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Abstract
Over 30 years, a large body of research on what is often called ‘hard’ and ‘soft news’ 
has accumulated in communication studies. However, there is no consensus about what 
hard and soft news exactly is, or how it should be defined or measured. Moreover, the 
concept has not been clearly differentiated from or systematically related to concepts 
addressing very similar phenomena – tabloidization and ‘infotainment’. Consequently, 
the results of various studies are hard to compare and different scientific discourses 
on related issues remain unconnected. Against this backdrop, this article offers a 
conceptual analysis of the concept based on studies in English and other languages. 
We identify key dimensions of the concept and make suggestions for a standardized 
definition and multi-dimensional measurement of harder and softer news. In doing so, 
we propose to distinguish thematic, focus and style features as basic dimensions that 
– in their combination – make up harder and softer types of news.
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Introduction

Over 30 years, communication scholars have accumulated a large body of research on 
what is often called ‘hard’ and ‘soft news’ in English language publications. The terms 
have been used to classify both individual news reports and media formats. Very often, 
the use of these terms goes along with judgements about the quality of journalism and 
normative assumptions about media functions in democratic societies (e.g. Patterson, 
2000; Zaller, 2003). In recent years, the dichotomy has become widely used for capturing 
developments of news coverage and current affairs media formats in the United States, 
various European countries and around the world. Besides investigating media content, 
scholars have addressed various related issues, such as how journalists classify different 
kinds of news (e.g. Lehman-Wilzig and Seletzky, 2010; Tuchman, 1973), why media 
makers turn from hard to soft news (e.g. Zelizer, 2004), how those forms of news are 
produced (Boczkowski, 2009), what their difference means from a feminist perspective 
(Lahva, 2009), and what effects hard and soft news has on audiences (Grabe et al., 2001; 
Patterson, 2000; Prior, 2003). These effects and their normative implications have been 
debated controversially (Patterson, 2000; Zaller, 2003).

However, in spite of the fact that most scholars seem to have an intuitive understanding 
of the concept and despite its ubiquity in the literature, scholars are far from reaching a 
consensus about how hard and soft news is to be defined. As Lahva (2009: 1) puts it: ‘it is 
hard to think of other concepts that are so important and popular and at the same time so 
poorly defined and theorized’ (see also Boczkowski, 2009; Lehman-Wilzig and Seletzky, 
2010). What follows from this is that results of various studies are hard to compare and 
that different scientific discourses remain unconnected although they investigate very 
similar and important aspects of the changes news is going through around the globe.

Because of that, this article follows Sartori’s (1984) early call for conceptual analyses 
in the social sciences. To do so, we first reflect on the theoretical and empirical founda-
tions of the concept and discuss its conceptual definitions and dimensions. Our basis is a 
systematic analysis of the most important studies published since 1990 in both interna-
tional English language and native language publications of 13 European countries. We 
put a special focus on studies either discussing the division of hard vs soft news theoreti-
cally or investigating it empirically by using content analysis. All studies were identified 
by searching journal article databases, university libraries, and various databases for 
chapters of edited books. Additionally, we used snowball sampling to identify relevant 
literature according to our criteria.

Because of the similarity of the two concepts we not only used ‘hard news’ and ‘soft 
news’ as search terms, but also included terms like ‘infotainment’ and ‘tabloidization’. In 
sum, the sample of our literature analysis consists of 24 studies that were highly cited, 
that were especially comprehensive in their empirical investigation, or were especially 
thoughtful in their theoretical discussion of the concepts. After reviewing the conceptual 
foundations, we review some empirical findings of prior research and take a look at the 
operationalizations used in prior studies. Given the extent of collective ambiguity 
(Sartori, 1984) regarding the definition of the concept, we then make suggestions for a 
reconceptualization and for a standardized definition and measurement of harder and 
softer news items in quantitative content analysis. We are well aware that yet another 
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definition might not seem useful at first sight. However, we want to propose a definition 
that reflects the multi-dimensionality which is already present in existing literature and 
that is less ambiguous as well as theoretically fruitful and empirically useful. By doing 
this and also providing suggestions for elements of a standard instrument, we want to 
facilitate collaborative, cumulative and comparative research that is currently hampered 
by a dramatic lack of conceptual consensus.

