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Abstract

This study investigated attributive hedges as epistemic mitigators in online news
corpora, examining their pragmatic functions and relationship to journalistic
stance. You analysed 1,200 news articles from six major online news outlets
published between 2018-2022, employing both quantitative corpus linguistic
methods and qualitative discourse analysis. Using AntConc and N'Vivo software,
you identified and categorised attributive hedges according to their epistemic
functions and journalistic purposes. Your findings revealed that attributive hedges
served primarily as precision markers (42%), attribution markers (31%), and
perspective indicators (27%). You also discovered significant differences in hedge
usage across news outlets, with The Guardian and BBC employing significantly
more hedges than Fox News or Breitbart. Your qualitative analysis demonstrated
that these linguistic devices functioned as crucial tools for jowrnalists to navigate
the competing demands of objectivity, accountability, and audience engagement
in digital media environments. The study contributes to the growing body of
research on epistemic modality in news discourse and offers practical implications
for journalists, editors, and journalism educators seeking to understand the
nuanced ways language shapes news perception in online environments.

INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary media landscape, characterised
by rapid information dissemination and heightened
scrutiny of journalistic practices, the language of news
reporting has become increasingly important for
understanding how knowledge is constructed and
presented to audiences (Bednarek, 2006). Among the
various linguistic devices employed in news discourse,
attributive hedges—expressions that qualify the
certainty or reliability of information—serve as crucial
epistemic mitigators that shape readers' perceptions of
news content (Hyland, 1998). These linguistic

elements, which include phrases such as "according
""reportedly," and "appears to," function not merely
as stylistic features but as strategic tools that
journalists employ to navigate complex epistemic
terrain (Fairclough, 1995).

The proliferation of online news platforms has further
complicated the already intricate relationship between
language, knowledge, and journalistic authority
(Perrin, 2013). Digital media environments demand
immediacy while simultaneously requiring journalists
to maintain credibility and accountability (Harcup,

to,
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2015). In this context, attributive hedges have
emerged as particularly salient features of news
discourse, enabling journalists to manage uncertainty,
attribute information to sources, and maintain a
stance of objectivity while engaging with audiences
(Thetela, 2001). Despite their significance, however,
these linguistic devices remain understudied in the
specific context of online news production and
consumption (Cotter, 2010).

The theoretical foundation for this study draws on
several interconnected areas of research. First, it
builds on the extensive literature on hedging and
epistemic modality in academic and professional
discourse (Hyland, 1998; Varttala, 2001). Second, it
engages with research on journalistic stance and the
construction of authority in news reporting (White,
2006; Bednarek, 2006). Third, it contributes to the
growing body of work on corpus linguistics
approaches to media discourse (Baker, 2006;
Partington, 2003). Finally, it addresses the specific
challenges and opportunities presented by digital
media environments for journalistic practices (Deuze,
2008; Robinson, 2011).

The importance of studying attributive hedges in
online news extends beyond purely linguistic
concerns. In an era marked by concerns about "fake
news," misinformation, and declining trust in media
institutions, understanding how journalists signal the
reliability and provenance of information becomes
crucial (Tandoc et al.,, 2018). Attributive hedges
represent one mechanism through which journalists
can maintain transparency about the knowledge
claims they present, potentially fostering greater trust
with audiences (Karlsson et al., 2017). Furthermore,
these linguistic devices reflect broader journalistic
norms and  values, including  objectivity,
accountability, and precision (Phillips, 2010).
Despite the recognized importance of hedging in news
discourse, previous research has largely focused on
print media or has treated hedges as a homogeneous
category without sufficient attention to their specific
attributive functions (Fuoli, 2018). Additionally, few
studies have systematically compared how different
news outlets employ these devices across the political
spectrum or in relation to their target audiences
(Richardson, 2007). Recent explorations into
epistemic modality in news headlines and editorials
have further emphasised the need for cross-outlet

comparisons (Marin-Arrese, 2015; Jensen, 2008;
ViazquezOrta & Giner, 2008). For instance, Marin-
Arrese (2015) highlighted epistemic stance strategies
in  journalistic = discourse  across  languages,
underscoring variations in how modality mitigates
claims in English and Spanish news. Similarly, Jensen
(2008) examined the effects of hedging on credibility
in science reporting, revealing how hedges influence
perceptions of journalistic reliability. Vazquez-Orta
and Giner (2008) extended this to cross-disciplinary
hedges, providing insights into how epistemic markers
function as mitigators in broader discourse contexts.

The present study addresses these gaps by examining

attributive hedges specifically as epistemic mitigators

in online news corpora, with attention to their
pragmatic functions and relationship to journalistic
stance.

The primary objective of this research was to

investigate the pragmatic functions of attributive

hedges as epistemic mitigators in online news corpora
and to analyze their relationship to journalistic stance.

To achieve this objective, you pursued the following

specific aims:

1. To identify and categorize the types of attributive
hedges employed in online news articles across six
major news outlets representing different points
on the political spectrum.

2. To analyze the frequency and distribution of these
hedges across different news outlets and article
types.

3. To examine the pragmatic functions of attributive
hedges in relation to journalistic stance and
epistemic positioning.

4. To compare the usage patterns of attributive
hedges across news outlets with different editorial
orientations and target audiences.

In pursuing these aims, you addressed the following

research questions:

1. What types of attributive hedges are most
frequently employed in online news articles, and
how do they function as epistemic mitigators?

2. How do the frequency and distribution of
attributive hedges vary across different news
outlets and article types?

3. What pragmatic functions do attributive hedges
serve in relation to journalistic stance and
epistemic positioning in online news discourse?
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4. How do usage patterns of attributive hedges differ
across news outlets with different editorial
orientations and target audiences!

This study employed a mixed-methods approach,
combining quantitative corpus linguistic analysis with
qualitative discourse analysis. You analysed a corpus
of 1,200 news articles from six major online news
outlets—The Guardian, BBC, The New York Times,
CNN, Fox News, and Breitbart—published between
2018 and 2022. Using AntConc software for corpus
analysis and NVivo for qualitative coding, you
identified and categorised attributive hedges
according to their epistemic functions and journalistic
purposes.
The significance of this research lies in its
contribution to understanding the complex
relationship between language, knowledge, and
journalistic authority in digital media environments.
By systematically examining attributive hedges as
epistemic mitigators, this study provides insights into
how journalists navigate the competing demands of
objectivity, accountability, and audience engagement
in online news production. Furthermore, the findings
have practical implications for journalists, editors, and
journalism educators seeking to understand the
nuanced ways language shapes news perception and
credibility in digital environments.

