European Journal of Communication 32(3): 242–
256. DOI: 10.1177/0267323117695737.

Kotišová J (2019) Crisis Reporters, Emotions, and Technology: An Ethnography. Cham: Palgrave 
Macmillan.



16	 Journalism 00(0)

Laitinen L (1992) Välttämättömyys ja persoona: Suomen murteiden nesessiivisten rakenteiden 
morfosyntaksia ja semantiikkaa [Necessity and Persona. Morpho-Syntax and Semantics of 
Necessive Construction in Finnish dialects]. Helsinki: Helsingin yliopisto.

Luotolahti R, Kanerva J, Laippala V, et  al. (2015) Towards universal web parsebanks. In: 
Proceedings of the international conference on dependency linguistics (Depling’15), Uppsala, 
Sweden, 24–26 August. pp.211–220. Uppsala University, Department of Linguistics and 
Philology.

Mäkelä E, Koivunen A, Kanner A, et al. (2020) An approach for agile interdisciplinary digital 
humanities research – a case study in journalism. In: Proceedings of twin talks at the digital 
humanities in the Nordic Countries 2020. CEUR-WS.org.

Martin JR and Rose D (2003) Working with Discourse. London: Continuum.
Massumi B (2002) Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation. Durham: Duke 

University Press.
Myers G (1989) The pragmatics of politeness in scientific articles. Applied Linguistics 10(1): 1–35.
Newman N, Fletcher R, Kalogeropoulos A, et al. (2019) Reuters institute digital news report 2019. 

Available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3414941 (accessed 12 June 2019)
Nikunen K (2019) Media Solidarities: Emotions, Power and Justice in the Digital Age. Los 

Angeles: Sage.
Pantti M (2010) The value of emotion: An examination of television journalists’ notions on emotional-

ity. European Journal of Communication 25(2): 168–181. DOI: 10.1177/0267323110363653.
Pantti M and Sumiala J (2009) Till death do us join: Media, mourning rituals and the sacred centre 

of the society. Media, Culture & Society 31(1): 119–135. DOI: 10.1177/0163443708098251.
Pantti M, Wahl-Jorgensen K and Cottle S (2012) Disasters and the Media. New York: Peter Lang.
Papacharissi Z (2015) Affective Publics: Sentiment, Technology, and Politics. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.
Papacharissi Z and de Fatima Oliveira M (2012) Affective news and networked publics: The 

rhythms of news storytelling on #Egypt. Journal of Communication 62(2): 266–282. DOI: 
10.1111/j.1460-2466.2012.01630.x.

Peters C (2011) Emotion aside or emotional side? Crafting an ‘experience of involvement’ in the 
news. Journalism 12: 297–316. DOI: 10.1177/1464884910388224.

Peters C and Broersma MJ (2016) The rhetorical illusion of news. In: Peters C and Broersma MJ 
(eds) Rethinking Journalism Again: Societal Role and Public Relevance in a Digital Age. 
New York: Routledge, pp.188–204.

Richards B and Rees G (2011) The management of emotion in British journalism. Media, Culture 
and Society 33: 851–867. DOI: 10.1177/0163443711411005.

Ruusuvuori J (2012) Emotion, affect and conversation. In Sidnell J and Stivers T (eds) The 
Handbook of Conversation Analysis. New York: Blackwell, pp.330–349.

Stenvall M (2008) On emotions and the journalistic ideals of factuality and objectivity: Tools for 
analysis. Journal of Pragmatics 40: 1569–1586. DOI: 10.1016/j.pragma.2008.04.017.

Stenvall M (2014) Presenting and representing emotions in news agency reports – On journal-
ists’ stance on affect vis-à-vis objectivity and factuality. Critical Discourse Studies 11(4): 
461–481. DOI: 10.1080/17405904.2013.866588.

Swales N (1990) Genre Analysis English in Academic and Research Setting. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Tuchman G (1972) Objectivity as strategic ritual: An examination of newsmen’s notions of objec-
tivity. American Journal of Sociology 77(4): 660–679.

Volosinov VN (1995) Marxism and the Philosophy of Language. Translated by L Matjka and IR 
Titunik. London: Routledge.

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3414941


Koivunen et al.	 17

Wahl-Jorgensen K (2013a) The strategic ritual of emotionality: A case study of Pulitzer Prize-
winning articles. Journalism 14(1): 129–145. DOI: 10.1177/1464884912448918.

Wahl-Jorgensen K (2013b) Subjectivity and story-telling in journalism. Journalism Studies 14(3): 
305–320.

Wahl-Jorgensen K (2019) Emotions, Media and Politics. Cambridge: Polity.
Wetherell M (2012) Affect and Emotion: A New Social Science Understanding. London: Sage.
White PRR (1998) Telling media tales: The news story as rhetoric. PhD Dissertation, University 

of Sydney, Australia.
White PRR (2003) Beyond hedges and modality: A dialogic view of the language of intersubjec-

tive stance. Text 23(2): 259–284.

Author biographies

Anu Koivunen is Professor of Gender Studies at Faculty of Social Science at Tampere University, 
on leave of absence from professorship in Department of Media Studies at Stockholm University. 
Her research focuses on media and politics of affect and memory.

Antti Kanner is a doctoral candidate in Finnish language and Digital Humanities at University of 
Helsinki, Finland. His areas of interest include computational methodologies and linguistic theory 
and language in newspapers, both historical and contemporary.

Maciej Janicki is currently working as a postdoctoral researcher in the Human Sciences – Computing 
Interaction group at the Department of Digital Humanities, University of Helsinki. His research 
interests include unsupervised learning using probabilistic models, dependency parsing, and text 
mining.

Auli Harju is a doctoral candidate in Media Studies at Tampere University, Faculty of Information 
Technology and Communication Sciences. Her research focuses on social media and civic 
participation.

Julius Hokkanen is a doctoral candidate in Gender Studies at graduate student in Gender Studies at 
Tampere University, Faculty of Social Sciences. His research focuses on politicized intimacy in 
digital media.

Eetu Mäkelä is a professor in Human Sciences – Computing Interaction at the University of 
Helsinki. At the Helsinki Centre for Digital Humanities, he leads a group seeking to develop com-
putational tools to support humanities and social science research.