Theoretical and empirical foundations

The terms ‘hard news’ and ‘soft news’ are not scientific by origin. Although we do not 
exactly know when, the two terms were obviously first used by US journalists them-
selves to categorize different kinds of news. The terms then made their way step by step 
from journalistic into academic language. In the middle of the last century, Schramm 
(1949) was one of the first US scholars to reflect on the division between different types 
of news from the perspective of audiences. He distinguished between delayed-reward 
and immediate-reward news and his distinction very much resembles the division 
between hard and soft news. In addition, he discussed possible motives why people 
would choose those different kinds of news and what their effects could be (Schramm, 
1949: 260–1). About 30 years later, in her widely cited study Tuchman (1973) addressed 
the issue from a journalists’ perspective and investigated their understanding of ‘hard 
news’ and ‘soft news’. Although Tuchman already stressed back then that journalists 
used the terms ambiguously, scholars began to use them more and more often to distin-
guish different kinds of news. The dichotomy became especially prominent in studies 
investigating ‘the softening of news’, ‘tabloidization’, or ‘increasing infotainment’; that 
is, the changes to the content and style of news presentation (e.g. Connell, 1998; 
Donsbach and Büttner, 2005; Esser, 1999; Sparks, 2000; Uribe and Gunter, 2004). Those 
studies have contributed a lot to the fact that the hard vs soft dichotomy is widely used 
and therefore can be regarded as a key concept of political communication research.

Conceptual definitions and dimensions

Definitions of hard vs soft news

Despite the relevance of the potential softening of news, many authors comment that 
hard and soft news are often not clearly defined or not even defined at all (Baum, 2002: 
92; Baum, 2003; Boczkowski and Peer, 2008; Lehman-Wilzig and Seletzky, 2010; 
Patterson, 2000). In fact, when reviewing the relevant studies, several problems become 
apparent. First, there actually is no consensus in the academic literature on the definition 
of hard and soft news. Second, the differences in definitions are fundamental and not 
negligible. Third, in most studies hard or soft news and similar terms are not used to 
describe single characteristics of news reports (e.g. its topic), but rather to describe a 
specific set of characteristics combined in news items. Fourth, authors having a multi-
dimensional understanding of hard and soft news differ in the number and combination 
of dimensions they use and, to make matters worse, studies differ in the individual cate-
gories within those dimensions they regard as indicators for hard or soft news. Fifth, 
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authors tend to stick to a uni-dimensional notion of hard and soft news even when they 
use several dimensions in their attempts to classify news.

To give an impression of the huge differences in definitions we want to give two 
examples. In the codebook to their internationally comparative study of news, Shoemaker 
and Cohen (2006) defined hard and soft news like this:

Hard news items are urgent occurrences that have to be reported right away because they 
become obsolete very quickly. These items are truly ‘new’ (…). Soft news items (…) are 
usually based on nonscheduled events. The reporter or media organization is under no pressure 
to publish the news at a certain date or time – soft news stories need not be ‘timely’.

As can easily be seen, Shoemaker and Cohen’s (2006) definition is quite straightforward 
because it just uses one single dimension to distinguish between hard and soft news – its 
topicality or timeliness. At the opposite end of a complexity continuum we find 
Patterson’s definition:

Hard news refers to coverage of breaking events involving top leaders, major issues, or 
significant disruptions in the routines of daily life, such as an earthquake or airline disaster. 
Information about these events is presumably important to citizens’ ability to understand and 
respond to the world of public affairs (…). Soft news (…) has been described (…) as news that 
typically is more personality-centered, less time-bound, more practical, and more incident-
based than other news (…). Finally, soft news has been described as a change in the vocabulary 
of news. The news is said to have become more personal and familiar in its form of presentation 
and less distant and institutional. (2000: 3–4)

Although it is not easy to infer from this passage whether Patterson just refers to the under-
standings of others or his own, the categories he then uses to describe the softening of news 
clearly show the multi-dimensional character of his understanding. In fact, he refers to 
public policy components, sensationalism, human-interest elements, crimes and disasters 
as news subjects and the use of collectives and self-references as indicators of a softening 
of news. Other authors like Baum (2002, 2005, 2007) also use this definition in their work.

Such a multi-dimensional approach, however, seems to be too complex and fuzzy for 
researchers who stick to just one dimension. However, a recent comparative study by 
Curran et al. (2010) illustrates the difficulties that researchers encounter when they try to 
use a seemingly easy and straightforward one-dimensional definition. In the study, hard 
news is defined as reports about politics, public administration, the economy, science, 
technology and related topics. Soft news is defined as reports about celebrities, human 
interest, sport and other entertainment-centred stories. Within the suggested crime cate-
gory, however, the authors argue, it would be misleading to predetermine the hard or soft 
character of a report. Therefore they distinguish different types of crime news like this:

If a crime story was reported in a way that contextualized and linked the issue to the public 
good – for example, if the report referred to penal policies or to the general causes or 
consequences of crime – it was judged to be a hard news story assimilated to public affairs. If, 
however, the main focus of the report was the crime itself, with details concerning the 
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perpetrators and victims, but with no reference to the larger context or implications for public 
policies, the news item was judged to be soft. (Curran et al., 2009: 9–10)