Literature Review

The concept of hedging has its roots in the work of
Lakoff (1973), who first defined hedges as words
"whose job it is to make things fuzzier or less fuzzy" (p.
471). Since then, the study of hedging has evolved
considerably, particularly within the framework of
pragmatics and discourse analysis (Hyland, 1998). In
the context of news discourse, hedges function as
crucial epistemic mitigators that allow journalists to
manage uncertainty and attribute information to
sources (Thetela, 2001). Epistemic modality, broadly
defined as the linguistic expression of a speaker's
commitment to the truth or probability of a
proposition (Palmer, 2001), provides a theoretical
framework for understanding how hedges operate in
news language.

The distinction between epistemic and evidential
modality is particularly relevant to the study of
attributive hedges in news discourse (Chafe, 1986).
While epistemic modality concerns the speaker's

assessment of the truth value of a proposition,
evidentiality relates to the source of information
(Aikhenvald, 2004). Attributive hedges in news
discourse often serve both functions simultaneously,
indicating both the source of information and the
journalist's assessment of its reliability (Ifantidou,
2001). This dual function makes attributive hedges
particularly valuable for journalists seeking to
maintain objectivity while signalling the provenance
and reliability of information (Bednarek, 2006).
Building on this, Marin-Arrese (2015) explored
epistemic stance strategies in journalistic discourse,
demonstrating cross-linguistic variations in how
modality is used to mitigate claims in English and
Spanish news texts, which highlights the cultural and
contextual dimensions of hedging.

The study of hedging in journalistic discourse has a
substantial history, beginning with the work of Fowler
(1991) and Fairclough (1995), who examined how
language shapes news representation and constructs
social reality. These early critical discourse analysts
highlighted how linguistic choices, including hedging,
reflect and reinforce power relations and ideological
positions in news reporting (van Dijk, 1988).
Subsequent research has built on this foundation,
exploring how hedges function in specific news
contexts and genres. For example, Zhang (2011)
investigated hedging in Chinese and English
newspapers, finding cultural differences in how
journalists employ these devices to manage epistemic
commitment. Similarly, Fuoli (2018) examined
hedging in financial reporting, demonstrating how
these linguistic devices contribute to the construction
of epistemic vigilance in business news. These studies
highlight the context-dependent nature of hedging in
news discourse and the importance of examining how
these devices function in specific journalistic domains
and cultural settings.

The relationship between hedging and journalistic
objectivity has been a particular focus of research.
Conboy (2007) argued that hedges allow journalists to
maintain a stance of objectivity while subtly signalling
their assessment of information reliability. This
perspective aligns with the concept of "strategic ritual"
proposed by Tuchman (1972), who suggested that
journalistic practices, including linguistic choices,
function as professional rituals that demonstrate
adherence to norms of objectivity. Attributive hedges,

https://jmhorizons.com

| Shahid et al., 2025 |

Page 113



Journal of Media Horizons
ISSN: 27104060 2710-4052

Volume 6, Issue 5, 2025

in this view, serve as linguistic markers of journalistic
professionalism and adherence to epistemic standards
(Phillips, 2010). Extending this, Jensen (2008)
investigated the effects of hedging on the credibility of
scientists and journalists in news reports, finding that
the absence of hedges in popularised science news can
undermine perceived reliability, thus emphasising the
pragmatic role of hedges in maintaining trust.

While general studies of hedging in news discourse are
valuable, there is growing recognition that different
types of hedges serve distinct pragmatic functions
(Clemen, 1997). Attributive hedges—those that
explicitly attribute information to sources or qualify
its epistemic status—merit specific attention due to
their central role in news reporting (Thetela, 2001).
These devices include phrases such as "according to,"
"reportedly,” "claims," "suggests," and "appears to,"
among others. The function of attributive hedges
extends beyond merely indicating information
sources. As Ifantidou (2001) demonstrated, these
devices also signal the journalist's stance toward the
information being reported, creating a complex
layering of epistemic positions. This layering allows
journalists to maintain a surface appearance of
objectivity ~ while  subtly  guiding  readers'
interpretations of news content (Richardson, 2007).
In the context of online news, where audience trust
and engagement are paramount, these functions
become even more significant (Karlsson et al., 2017).
Research by White (2006) on the Appraisal
framework provides a valuable theoretical lens for
understanding attributive hedges. Within this
framework, attributive hedges can be analysed as
resources for engagement, enabling journalists to
position themselves in relation to the propositions
they present and to acknowledge alternative
viewpoints (Martin & White, 2005). This positioning
is particularly crucial in online news environments,

nn

where journalists must navigate diverse audience
expectations and maintain credibility across different
platforms (Deuze, 2008). Complementing this,
Viazquez-Orta and Giner (2008) conducted a cross-
disciplinary study of epistemic modality markers as
hedges in research articles, revealing how such
markers vary by field, which can inform analyses of
journalistic adaptations in news genres.

The application of corpus linguistic methods to the
study of news discourse has expanded considerably in

recent decades (Baker, 2006). These approaches
enable researchers to identify patterns of language use
across large datasets, providing empirical evidence for
how linguistic features function in specific contexts
(Partington, 2003). In the study of attributive hedges,
corpus methods offer particular advantages by
allowing for the systematic identification and
categorisation of these devices across multiple news
outlets and time periods (McEnery & Hardie, 2012).
Several researchers have employed corpus methods to
study hedging and epistemic modality in news
discourse. For example, Bondi (2009) used corpus
analysis to examine how epistemic markers vary across
different sections of newspapers, finding significant
differences in hedging practices between news reports
and opinion pieces. Similarly, Adel (2010)
investigated the use of epistemic markers in research
articles and newspaper texts, demonstrating how these
devices function differently in academic and
journalistic contexts. More recently, Whitehouse et al.
(2023) analysed trustbuilding strategies in future-
oriented news discourse using corpus approaches,
identifying hedges as key mitigators in handling
uncertainty.

The combination of corpus linguistic methods with
discourse analysis represents a particularly fruitful
approach for studying attributive hedges in online
news (Baker et al., 2008). This mixed-methods
approach allows researchers to identify broad patterns
of language use while also examining the specific
contexts and functions of individual instances
(McEnery & Hardie, 2012). For the present study, this
approach enables you to quantify the frequency and
distribution of attributive hedges while also analysing
their pragmatic functions in relation to journalistic
stance. Furthermore, studies like those by Crismore
(1982) have defined hedges as meta-discourse
elements that convey caution or confidence,
providing a foundation for integrating interpersonal
functions in news analysis (Pan et al., 2022).

The shift to online news production and
consumption has introduced new challenges and
opportunities for journalistic practices (Deuze, 2008).
Digital media environments demand immediacy
while simultaneously requiring journalists to
maintain credibility and accountability (Harcup,
2015). In this context, attributive hedges may serve
increasingly important functions as journalists
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navigate the pressures of rapid news cycles and
heightened scrutiny of their work (Robinson, 2011).
Research on online news discourse has highlighted
several relevant factors that may influence the use of
attributive hedges. First, the interactive nature of
digital media means that journalists must anticipate
and respond to audience feedback, potentially
affecting their linguistic choices (Singer, 2014).
Second, the convergence of news genres in online
environments—where traditional distinctions between
news reports, commentary, and opinion may blur—
complicates the maintenance of clear epistemic
stances (Karlsson, 2011). Finally, the economic
pressures facing online news outlets, including the
need to attract and retain audiences, may influence
how journalists employ attributive hedges to engage
readers while maintaining credibility (Picard, 2014).
The political polarisation of media environments
represents another important factor in the study of
attributive hedges in online news (Prior, 2007). News
outlets with different editorial orientations may
employ these devices in distinct ways to signal their
epistemic stance to target audiences (Benkler et al.,
2018). For example, outlets with more explicitly
partisan orientations may use attributive hedges
differently than those emphasizing traditional
journalistic norms of objectivity (Jamieson &
Cappella, 2008). Understanding these differences is
crucial for analysing how attributive hedges function
in the contemporary media landscape. Recent corpus-
based studies, such as those by Ali and Kazemian
(2020) on modals as stance markers in editorials,
further illustrate how epistemic devices vary across
polarised media, reinforcing the need for comparative
analyses.

Despite the growing body of research on hedging in
news discourse, several gaps remain that the present
study addresses. First, while previous studies have
examined hedging in general, there has been less focus
specifically on attributive hedges as a distinct category
with particular pragmatic functions (Thetela, 2001).
Second, most research on hedging in news discourse
has focused on print media, with less attention to
online news environments (Cotter, 2010). Third, few
studies have systematically compared how different
news outlets employ attributive hedges across the
political spectrum (Richardson, 2007). Additional
gaps include the limited exploration of hedges in

future-oriented or uncertainty-heavy news, as noted by
Whitehouse et al. (2023), and the interplay of hedges
with affectivity in journalism (Bednarek, 2021).

This study contributes to addressing these gaps by
focusing specifically on attributive hedges as epistemic
mitigators in online news corpora, examining their
pragmatic functions and relationship to journalistic
stance. By analysing a corpus of articles from six major
online news outlets representing different points on
the political spectrum, you provide insights into how
these linguistic devices function in diverse journalistic
contexts. Furthermore, by combining quantitative
corpus analysis with qualitative discourse analysis, you
offer a comprehensive account of attributive hedges
that bridges linguistic description and pragmatic
interpretation.

Methodology

Research Design

This study employed a mixed-methods research design
that combined quantitative corpus linguistic analysis
with qualitative discourse analysis. This approach
allowed you to identify broad patterns of attributive
hedge usage across the corpus while also examining
the specific contexts and functions of individual
instances (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). The
integration of these methods provided a
comprehensive understanding of how attributive
hedges function as epistemic mitigators in online
news discourse and their relationship to journalistic
stance. To enhance the robustness, you incorporated
iterative pilot testing to refine categories, ensuring
that the design accounted for the dynamic nature of
online news language.

Corpus Selection and Compilation

You compiled a specialised corpus of online news
articles for this study, consisting of 1,200 articles
published between January 2018 and December 2022.
The articles were selected from six major online news
outlets representing different points on the political
spectrum and different journalistic traditions:

1. The Guardian (UK, centre-left)

2. BBC (UK, public service broadcaster, perceived as

centrist)

3. The New York Times (US, centre-left)
4. CNN (US, centre-left)
5. Fox News (US, rightleaning)
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6. Breitbart (US, far-right)
The selection of these outlets allowed for comparison
across national contexts (UK and US), media types
(broadsheet, broadcaster, 24-hour news channel, and
digital-native), and editorial orientations. From each
outlet, you selected 200 articles, stratified by article
type to ensure representation of different news genres:
e Hard news reports (n = 80 per outlet)
e Feature articles (n = 60 per outlet)
e Opinion pieces and commentary (n = 40 per
outlet)
e Analysis articles (n = 20 per outlet)
This stratification enabled you to examine how
attributive hedge usage varies across different types of
news content. The articles were selected using a
systematic sampling approach, with every fifth article
published during the study period being considered
for inclusion, subject to the stratification criteria. To
add value, you ensured diversity in topics, covering
politics, economy, health, and environment, to
capture varied epistemic demands.

Identification and Categorisation of Attributive

Hedges

For this study, you defined attributive hedges as

linguistic devices that qualify the certainty or

reliability of information by attributing it to a source
or indicating its epistemic status. Based on previous

research (Hyland, 1998; Thetela, 2001; Fuoli, 2018),

you developed a comprehensive taxonomy of

attributive hedges, which included the following
categories:

1. Source attribution markers: Phrases that
explicitly attribute information to a source (e.g.,
"according to," "said," "stated," "reported").

2. Epistemic stance markers: Expressions that
indicate the journalist's assessment of the
information's reliability (e.g., "appears," "seems,"
"suggests," "claims").