According to this qualification, it is not only the topic of a news item that makes it a 
‘hard’ or ‘soft’ one, but also the framing of an event or topic linking it to the public good, 
to policy issues or to society at large. Obviously, topics here only serve as indicators for 
political or societal relevance. However, it seems questionable whether ‘hard’ topics 
necessarily contain such a relevance and ‘soft’ topics not. For example, a report about the 
market launch of a new cell phone does not seem to have too much relevance for the 
public good. On the other hand, celebrity news might indeed include references to impor-
tant societal developments if, for example, celebrities advocate certain social issues. This 
means that a news item’s topic and its linkage to the public good are two content dimen-
sions that need to be conceptualized and measured separately. Whereas the topic dimen-
sion captures the subject matter, the linkage to the public will often depend on the focus 
or frame of a report. All in all, we are confronted with a situation of collective ambiguity 
(Sartori, 1984) that is first of all caused by homonymia: different authors use the same 
terms, but define them differently.

Definitions of related concepts

In addition to being defined in various ways by different authors the concept of hard vs 
soft news has also not been clearly differentiated or systematically related to other suc-
cessful concepts addressing very similar phenomena. Most important in this respect are 
tabloidization, infotainment and sensationalism. In fact, the investigation of soft vs hard 
news is often quite similar or even part of research on those concepts (Baym, 2008; Bird, 
2008). And, interestingly, criticism about conceptual fuzziness is as common with those 
concepts as it is with hard and soft news (Ban, 2008). A look at the definitions of all these 
concepts shows that they often largely overlap. Sometimes, the terms are seen alternately 
used to define each other. For example, a decreasing proportion of ‘hard in respect to soft 
news’ is one indicator in Uribe and Gunter’s (2004: 390) definition of tabloidization. 
Baym (2008) describes infotainment as a term that ‘is often used to denote the decline of 
hard news and public affairs discussion programs’. And Patterson (2000: 2–3) explains: 
‘“Market-centered journalism” is one description of the tendency, “Infotainment” is 
another.” “Soft news” (…) is a third.’ Obviously, it is not only that the terms hard and soft 
news are used in varying meanings. Instead, other terms are used as synonyms to a cer-
tain extent. And this further contributes to the collective ambiguity of the concepts 
(Sartori, 1984).

Dimensions of the concept

In the literature reviewed we identified five dimensions used exclusively or in varying 
combinations to define hard vs soft news. These dimensions refer to different stages of 
the news production and reception process and also differ in the degree to which they are 
suitable for content analyses. The dimensions are (1) topic/events, (2) news production, 
(3) news focus, (4) news style and (5) news reception. Table 1 gives an overview of the 
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dimensions used in the definitions of the most important, most cited and most compre-
hensive studies investigating hard and soft news. The table also includes some studies on 
tabloidization and sensationalism to show that they use very similar dimensions.

As Table 1 shows, only a quarter of the studies follow a one-dimensional approach to 
distinguish between hard and soft news – most of the studies use at least two dimensions. 
The most elaborate approach is presented by Baum (2002, 2003, 2007). He uses almost 
all dimensions that can be found in the literature. Most of the studies (83%) use the topic 
dimension to identify or to differentiate between hard and soft news and at least half of 
the studies (54%) use the style dimension, followed by characteristics of news produc-
tion (42%), a reception perspective (29%) and news focus (21%). What do those dimen-
sions include?

As mentioned, most authors include (1) some characteristics of the topics or events 
covered. Definitions then refer to the subject matter of the topic or event (e.g. politics, 
economy, sports, culture). However, even here authors do not agree completely on what 
they regard as hard or soft topics (for an overview see De Swert, 2007). For example, 
whereas most definitions regard political affairs as a ‘hard’, they disagree on the status 
of disasters. Some regard them as hard (Patterson, 2000: 3), others as soft news 
(Schönbach, 2000: 65). The reason for this is that some authors (implicitly) have in mind 
other additional characteristics like timeliness and assume that certain topics have those 
characteristics in common. Some authors (2) use characteristics of the journalistic pro-
duction process (for an overview see Boczkowski, 2009). For example, hard news is 
characterized as being timely, needing urgent dissemination or by the type of scheduling. 
Another group of authors takes (3) the focus of news reports into account. They look at 
what aspects of a topic or event are stressed. For example, thematic framing and the 
concentration on societal-level consequences of an event are regarded as indicators for 
hard news, whereas episodic framing and addressing the individual-level significance 
indicate soft news (Baum, 2002; Patterson, 2000).

A considerable number of authors also include (4) the style of news presentation. 
These characteristics do not refer to what is reported but how things are presented. For 
example, a factual, text-oriented style is regarded as indicating hard news, whereas a 
personalized, visually oriented style is regarded as indicative of soft news (Patterson, 
2000). And finally, some authors also refer to (5) audience- or effect-related characteris-
tics in their definitions. For example, soft news is described as more entertaining, inter-
esting or personally useful, and hard news as being important, usually more interesting 
to men than women, or news that people should know when they want to understand 
public affairs.

Given the wide spectrum of dimensions used, it is remarkable that different types of news 
are still described by a dichotomy of hard and soft news in most studies. This is not to say 
that researchers have not begun to propose alternatives. For example, some authors suggest 
a scale with hard and soft news marking opposite ends of a continuum (Baum, 2007; also 
Brants, 1998, with respect to tabloidization) and some call for the inclusion of a third cate-
gory between or in addition to hard and soft news. For example, Van Aelst and De Swert 
(2009) add ‘sensational news’ (accidents, disasters, crime) while Lehman-Wilzig and 
Seletzky (2010) suggest a ‘general news’ category. However, these authors also refrain from 
reflecting the multi-dimensional nature of news and formats in their definitions and 
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analyses, sometimes with reference to the widespread use of the terms ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
news. For example, Lehman-Wilzig and Seletzky (2010: 47) felt that ‘at this stage’ it was 
‘too great a leap to jump from two categories to a broad, semi-structured, multi layered 
spectrum’ of criteria. But as the dimensional analysis shows, the common use of the terms 
overshadows fundamental conceptual differences. A lot of scholars talk about hard and soft 
news, but they very often have completely different things in their minds when doing so. 
Thus, the success of the terms obviously has become a major obstacle to conceptual clarifi-
cation and development.

Key findings

The focus of the empirical studies we have reviewed includes TV network news, national 
and regional newspapers, and infotainment soft news shows, such as The Daily Show in 
the USA. With such a diverse focus and the conceptual differences that exist it comes as 
no surprise that results of research vary by country, by media and by the period under 
study. Although it is difficult to generalize them, most of the longitudinal studies seem to 
fall into three camps: those that have found that news is not becoming ‘softer’; those that 
have found such evidence; and those that found mixed results for different media or 
content dimensions. In addition to reviewing some of those studies, we also want to give 
some information about the few comparative studies that exist.

News is not becoming softer

One of the most comprehensive studies of soft and hard television news has been by 
Scott and Gobetz (1992). They examined three national news networks in the USA from 
1972 to 1987. They found the amount of soft news per broadcast remained small by 
comparison to hard news. In Germany, Bruns and Marcinkowski’s 1997 study focused 
on the number of political programs in different formats and times in four one-year 
periods. They found that there was an increasing amount of political information as a 
result of an increase of the number of stations and programs, and the development of 
24/7 programming. Waldahl et al. (2009) examined television news programs on the 
two main Norwegian channels in 1993, 2000 and 2007. They found that the majority of 
news output could be classified as hard news and the levels had not fallen over time. In 
terms of studies of newspapers, Allern (2001) examined news coverage in 10 Norwegian 
newspapers over one constructed week from 1998 to 1999. He found coverage was 
dominated by hard news topics. The tabloid press contained the most soft news, while 
national quality papers had the least, with the regional press falling in-between (2001). 
Schönbach’s (2000) study focused on a week’s output in the German regional press, 
comparing 350 newspapers in 1989 with 1994. The study found entertainment sections 
and entertaining news remained at the same level (1989 compared with the mid-1990s). 
Overall, there was not really more entertaining material and only a little more use of 
emotions.
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News is becoming softer

There have been a number of studies whose results have pointed towards the majority of 
news becoming softer over time. In his US study, Patterson (2000) investigated a sample 
of 5331 news items from two television networks, two weekly news magazines, three 
national and 26 local dailies between 1980 and 1999. On the aggregate level of all media, 
he found, for example, more news without a public policy component, more sensational-
ism, more human interest, and more human interest news, more self-references and less 
use of collectives. In Germany, Donsbach and Büttner (2005) looked for indicators of 
tabloidization and examined newscasts of the four main German television stations over 
four weeks before the national elections in 1983, 1990 and 1998. They found an overall 
reduction of political topics in three of the four newscasts. In addition, there was more 
drama, vividness, and visualization in three of the four newscasts. Sinardet et al. (2004) 
compared television news in the Dutch- and French-speaking parts of Belgium from 1 
January 1993 to 31 December 2000. They found a lot of hard news had been replaced by 
soft news in the Dutch language channels but not in the French.

Differences for media or content dimensions

In contrast to the more or less clear-cut results of the studies mentioned above, many 
other studies do not fit into the picture of an across the board softening of news because 
they produced differing results for various media or different content dimensions. For 
example, Maier et al. (2009) examined German television newscasts on seven channels 
between 1992 and 2007. Their results show a difference between public service channels 
and their commercial rivals. Overall, while there was a linear increase of non-political 
content in commercial channels, this was not the case on public service channels. 
McLachlan and Golding (2000) examined four national UK newspapers, analysing one 
month’s coverage at five-yearly intervals between the 1950s and the 1990s. They found 
that in the Sun and the Mirror entertainment news stories increased while human interest 
stories remained stable over time. Political stories also increased but much less signifi-
cantly. In The Times and the Guardian there was more fluctuation in entertainment and 
human interest news stories while political stories remained fairly constant. Also focus-
ing on the UK press, Uribe and Gunter (2004) found that coverage in the tabloids could 
be characterized as ‘soft’ dominated by home stories, with a significant presence of head-
lines and visuals and a personalized angle of coverage. Between 1991 and 2001, tabloid 
news became more ‘tabloidized’ in its form and style, but remained constant in its range 
of contents.