3. Precision markers: Devices that qualify the
specificity or completeness of information (e.g.,
"approximately,” "roughly," "partially," "largely").

4. Perspective indicators: Expressions that frame
information as representing a particular
viewpoint (e.g., "in the view of," "from the
perspective of," "arguably").

5. Evidential markers: Phrases that indicate the
basis for knowledge claims (e.g., "evidence
suggests," "studies show," "data indicate").

This taxonomy was refined through an iterative
process of pilot coding and consultation with experts
in discourse analysis and corpus linguistics. You
added sub-categories for hybrid forms, such as
combined attribution and stance markers, to capture
nuanced usages.

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures
The data collection and analysis proceeded in several
stages:

Stage 1: Corpus Compilation and Preparation

You compiled the corpus using web scraping
techniques (with appropriate consideration of
copyright and terms of service) and manually verified
each article for completeness and relevance. The
articles were then converted to plain text format, with
metadata (outlet, publication date, article type,
author, word count) recorded in a separate database.
The total corpus size was approximately 720,000
words, with an average article length of 600 words. To
enhance quality, you used Python scripts for initial
cleaning, removing advertisements and non-text
elements.

Stage 2: Quantitative Corpus Analysis

Using AntConc software (Anthony, 2019), we

conducted a quantitative analysis of attributive hedge

usage in the corpus. This involved:

1. Frequency analysis: we identified the frequency
of each type of attributive hedge across the entire
corpus and within each news outlet and article
type.

2. Concordance analysis: we examined the contexts
in which attributive hedges appeared, using
KWIC (Key Word in Context) analysis to identify
patterns of usage.

3. Collocation analysis: we identified words that
frequently co-occurred with attributive hedges to
understand their typical linguistic environments.

4. Statistical analysis: we used chi-square tests and
measures of effect size (Cramer's V) to determine
the significance of differences in hedge usage
across outlets and article types.
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You supplemented this with R software for advanced
statistical visualisations, creating heatmaps of hedge
distributions.

Stage 3: Qualitative Discourse Analysis

Following the quantitative analysis, we conducted a

qualitative discourse analysis of a purposive sample of

300 articles (50 from each outlet). Using NVivo

software (QSR International, 2020), you coded

instances of attributive hedges according to:

1. Pragmatic function: How the hedge contributed
to the construction of meaning in the text (e.g.,
attributing information, qualifying certainty,
signalling perspective).

2. Journalistic stance: How the hedge positioned
the journalist in relation to the information being
reported (e.g., distanced, aligned, neutral).

3. Source type: The nature of the source to which
information was attributed (e.g., official, expert,
witness, unnamed).

4. Epistemic status: The level of certainty or
reliability signalled by the hedge (e.g., high,
medium, low).

This qualitative analysis allowed you to examine the

nuanced ways in which attributive hedges functioned

in specific contexts and how they contributed to the
construction of journalistic stance. You added
thematic mapping in NVivo to visualise stance
patterns.

Stage 4: Integration of Findings

In the final stage of analysis, you integrated the
quantitative and qualitative findings to develop a
comprehensive understanding of attributive hedges as
epistemic mitigators in online news discourse. This
integration involved identifying convergences and
divergences between the patterns revealed by the
corpus analysis and the contextual understandings
developed through discourse analysis. Triangulation
matrices were used to crossverify results.

Results

Quantitative Analysis of Attributive Hedge
Frequency and Distribution

Your corpus analysis revealed a total of 8,642
instances of attributive hedges across the 1,200 articles
in the corpus, representing an average of 7.2 hedges
per article or approximately 12 hedges per 1,000
words. The distribution of these hedges across the five
categories in your taxonomy is presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Distribution of Attributive Hedges by Category

Category Frequency | Percentage | Examples

Source attribution markers | 3,625 42% according to, said, stated, reported

Epistemic stance markers | 2,680 31% appears, seems, suggests, claims

Precision markers 1,383 16% approximately, roughly, partially, largely
Perspective indicators 729 8% in the view of, from the perspective of, arguably
Evidential markers 225 3% evidence suggests, studies show, data indicate
Total 8,642 100%

Interpretation of Table 1: The predominance of
source attribution markers at 42% indicates that
journalists frequently prioritised attributing claims to
external sources, likely to enhance accountability and
deflect  direct responsibility for  potentially
contentious information. Epistemic stance markers,
at 31%, suggest a substantial role in modulating
certainty, allowing for nuanced reporting in uncertain
events. The lower percentages for precision markers
(16%), perspective indicators (8%), and evidential

markers (3%) imply these are used more selectively,
perhaps in contexts requiring fine-tuning of claims or
explicit linking. This distribution
underscores a hierarchical use of hedges, with
attribution and stance being core to journalistic
epistemic management, while others serve supportive
roles in refining discourse.

Your analysis revealed significant differences in
attributive hedge usage across the six news outlets, as
presented in Table 2.

evidence
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Table 2: Frequency of Attributive Hedges by News Outlet (per 1,000 words)

News Outlet Total Source Epistemic Precision | Perspective | Evidential
Hedges Attribution Stance

The Guardian 15.2 6.8 4.5 2.1 1.4 0.4

BBC 14.7 6.5 4.3 2.0 1.3 0.6

The New York | 13.8 6.2 4.0 1.9 1.2 0.5

Times

CNN 12.5 5.5 3.8 1.8 1.1 0.3

Fox News 8.3 3.8 2.5 1.2 0.6 0.2
Breitbart 6.7 3.2 2.0 0.9 0.4 0.2
Average 12.0 5.3 3.5 1.7 1.0 0.4

Interpretation of Table 2: The data show a clear
gradient in hedge usage, with left-leaning and centrist
outlets like The Guardian (15.2) and BBC (14.7)
employing hedges more frequently than right-leaning
ones like Fox News (8.3) and Breitbart (6.7). This
pattern suggests that outlets with traditional
objectivity norms use hedges to mitigate claims
extensively, particularly in source attribution and
epistemic stance. The statistical significance (x* =
245.6, df = 5, p <.001, Cramer's V = 0.35) indicates
strong associations, implying ideological influences on
linguistic caution. For instance, higher evidential
markers in BBC (0.6) reflect an emphasis on evidence-

based reporting, while lower overall in Breitbart may
indicate a more assertive style.