This distinction between style and content in tabloid outlets also surfaces in US studies 
of so-called ‘soft news shows’. These studies have challenged the perception that such 
shows are devoid of political content. For example, Brewer and Marquardt (2007) exam-
ined the amount of ‘political news’ on soft news shows. Their content analysis of the 52 
new episodes of The Daily Show in 2005 found that The Daily Show often focused on 
international stories that could be told through ‘cheap framing’ – that is, in simple and 
entertaining ways. This difference between content dimensions is also apparent in a 
study by Boczkowski and Peer (2008). In the USA they analysed three composite weeks 
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of online news output in 2007. The study sought to distinguish between softening in 
terms of what stories are told and how they are told, and tried to disentangle the influence 
of journalists’ and consumers’ choices on each other. They found that journalists’ supply 
of news is markedly ‘soft’ in terms of what stories are told but not regarding how they 
are told.

Internationally comparative studies

There have been few comparative studies of hard and soft news. Perhaps one of the most 
comprehensive comparative studies of hard and soft news has been Brekken et al.’s study 
of press and broadcast news output in six democracies, which was part of a wider study 
on how media inform democracies (2010; see also Curran et al., 2009, 2010). They 
examined three non-consecutive weeks’ news output in 2008 and 2009 in Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, the UK and the USA; a total of 21 days were sampled. In 
total two television channels (at least one was PBS) and three newspapers were investi-
gated (a quality paper, a tabloid and a regional paper). The study found that across differ-
ent media types and countries hard news was not significantly lower in the UK and the 
USA compared to the others, and the differences between commercial TV and public 
broadcasting in Europe did not seem to be especially large (Curran et al., 2010). In terms 
of newspapers, the study found that tabloid newspapers did not present as much hard 
news as elite newspapers do. Contrary to expectation, the study found that the American 
TV channels actually offer the highest degree of hard news as compared to the other 
countries.

In contrast, the aforementioned study of Curran et al. (2009), which was set up in a 
similar way to Brekken et al. (2010), brought some different results to light. Interestingly, 
the authors are pointing to coding problems when crimes had to be judged (Curran et al., 
2009: 9–10). In general and surprisingly, there is more hard than soft news in both televi-
sion and newspapers in all countries. These results include the observation that, unlike 
Brekken at al. (2010), the US news is overall (both newspapers and television) ‘harder’ 
than expected. Some similarities between the countries presented here must be critically 
discussed however. According to this research, US and UK television are similar in their 
affinity to hard news, even though the UK has a strong PBS and the USA do not. 
Therefore, the question arises whether this is the result of coding ambiguities. Intercoder 
reliability yielded an agreement of more than 80 per cent in the European countries of the 
sample and ranged, in contrast, between 72 per cent and 91 per cent in the USA. 
Unfortunately, the study indicates no cross-national reliability coefficients.

Operationalizations

Given the variety of definitions it is not feasible to give a comprehensive overview of 
the diverse operationalizations used in content analyses to identify hard and soft 
news. Moreover, information about operationalizations is often completely missing. 
In addition, authors hardly try to measure production- and effects-related characteris-
tics in content analyses although these dimensions may be important parts of their 
definitions of hard and soft news. The reason for this is that these features are hard to 
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infer from news reports themselves. In order to measure them, surveys of journalists, 
participant observations in newsrooms or effects studies including ordinary recipients 
would be needed. And because our focus here is on characteristics measurable in 
actual news content, we concentrate solely on the topic, focus and style dimensions to 
give an impression of how hard and soft news has been measured in content 
analysis.

As far as the topics/events dimension is concerned, most authors use the main topics 
of an item as an indicator. We have stated that there are at least some differences in what 
topics are assigned to hard vs soft news and that there are authors who add a third cate-
gory (Lehman-Wilzig and Seletzky, 2010; Van Aelst and De Swert, 2009). The length 
and structure of the topic lists also varies considerably, but, mostly, quite broad catego-
ries are used. Foreign and domestic politics, economy and finance are usually regarded 
as hard news. News about sports, celebrities, royal families, crime, scandals and service 
are regarded as soft news (De Swert, 2007). In addition, studies differ on whether they 
code only one (Scott and Gobetz, 1992) or several (Brewer and Marquardt, 2007) topics 
per news item. Other authors code specific policy issues in addition to more general topics 
(Patterson, 2000). Again, other authors also take into account the presence of certain 
actors (De Swert, 2007). Unfortunately, it often remains unclear exactly why certain 
topics are regarded as hard or soft. Going through the literature it seems, however, that 
most authors use topics only as substitute indictors for other characteristics representing 
the real cause for categorizing an item as hard or soft. For example, authors often seem 
to have in mind the societal relevance or informational/entertaining value of an item and 
make the implicit assumption that items sharing the same topic are also similar in this 
respect. However, assigning certain topics to the hard and soft category in advance may 
be misleading because seemingly soft topics may be framed as socially relevant or hard 
news might be presented as light-hearted, entertaining and with a focus on their ‘soft’ 
aspects.