Significant differences also emerged in the types of
hedges employed by different outlets. The Guardian,
BBC, and The New York Times used a broader range
of hedge types, with particular emphasis on source
attribution and epistemic stance markers. In contrast,
Fox News and Breitbart relied more heavily on source
attribution markers relative to other types of hedges,
with fewer epistemic stance markers and perspective
indicators.

Your

analysis further revealed differences in

attributive hedge usage across article types, as shown

in Table 3.

Table 3: Frequency of Attributive Hedges by Article Type (per 1,000 words)

Article Type Total Source Epistemic Precision | Perspective | Evidential
Hedges Attribution Stance

Hard news | 10.5 5.8 2.8 1.2 0.5 0.2

reports

Feature articles 12.3 5.2 3.5 1.8 1.2 0.6

Opinion pieces 14.8 4.2 5.2 1.5 3.2 0.7

Analysis articles | 13.5 5.0 4.5 2.0 1.5 0.5

Interpretation of Table 3: Opinion pieces exhibit the
highest hedge frequency (14.8), driven by epistemic
stance (5.2) and perspective indicators (3.2), reflecting
the need to balance personal views with mitigation.
Hard news reports, at 10.5, rely heavily on source
attribution (5.8) for factual reporting, with minimal
Notably, the distribution of hedge types varied across
article types. Hard news reports relied primarily on
source attribution markers, while opinion pieces
employed more epistemic stance markers and
perspective indicators. Analysis articles and feature

perspective (0.5). The significance (x? = 187.3, df = 3,
p <.001, Cramer's V = 0.28) highlights genre-specific
epistemic strategies, where interpretive genres like
opinion and analysis use hedges for engagement and
nuance, while hard news focuses on attribution for
objectivity.

articles showed a more balanced distribution of hedge
types, with relatively high usage of precision markers
and evidential markers.
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Qualitative Analysis of Pragmatic Functions

Your qualitative discourse analysis revealed the
complex pragmatic functions of attributive hedges in
online news discourse. Through careful examination
of the contexts in which these devices appeared, you
identified several key functions that they serve in
relation to journalistic stance and epistemic
positioning.

Attribution and Accountability

Source attribution markers, the most frequently
employed category of attributive hedges, served
primarily to attribute information to specific sources,
thereby establishing accountability for knowledge
claims. As illustrated in the following example from
The Guardian:

"According to the World Health Organisation, the
number of confirmed cases has risen by 12% in the
past week."

In this instance, the phrase "according to" attributes
the information to the World Health Organisation,
transferring epistemic responsibility from the
journalist to the organisation. This function was
particularly prevalent in hard news reports across all
outlets, though you noted differences in the types of
sources to which information was attributed. The
Guardian, BBC, and The New York Times more
frequently attributed information to official sources,
experts, and research institutions, while Fox News and
Breitbart were more likely to attribute information to
unnamed sources or partisan actors. This variation
suggests differing levels of transparency, with credible
attributions enhancing perceived accountability.

Epistemic Stance and Distance

Epistemic stance markers functioned to signal the
journalist's assessment of the reliability or certainty of
information, creating varying degrees of epistemic
distance between the journalist and the knowledge
claim being presented. For example:

"The economic recovery appears to be slowing,
according to the latest government figures."

In this extract from a BBC article, "appears to" signals
a moderate degree of epistemic distance, suggesting
that the journalist is presenting an interpretation of
the data rather than a definitive conclusion. Your
analysis revealed that outlets with more centrist or
centre-left orientations (The Guardian, BBC, The
New York Times, CNN) employed a wider range of

epistemic  stance markers, creating nuanced
gradations of epistemic distance. In contrast, Fox
News and Breitbart tended to use more absolute
language, with fewer epistemic stance markers
signalling uncertainty or interpretation. This pattern
indicates a strategic use of distance to maintain
objectivity in centrist reporting.

Precision and Qualification

Precision markers served to qualify the specificity or
completeness of information, allowing journalists to
present knowledge claims with appropriate degrees of
precision. As illustrated in this example from The
New York Times:

"Approximately 3,000 protesters gathered outside the
parliament building."

Here, "approximately" qualifies the numerical
precision of the claim, acknowledging the inherent
uncertainty in estimating crowd sizes. Your analysis
revealed that precision markers were employed most
frequently in feature articles and analysis articles,
where journalists often dealt with complex or
incomplete information. Notably, The Guardian and
BBC used precision markers more extensively than
other outlets, suggesting a greater emphasis on
epistemic caution in their reporting. This usage helps
mitigate potential criticism by signalling awareness of
limitations.

Perspective and Positioning

Perspective  indicators  functioned to frame
information as representing a particular viewpoint,
allowing journalists to acknowledge multiple
perspectives or to signal their own positioning relative
to the information being presented. For example:

"In the view of many economists, the government's
fiscal policies are unsustainable."

In this extract from a CNN analysis article, "in the
view of" frames the subsequent claim as representing
the perspective of economists rather than an objective
fact. Your analysis revealed that perspective indicators
were employed most frequently in opinion pieces and
analysis articles, where multiple viewpoints are often
explicitly acknowledged. The Guardian and The New
York Times used perspective indicators more
extensively than other outlets, suggesting a greater
emphasis on presenting multiple perspectives in their
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reporting. This fosters dialogic engagement with
readers.

Evidence and Justification

Evidential markers, though less frequently employed
than other categories of attributive hedges, served to
indicate the basis for knowledge claims, grounding
assertions in evidence or research. As illustrated in
this example from a BBC feature article:

"Evidence suggests that regular exercise can
significantly improve mental health outcomes."

Here, "evidence suggests" grounds the claim in
empirical evidence, though without specifying the
exact nature of that evidence. Your analysis revealed
that evidential markers were employed most
frequently in feature articles and analysis articles
dealing with scientific or technical topics. The
Guardian and BBC used evidential markers more
extensively than other outlets, suggesting a greater
emphasis on evidence-based reporting. This function
bolsters credibility in data-driven narratives.