Regarding the focus dimension, studies point to the fact that the same topic or event 
can be looked at from various perspectives. Patterson (2000) is one of those authors to 
include various categories relating more to the focus dimension of stories. For example, 
he distinguishes whether reports use a public vs private frame, whether they apply a 
policy- or non-policy frame, whether they give ‘news you can use’, whether the contextual 
frame is either episodic or thematic and whether a human interest frame is used. The 
linkage to the public good is also apparent in the works by Baum (2002, 2005, 2007) and 
Curran et al. (2009).

And finally, as far as the style dimension is concerned, a close look at operationaliza-
tions reveals that the concrete indicators used relate to two different sub-dimensions of 
style. One group of indicators measures whether journalists’ subjective impressions or 
opinions are apparent in a report. For example, authors look at whether a report presents 
facts in a detached way or whether it is news analysis, feature style or commentary giv-
ing the personal author’s point of view (Boczkowski and Peer, 2008; Patterson, 2000). 
A second group of indicators refers to story ambiance (serious vs light-hearted; 
Patterson, 2000), a sensational presentation which describes events as ‘earthshaking/ 
unsettling/remarkable’ (Patterson, 2000: 26) or a more informal and colloquial 
vocabulary.
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Towards conceptual clarity

As always in the social sciences there is no ‘true’ or ‘false’ definition of a concept. 
Rather, definitions of concepts can be more or less precise, unambiguous, theoretically 
fruitful and empirically useful (Opp, 2005; Sartori, 1984). Given the high degree of 
collective ambiguity regarding the understanding of hard vs soft news we want to sug-
gest a standardized definition and measurement that also reflects the multi-dimensional 
character of different types of news that is apparent in many of the studies reviewed 
here.

To develop our definition, we revert to the literature and the dimensions collected 
from there. What we found first was that the interest in hard vs soft news is mainly stirred 
by the assumption that the changing nature of news might have an effect on politically 
and/or socially relevant perceptions of audiences. In line with this basic consensus, we 
propose to distinguish harder and softer forms of news with respect to message elements 
that potentially have an impact on perceptions of public affairs. This does not imply that 
we have a preference for a specific way of news reporting; for example, a traditional, 
non-entertaining or strictly text-based style. It does mean, however, that we (a) regard the 
reporting of politically relevant issues as a core responsibility of journalism, and that we 
(b) consider the investigation of the intensity and character of this reporting a central 
topic of journalism research.

A second consistent pattern in most content analysis is that production and effects-
related characteristics are not directly measured – although sometimes included in defi-
nitions. One reason for this is that these are not characteristics of content itself and 
therefore hard to code without severe problems of reliability. Therefore, we also focus on 
characteristics of content itself. This does mean, of course, that we completely break 
with prior journalistic usage and one of its major ingredients – timeliness. Besides the 
fact that timeliness is not a content characteristic there is another reason for not including 
it here: the relation between the timeliness of stories and political perceptions of recipi-
ents is completely unclear. For example, background or investigative stories may be 
highly politically relevant although they are not triggered by events that happened yes-
terday. Therefore, coding the time difference between event and reporting as apparent in 
a news item itself does not seem to tell a lot.

A third consistent idea in the literature is that softer and harder news can be the result 
of the selection of specific events, the specific aspects focused on or the way they are 
presented. In line with this, we also include those three kinds of content dimensions. And 
finally, a fourth notion that has become prominent in recent years is that it is not fruitful 
to stick to a dichotomy of hard vs soft news but rather to think of a continuum or of dif-
ferent clusters of news items based on multiple content dimensions.