Journalistic Stance and Epistemic Positioning

Your analysis revealed that attributive hedges function
as crucial devices for constructing journalistic stance
and epistemic positioning in online news discourse.
Through the strategic employment of these devices,
journalists navigate the competing demands of
objectivity, accountability, and audience engagement
in digital media environments.

Objectivity and Stance-Taking

Attributive hedges allow journalists to maintain a
surface appearance of objectivity while subtly
signalling their stance toward the information being
reported. This function was particularly evident in the
use of epistemic stance markers, which create varying
degrees of epistemic distance between the journalist
and the knowledge claim. For example, consider the
following extracts from different outlets reporting on
the same event:

The Guardian: "The government's approach to
climate change appears to be inconsistent with its
stated commitments."

Fox News: "The government's approach to climate
change is inconsistent with its stated commitments."
In the first extract, "appears to be" creates a degree of
epistemic distance, presenting the claim as an

interpretation rather than an objective fact. In the
second extract, the absence of such a hedge presents
the claim as an objective fact. These differences reflect
broader patterns in your data, with The Guardian and
other centre-left outlets employing more epistemic
stance markers that create distance between the
journalist and the claim, while Fox News and
Breitbart tend to use more absolute language. This
illustrates how hedges serve as tools for balanced
stance-taking.

Accountability and Transparency

Attributive hedges, particularly source attribution
markers, function as devices for establishing
accountability and transparency in news reporting. By
explicitly  attributing information to sources,
journalists signal the provenance of knowledge claims
and allow readers to assess their reliability. Your
analysis revealed differences in how outlets employed
these devices in relation to accountability. For
example:

The New York Times: "According to a study published
in Nature Climate Change, global temperatures are
likely to rise by 1.5 degrees Celsius by 2040."
Breitbart: "Scientists claim that global temperatures
might rise by 1.5 degrees Celsius by 2040."

In the first extract, the information is attributed to a
specific, credible source (a study in Nature Climate
Change), with "according to" signalling a direct
attribution. In the second extract, the information is
attributed vaguely to ‘"scientists," with "claim"
potentially casting doubt on the reliability of the
assertion. These differences reflect broader patterns in
your data, with The New York Times and other
centrist and centre-left outlets providing more specific
and credible attributions, while Fox News and
Breitbart employed more vague or potentially
discrediting attribution markers. This variance
highlights ideological impacts on transparency.

Audience Engagement and Positioning

Attributive hedges also function as devices for
engaging audiences and positioning journalists in
relation to their readers. This function was
particularly evident in the use of perspective
indicators, which acknowledge multiple viewpoints
and invite readers to consider different perspectives.
For example:
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CNN: "From the perspective of many voters, the
candidate's economic policies represent a significant
departure from previous administrations."

In this extract, "from the perspective of" acknowledges
the existence of multiple viewpoints on the
candidate's policies, implicitly inviting readers to
consider their own perspective. Your analysis revealed
that perspective indicators were employed more
frequently by centrist and centreleft outlets,
suggesting a greater emphasis on acknowledging
multiple perspectives and engaging readers in critical
thinking. This promotes interactive discourse in
digital settings.

Cross-Outlet Comparison

Your analysis revealed significant differences in how
attributive hedges were employed across the six news
outlets, reflecting broader differences in journalistic
practices and audience positioning. These differences
can be summarised as follows:

The Guardian and BBC

The Guardian and BBC employed attributive hedges
most frequently and with the greatest diversity, using
all five categories of hedges extensively. These outlets
showed a particular emphasis on source attribution to
credible sources, epistemic stance markers that create
nuanced degrees of epistemic distance, and
perspective indicators that acknowledge multiple
viewpoints. This pattern suggests a journalistic
approach that emphasises epistemic caution,
accountability  to  credible  sources, and
acknowledgement of multiple perspectives, aligned
with public service ethos.

The New York Times and CNN

The New York Times and CNN also employed
attributive hedges frequently, though slightly less so
than The Guardian and BBC. These outlets showed a
similar pattern of hedge usage to The Guardian and
BBC, with emphasis on source attribution to credible
sources and epistemic stance markers. However, they
employed perspective indicators less frequently than
The Guardian and BBC, suggesting a somewhat more
limited acknowledgement of multiple perspectives,
possibly due to commercial pressures.

Fox News and Breitbart

Fox News and Breitbart employed attributive hedges
significantly less frequently than the other outlets,
with a narrower range of hedge types. These outlets
relied primarily on source attribution markers, with
fewer epistemic stance markers, precision markers,
perspective indicators, and evidential markers.
Furthermore, their source attribution markers more
frequently referenced unnamed sources or partisan
actors, rather than official sources or experts. This
pattern suggests a journalistic approach that
emphasises assertion over qualification, with less
emphasis on epistemic caution or acknowledgement
of multiple perspectives, catering to partisan
audiences.

Discussion

Pragmatic Functions of Attributive Hedges in
Online News

Your findings demonstrate that attributive hedges
serve multiple pragmatic functions in online news
discourse, functioning as crucial epistemic mitigators
that shape how knowledge is constructed and
presented to audiences. The predominance of source
attribution markers (42%) and epistemic stance
markers (31%) in your corpus suggests that journalists
primarily use these devices to attribute information to
sources and to signal their epistemic stance toward
that information. This aligns with previous research
by Thetela (2001) and Ifantidou (2001), who
highlighted the dual function of attributive hedges in
indicating both the source of information and the
journalist's assessment of its reliability. Expanding
this, the integration of hedges in digital news allows
for realtime adaptation to audience feedback,
enhancing pragmatic flexibility (Singer, 2014).

The high frequency of source attribution markers
across all outlets reflects the fundamental journalistic
practice of attributing information to sources, a key
component of accountability in news reporting
(Phillips, 2010). However, your analysis revealed
significant differences in how outlets employed these
devices, with The Guardian, BBC, and The New York
Times more frequently attributing information to
official sources, experts, and research institutions,
while Fox News and Breitbart were more likely to
attribute information to unnamed sources or partisan
actors. These differences suggest varying approaches
to journalistic accountability, with centrist and centre-
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left outlets emphasising attribution to credible sources
and rightleaning outlets showing less concern with
source credibility. This could exacerbate polarisation,
as vague attributions may undermine trust (Tandoc et
al., 2018).

The prevalence of epistemic stance markers,
particularly in opinion pieces and analysis articles,
highlights the importance of signalling epistemic
distance in news discourse. As Fuoli (2018) noted,
these devices allow journalists to maintain a stance of
objectivity while subtly signalling their assessment of
information reliability. Your finding that The
Guardian, BBC, and The New York Times employed
a wider range of epistemic stance markers, creating
nuanced gradations of epistemic distance, while Fox
News and Breitbart tended to use more absolute
language, suggests differing approaches to epistemic
caution in news reporting. This aligns with Conboy's
(2007) observation that hedges allow journalists to
maintain a stance of objectivity while subtly signalling
their assessment of information reliability. In online
contexts, this caution may mitigate backlash from
diverse audiences.

The relatively high frequency of precision markers
(16%) in your corpus, particularly in feature articles
and analysis articles, reflects the challenges journalists
face in reporting on complex or incomplete
information. As Bednarek (2006) noted, precision
markers allow journalists to present knowledge claims
with appropriate degrees of specificity, acknowledging
the inherent uncertainty in much news reporting.
Your finding that The Guardian and BBC used
precision markers more extensively than other outlets
suggests a greater emphasis on epistemic caution in
their reporting, consistent with their public service or
quality press orientations. This practice not only
refines claims but also models careful language for
readers in misinformation-prone environments.

The lower frequency of perspective indicators (8%)
and evidential markers (3%) in your corpus suggests
that these functions are served less frequently by
attributive hedges in online news discourse. However,
your analysis revealed that perspective indicators were
employed more frequently in opinion pieces and
analysis articles, where multiple viewpoints are often
explicitly acknowledged. This aligns with White's
(2006) observation that perspective indicators
function as resources for engagement, enabling

journalists to position themselves in relation to the
propositions they present and to acknowledge
alternative viewpoints. Evidential markers, while
sparse, play a critical role in scientific news, grounding
claims and enhancing authority (Bondi, 2009).

Journalistic Stance and Epistemic Positioning

Your findings demonstrate that attributive hedges
function as crucial devices for constructing
journalistic stance and epistemic positioning in online
news discourse. Through the strategic employment of
these devices, journalists navigate the competing
demands of objectivity, accountability, and audience
engagement in digital media environments.

The relationship between attributive hedges and
journalistic objectivity is particularly noteworthy.
Your analysis revealed that centrist and centre-left
outlets (The Guardian, BBC, The New York Times,
CNN) employed a wider range of attributive hedges,
creating nuanced gradations of epistemic distance,
while rightleaning outlets (Fox News, Breitbart)
tended to use more absolute language. This suggests
differing approaches to journalistic objectivity, with
centrist and centre-left outlets emphasising epistemic
caution and qualification, and right-leaning outlets
emphasising assertion and certainty. This aligns with
Tuchman's (1972) concept of ‘strategic ritual,"
suggesting that different outlets employ different
linguistic rituals to demonstrate adherence to their
particular interpretations of journalistic norms. Such
differences may influence audience polarisation
(Prior, 2007).

The role of attributive hedges in establishing
accountability and transparency in news reporting is
another significant finding. Your analysis revealed
that centrist and centrelleft outlets provided more
specific and credible attributions, while right-leaning
outlets employed more vague or potentially
discrediting attribution markers. This suggests
differing approaches to journalistic accountability,
with centrist and centreleft outlets emphasising
transparency about the provenance of information
and rightleaning outlets showing less concern with
source credibility. This has important implications for
how readers assess the reliability of news content,
particularly in an era marked by concerns about
misinformation and declining trust in media
institutions (Tandoc et al., 2018). Enhancing
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transparency through hedges could be a strategy to
rebuild trust.

The function of attributive hedges in audience
engagement and positioning is also noteworthy. Your
finding that centrist and centre-left outlets employed
more perspective indicators, acknowledging multiple
viewpoints and inviting readers to consider different
perspectives, suggests a greater emphasis on engaging
readers in critical thinking. In contrast, right-leaning
outlets employed fewer perspective indicators,
suggesting a more assertive and less dialogic approach
to audience engagement. This aligns with Deuze's
(2008) observation that digital media environments
demand new approaches to audience engagement,
with different outlets employing different strategies to
connect with their target audiences. In interactive
online spaces, this can foster or hinder constructive
dialogue.

Cross-Outlet Comparison and Media Polarisation
Your findings reveal significant differences in how
attributive hedges are employed across news outlets
with different editorial orientations, reflecting
broader patterns of media polarisation in the
contemporary media landscape. The higher frequency
and greater diversity of attributive hedges in centrist
and centre-left outlets (The Guardian, BBC, The New
York Times, CNN) compared to right-leaning outlets
(Fox News, Breitbart) suggest differing approaches to
epistemic caution and qualification in news reporting.
These differences can be understood in relation to the
distinct  journalistic traditions and audience
expectations of these outlets. The Guardian and BBC,
with their quality press and public service
broadcasting traditions, respectively, emphasise
epistemic caution, accountability to credible sources,
and acknowledgement of multiple perspectives. This
aligns with the professional norms of objectivity and
impartiality that have traditionally characterised these
institutions (Harcup, 2015). The New York Times and
CNN, while also emphasising these norms, operate in
a more commercial media environment, which may
explain their slightly lower frequency of attributive
hedges and perspective indicators.

In contrast, Fox News and Breitbart, with their more
explicitly partisan orientations, employ fewer
attributive hedges and rely more heavily on assertion
and certainty. This aligns with their positioning as

alternative media outlets that challenge mainstream
journalistic norms (Benkler et al., 2018). Their greater
reliance on unnamed sources or partisan actors,
rather than official sources or experts, reflects a
different approach to source credibility and
accountability, one that prioritises alignment with
partisan perspectives over traditional journalistic
standards.

These differences have important implications for
how readers perceive and process news content. As
Prior (2007) noted, in a polarised media environment,
different outlets employ different linguistic strategies
to signal their epistemic stance to target audiences.
The greater use of attributive hedges by centrist and
centre-left outlets may signal epistemic caution and
respect for evidence to their audiences, while the more
assertive style of rightleaning outlets may signal
confidence and certainty to theirs. This suggests that
attributive hedges function not merely as stylistic
features but as crucial markers of journalistic identity
and audience positioning in the polarised media
landscape. Future studies could explore how these
patterns evolve with emerging platforms like social
media.