Against this backdrop we propose to distinguish harder and softer news based on 
three dimensions: (1) The subject matter covered (topic dimension), (2) the specific 
aspects of events or topics emphasized (focus dimension), and (3) the way events or top-
ics are visually and verbally presented (style dimension). However, although conceptual-
izing hard vs soft news multi-dimensionally, we would suggest that the topic dimension 
is the foundation on which the focus and style dimension are grounded. We would argue 
that a news item reporting a politically relevant event will always be ‘harder’ than a 
politically irrelevant item – even if the focus and style are ‘softer’ for the first and ‘harder’ 
for the latter item.
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Within the three dimensions, further distinctions are necessary. In the topic dimension 
we propose to distinguish different degrees of political relevance. In contrast to most 
other studies, however, we do not propose a list of broad topic categories that are often 
supposed to indicate the political or societal relevance of a news item. Instead, following 
Bruns and Marcinkowski (1997), we define the degree of political relevance as indicat-
ing the extent to which the content of a news item deals with norms, goals, interests, and 
activities related to the preparation, assertion, and implementation of authoritative, gen-
erally binding decisions about societal conflicts. To measure the political relevance of a 
news item we propose four indicators detailed in the Appendix. They refer to the men-
tioning of societal actors, of decision-making authorities, of a proposed plan or program, 
and of the people concerned by a decision. The more aspects are mentioned, the higher 
the degree of political relevance of a news item. Using these indicators also means that 
an actor and public policy perspective is included in the topic dimension. On that dimen-
sion, the softening of news could mean that the degree of political relevance is reduced.

Regarding the focus dimension we propose to first distinguish between reports stress-
ing the public or social relevance or consequences of an event and reports stressing per-
sonal or private aspects and consequences. In addition, news reports can be differentiated 
insofar as they use thematic or episodic framing. On that dimension, the softening of 
news could be indicated by an increasing focus on personal and private matters or on 
single events and exemplars.

Regarding the style dimension we propose to first differentiate between reports that 
include explicit expressions of journalists’ personal impressions, interpretations or opin-
ions and others that do not include such personal views. In addition, we distinguish 
between reports that include verbal and/or visual emotion-arousing elements and reports 
that do not include such elements. The softening of news on this dimension could be 
indicated by a more personal or more emotional style.

Based on the three dimensions and having in mind the categories we propose we then 
would define harder and softer news as follows:

The more a news item is politically relevant, the more it reports in a thematic way, focuses on 
the societal consequences of events, is impersonal and unemotional in its style, the more it can 
be regarded as hard news. The more a news items is not politically relevant, the more it reports 
in an episodic way, focuses on individual consequences of events, is personal and emotional in 
style, the more it can be regarded as soft news.

The dimensions and categories we suggest can be used individually or all at one time. 
In addition to the coding of individual news items, news formats, programmes or outlets 
can be categorized as being harder or softer when aggregating the results of the individ-
ual news items’ coding. Using the dimensions and categories we suggest will allow for 
the construction of a simple additive index representing the position of a news item on a 
continuum from harder to softer types of news. This analytical approach would be more 
in line with the traditional notion of a hard vs soft dichotomy. The full potential of our 
approach, however, will be utilized if the dimensions are analysed in combination with 
each other, for example, by using cluster analysis. This would allow for the construction 
of clusters of news items representing varying combinations of dimensions and catego-
ries. This approach would be more in line with a multi-dimensional notion of different 
types of news.
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To conceptualize hard and soft news the way we suggest has several advantages. First, 
taking into account the multi-dimensional character of news will allow for more sophis-
ticated and fine-grained analyses of the structure of news. Second, going beyond single 
dimensions will likely be helpful when combining content analyses with uses and effects 
studies. Third, in contrast to solely concentrating on the topic dimension, the inclusion of 
the focus and style dimensions allows for capturing relevant changes of the structure of 
news below the level of the news agenda. This is especially important given the above-
mentioned results of studies that surfaced differing findings for the topics and the style 
dimension (Baum, 2002; Bruns and Marcinkowski, 1997; Graber, 1994). Fourth, includ-
ing the focus dimension is especially important both against the backdrop of research on 
news formats of current affairs presentation (Baum, 2005) and given the impressive lit-
erature showing the importance of framing for the perception of news (Aalberg et al. in 
this special issue). Fifth, in contrast to solely relying on subject and focus the style 
dimension enables researchers to incorporate concepts like emotionalization that are 
regarded as important means of getting audience attention and that are also likely to have 
an impact on audience perceptions (Table 2).

Towards increasing comparability and cumulativity

We are well aware that some readers will not find their idea of hard and soft news repre-
sented in the concept we propose. Some may want to stick to an easier concept, solely 
focusing on one dimension or category. Some may want to exclude one dimension or 
another because they feel that some dimension or another makes up a concept of its own. 
However, as the literature review has shown, the terms hard and soft are used by most 
authors for describing a whole set of characteristics represented in individual news items. 
And taking this seriously results in a set of indicators that very much resembles the indica-
tors used in research on tabloidization and infotainment. And we would therefore suggest 
using the ‘softening of news’, ‘tabloidization’ and ‘growing infotainment’ as synonyms. 
Based on this set of indicators proposed here, clusters of similar news items can be 
described and different clusters can be identified for different media systems and countries. 
The sizes of the clusters and their development over time would give us a much more 
nuanced and informative view of what has evolved and is still changing in current affairs 
journalism across the globe, compared to studies that use single indicators that are 
usually analysed one by another. Using commonly shared concepts, definitions and opera-
tionalizations would help to increase comparability and contribute to a more effective 
accumulation of knowledge. 