Implications for Journalism Practice and Education
Your findings have several important implications for
journalism practice and education. First, they
highlight the importance of attributive hedges as tools
for establishing accountability and transparency in
news reporting. Journalists should be aware of how
different attribution strategies signal the reliability
and provenance of information to readers, and should
strive to provide specific and credible attributions
whenever possible. This could involve training in
hedge selection to optimise credibility.

Second, your findings underscore the role of
attributive hedges in constructing journalistic stance
and epistemic positioning. Journalists should be
conscious of how their use of epistemic stance
markers, precision markers, and perspective
indicators shapes readers' perceptions of news content
and their assessment of its reliability. This is
particularly important in online news environments,
where audience trust and engagement are paramount.
Editors could implement guidelines for hedge usage
in polarised topics.
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Third, your findings suggest that journalism
education should emphasise the strategic use of
attributive hedges as part of a broader curriculum on
language and news writing. By understanding how
these linguistic devices function in news discourse,
aspiring journalists can develop greater awareness of
how language shapes news perception and credibility
in digital environments. Curricula could include
corpus analysis exercises to practice hedge application.
Finally, your findings highlight the importance of
media literacy education in helping readers critically
evaluate the use of attributive hedges in news content.
By understanding how these devices function as
epistemic mitigators, readers can develop more
sophisticated approaches to assessing the reliability
and provenance of information in online news
environments. Public programs could teach
recognition of hedge patterns to combat
misinformation.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
Despite the contributions of this study, several
limitations should be acknowledged. First, the corpus,
while substantial, represents only a sample of online
news content, focusing on six major outlets in the UK
and the US. Future research could expand the scope
to include a wider range of outlets, including those in
other countries and languages, as well as smaller,
independent, and local news sources.

Second, this study focused specifically on attributive
hedges as a category of epistemic mitigators. Future
research could examine how these devices interact
with other linguistic features, such as boosters,
attitude markers, and engagement markers, to shape
journalistic stance and epistemic positioning.

Third, while this study examined the relationship
between attributive hedge usage and journalistic
stance, it did not directly investigate how readers
perceive and process these devices. Future research
could employ experimental methods or reader
response studies to explore how attributive hedges
influence readers' assessment of news credibility and
reliability.

Fourth, this study examined articles published
between 2018 and 2022, a period marked by
significant political and social upheaval, including the
COVID-19 pandemic and heightened political

polarisation. Future research could investigate how

attributive hedge usage varies over time and in
relation to specific events and contexts.

Finally, while this study identified differences in
attributive hedge usage across outlets with different
editorial orientations, it did not explore the
institutional and organisational factors that shape
these differences. Future research could employ
ethnographic methods or interviews with journalists
to investigate the decision-making processes that
influence the use of attributive hedges in news
production. Additionally, incorporating Al-assisted
analysis for larger corpora could enhance scalability.

Conclusion

This study has investigated attributive hedges as
epistemic mitigators in online news corpora,
examining their pragmatic functions and relationship
to journalistic stance. Through a mixed-methods
approach combining quantitative corpus linguistic
analysis with qualitative discourse analysis, you have
provided a comprehensive account of how these
linguistic devices function in diverse journalistic
contexts.

Your findings reveal that attributive hedges serve
multiple pragmatic functions in online news
discourse, functioning as crucial epistemic mitigators
that shape how knowledge is constructed and
presented to audiences. Source attribution markers
and epistemic stance markers constitute the largest
categories of attributive hedges, reflecting the primary
functions of attributing information to sources and
signalling epistemic stance toward that information.
Precision markers, perspective indicators, and
evidential markers serve additional functions,
qualifying  the  specificity = of  information,
acknowledging multiple viewpoints, and grounding
assertions in evidence.

Your analysis reveals significant differences in how
attributive hedges are employed across news outlets
with different editorial orientations, reflecting
broader patterns of media polarisation in the
contemporary media landscape. Centrist and centre-
left outlets (The Guardian, BBC, The New York
Times, CNN) employ attributive hedges more
frequently and with greater diversity, emphasising
epistemic caution, accountability to credible sources,
and acknowledgement of multiple perspectives. In
contrast, rightleaning outlets (Fox News, Breitbart)

https://jmhorizons.com

| Shahid et al., 2025 |

Page 124



Journal of Media Horizons
ISSN: 27104060 2710-4052

Volume 6, Issue 5, 2025

employ fewer attributive hedges and rely more heavily
on assertion and certainty, with less emphasis on
epistemic caution or acknowledgement of multiple
perspectives.

These findings have important implications for
understanding the complex relationship between
language, knowledge, and journalistic authority in
digital media environments. Attributive hedges
function not merely as stylistic features but as strategic
tools that journalists employ to navigate the
competing demands of objectivity, accountability, and
audience engagement in online news production. In
an era marked by concerns about misinformation and
declining trust in media institutions, understanding
how these devices function is crucial for assessing how
journalists signal the reliability and provenance of
information to audiences.

The contributions of this study are both theoretical
and practical. Theoretically, it advances our
understanding of attributive hedges as epistemic
mitigators in news discourse, demonstrating their role
in constructing journalistic stance and epistemic
positioning. Practically, it offers insights for
journalists, editors, and journalism educators seeking
to understand the nuanced ways language shapes news
perception and credibility in digital environments. By
highlighting the strategic use of attributive hedges in
news reporting, this study contributes to the
development of more reflective and linguistically
aware journalism practices.

As the media landscape continues to evolve, with new
platforms, formats, and audience expectations, the
study of attributive hedges and other epistemic
mitigators in news discourse will remain an important
area of research. Future studies should build on the
findings of this research to explore how these
linguistic devices function in emerging forms of
journalism and how they are perceived and processed
by diverse audiences. By continuing to investigate the
complex relationship between language, knowledge,
and journalistic authority, researchers can contribute
to the development of more credible, accountable,
and engaging journalism in the digital age.
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