Table 2. Dimensions and possible categories for measuring harder and softer news in content 
analysis studies

Topic dimension  

politically relevant – 
not politically relevant

 

Focus dimension Style dimension
societal – individual relevance impersonal – personal reporting
thematic – episodic framing unemotional – emotional reporting
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Coding instructions

Topic dimension: 
Political relevance 
(1–4)

Here, the political relevance of a news item is coded. It indicates 
the extent to which the content of a news item deals with 
norms, goals, interests and activities related to the preparation, 
assertion, and implementation of authoritative, generally binding 
decisions about societal issues. Four aspects are distinguished 
that indicate the degree of political relevance of a news item: (1) 
societal actors, (2) decision-making authorities, (3) policy plan and (4) 
actors concerned. For each of those aspects the presence (1) or 
non-presence (0) is coded.
(1) Two or more societal actors that disagree on a societal issue (e.g., two 
parties, a party and an NGO, voters and politicians, employers and trade 
unions).

0 = not present; 1 = present
(2) Decision-making authorities (legislative, executive, judiciary) that are or 
could be involved in the generally binding decision about that societal issue.

0 = not present; 1 = present
(3) The substance of a planned or realized decision, measure, 
programme that relates to the issue.

0 = not present; 1 = present
(4) The persons or groups concerned by the planned or realized 
decisions, measures, programmes.

0 = not present; 1 = present
Focus dimension 1: 
Individual – Societal 
Relevance

Here, the focus of a news item as related to the accentuation of 
personal or societal relevance is coded. Individually focused news stress 
the personal, private meaning or consequences of the incidents, 
developments, decisions etc. reported about for members of society. 
In contrast to that, socially focused news stress the general, overall 
meaning or consequences of the incidents, developments, decisions 
etc. reported about for society at large. For example, a report on 
measures against climate change might either stress that everybody 
will have to pay more for electricity (individual relevance) or that 
industrial societies will have to change their ways of energy production 
(societal relevance). The middle category is to be chosen if about equal 
attention is given to both aspects.

(continued)
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Coding instructions

Focus dimension 2: 
Episodic – Thematic 
Framing

0 = pure or predominant focus on individual relevance / consequences
1 = mixed attention to individual and societal relevance / 
consequences
2 = pure or predominant focus on societal relevance / consequences

Here, the focus of a news item as related to the accentuation of 
episodes or themes is coded. Episodically focused news items present 
an issue by offering a specific example, case study, or event oriented 
report, e.g., covering unemployment by presenting a story on the 
plight of a particular unemployed person. Thematically focused 
news items place issues into a broader context, e.g., covering 
unemployment by reporting on the latest unemployment figures and 
offering commentary by economists or public officials on the impact of 
the economy on unemployment. The middle category is to be chosen 
if about equal attention is given to both aspects.

0 = pure or predominant episodic framing
1 = mixed episodic and thematic framing
2 = pure or predominant thematic framing

Style dimension 1: 
Personal – 
Impersonal Reporting

Here, the journalistic style of a news item as related to the explicit 
appearance of journalists’ personal points of view is concerned. It is coded 
whether a news item includes explicit statements of the reporting 
journalists’ personal impressions, interpretations, points of view or 
opinions. Journalists not being the authors of the news item (and who 
may be cited as experts, for example) are not taken into account 
here. The middle category is to be chosen if personal and impersonal 
elements are mixed. 

0 = purely or predominantly personal
1 = mix of personal and impersonal elements
2 = purely or predominantly impersonal

Style dimension 2: 
Emotional – 
Unemotional 
Reporting

Here, the journalistic style of a news item as related to the emotional 
presentation of information is coded. This category does not relate to the 
emotion-arousing potential of the topic, event etc. itself that is covered 
in a news report. Emotional news items use verbal, visual or auditive 
means that potentially arouse or amplify emotions among audience 
members. This can be done, for example, (a) by dramatizing events, 
i.e. presenting them as exceptional, exciting, or thrilling; (b) by affective 
wording and speech, e.g. superlatives, strong adjectives, present tense 
in the description of past events, pronounced accentuation; (c) by 
reporting on or visually presenting explicit expressions of emotions 
(e.g., hurt, anger, fear, distress, joy). Unemotional news present their 
information in a matter-of-fact style not using emotionally arousing 
verbal, visual or auditive means. The middle category is to be chosen if 
emotional and unemotional elements are mixed. 

0 = purely or predominantly emotional
1 = mix of emotional and unemotional elements
2 = purely or predominantly unemotional

Appendix. (continued)
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