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Abstract
The rise of soundbite news is one of the most widely bemoaned findings in political
communication research. Yet, the detrimental effects of this trend have beeassomed
than demonstrated. This study examines one consequence ofs@ujodtnalism: the
creation of incomplete argument, in which speakers presenting their politicamposthe
news do not also justify it. Drawing on data about television news in Germany, ,Runskia
the United States, it shows that shrinking sound bites consistently reduce thelipyaifabi
opinion justification across widely differing national contexts. Sdoiteljournalism emerges
as harmful to television news' ability to produesbiic justification.
Keywords Soundbite journalism:TV news; news qualityjustification; public discourse;

mediated deliberation
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The Impact ofSoundBite Journalisnmon Public Argument
Critics have longhargel television newsvith not providingpoliticianssufficient time to
articulate theipositions on issues and argue their points, thus prodadergelyfragmented,
journalistcenteredublic discourse (e.g., Bennett, 2009; Lichter, 2001; Patterson, 1993).
Systematic evidenagf theshrinking sound bite in televisiarews first appeared in the
United Stateg$Adatto, 1990; Hallin, 1992), and sinbasbeen established as one of the most
replicable findings in the U.S. (e.qg., Farnsworth & Lichter, 2011) @ihe@rnational contexts
includingAustralia, France, Germany, and the U&g., Esser, 2008; Schulz & Zeh, 2007;
Young, 2008). In the U.S., the average politician sound bite in election canmgavgrhas
shrunk from 43 seconds in 1968 (Hallin, 1992) to about 9 seconds in 1992, a level at which it
has stabilized singg-arnsworth & Lichter, 2011).

However, although scholars are often damning in their assessment oftsteund-
journalism little systematic empiricaksearclexistsonthe actual substantive costs
associated witsound-bite journalismNormative assessmerdagsoundbite journalismthus
largely remain what Althau®012, p. 97) refers to as unsubstantiated “normative assertions.”

This studyaddresses thigroblem and provides more empirically saturated
normatve assessment esbundbite news In particularjt proposeghat ax important and
likely consequence of shrinking sound bites on television news is the emergence of
incomplete argument, in which speakers presenting their opinion on a political sdessar
likely to also get to justifiyng it while on air. Thearticlefirst summarize the scholarly
discourse regarding the empirical evidence and normative assessment dbise megs It
then introducespinion justificationas a central component of galal argument in general
and mediated deliberation in particular. Afestablishinghe normative valuef justification,
it discussstheoretical grounds for expecting a detrimental effesbahdbite newson the
occurrenceof opinion justification orthe news, and the expectatitat it is particularly

pronounced for non-journalist speakers. The sthdy tesd these expectations using a cross
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national, multilevel analysis of justification itelevision news in threeountries Germany

Russia andthe United Statedn the process, it shows that shrinking sound bites have a

significant negative effect on the probability of opinion justification, but thisoeffect is

robust across national contexts and generally more pronounced fioumpalistspeakers

than journalists speaking on the newkimately, soundbite journalismemergegrom the

analysesslargelydeleterious to television news’ ability to produce public justification.
Sound-Bite News

The literature suggests several factors anearesible fora neafuniversaldecline in
uninterrupted speech television news in late nd@rn Western democracidhese factors
includetechnological advances in editiigallin, 1992) andncreasing competitive pressures
on television stations (Patterson, 1993, p. 158§ latter has resulted in gregtarrnalist
interventionisma move towards more arousing and vivid, fapaced style of ggorting that
does not anymore provide a space for the lengthy development of complex arguments
complicated issue@datterson, 1993). Soutke newsmay also be a byproduct of journalists’
attemps to regain camol over their producin the face of increasqatofessionalized
communication strategies the part of political actor3his journalistic “fightback” (Zaller,
1999)results ina more faspaced, jounalistcentered style of reporting that leaves little room
for non-journalist speakers to expound their views in longer segments of unintespgéet
(Esser, 2008, p. 417).

Media intervehonismcan be seen as part of the genaratiatizatiorof politics, a
processn which theinfluence of the media increasedative toactorsfrom the political
system(e.g., Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999). In this view, shorter segments of uninterrupted non-
journalist speecbn television newsxemplify howmedia contenis governed by a distinct
“media logi¢ (Strombéck & Dimitrova, 2011, p. 35). Indeexsearctshowsthat sound bites
tend to be shorter dor-profit television stations where commercial pressures and mediatized

reportingaremorepronounced (Esser, 2008; Lichter, 2001).
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For the most part, academic commentators have expressed concern over these
developmerd. Although some maintain that longer sound bites would not necessarily entail a
more democratically valuable news discouStphens, 1996), or even that the rise of sound-
bite journalismhas elevated, not diminished, the importance of public speech (Foley, 2012),
the general sense among scholars seems to be that there is something fiafiglamnemg
with soundbite journalism While these concerns are often not very explicit, the underlying
sentimenshowing through ishat the faspaced, fragmented style of political speech
produced by such journalisuitiates the possibility of a sufficiently informatiaich news
product (e.g., Bennett, 2009, p. 17B9r exampleKathleen Hall Jamieson writes:
The notion that the end of rhetoric is judgment presupposes that rhetoric consists of
argument—statement and proof. Morselized ads and news bites consist instead of
statement alone, a move that invites us to judge the merit of the claim ethdbkef
the speaker or the emotional appephliog enwrappng the claim. In the process,
appeal to reasorogog—one of Aristotle’s prime artistic means of persioa—is
lost. (1988, p. 240)

Similarly, WhaleyandHolloway (1997, p. 294note that “agument; in thetraditionalsense

has become a rare feature of public political discourse.

In sum, he empirical evidence clearly suggests decreasasumdbite lengths and
their stabilization on low levels ia wide range ofountries. Some studies have investigated
the antecedents shrinking sound bites (Esser, 2008), othikesr effects orcitizens
(Donsbach & Jandura, 2003; Russomanno & Everett, 168bje surprisingly though, no
largerscale studyasyetinvestigatedvhether the “degradation of coveragfarnsworth &
Lichter,2011, p. 26penerally assumeid beassociated witsoundbite journalismactually
exists and, if so, the magnitude of the “problem of sound bites” (Patterson, 1993, A\sL60)

this study shows, sourtte journalismprovidescitizens withconsistentlyess information
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about the reasons political actors draw on to justify their actions, lehnangesswell-
equipped to make up their minds about political issues based on $wiestaasons.
The Role of Justification for Democratic Public Discour se

The “substancethat issupposed tsufferfrom soundbite newge.g., Lichter, 2001,
p. 23)is not often specified in the literature and thus notions of what exactly it im&yat
lackin suchnews necessarily remain vag@me particularly important substantive
component of news discoursan befound in the justification of political opinion$his
section briey explairs why justification is a censl component of a democrafablic
discourse from both a normative and an empirical point of viéx@.nextsecton argues that
it is precisely this feature of televisioews discourse th& particularly affected as the
duration of sound bites shrinks.

As a communicative phenomenqustificationrelatesto the nomative role of news
journalism. Indeedthe production and dissemination of political justificatioas be
considered a fundagntal parof thatrole (Ettema, 2007). &blic justification is central to
most liberalmodels of democracy (Chambers, 2010), with theorieliferative democracy
in particular emphasizing itsluefor democratic lifeFrom this theoreticglerspectivethe
normative value opublic justificationderives from both its cognitivepistemicand social
moral functions.

In cognitiveepistemic termghe public circulationof justifications forpolitical ideas
is valuable becausecreates for citizens the kind of transpareany intelligibility of the
world around them necessary to exercise autonopalitecal judgment (Waldron, 1993, p.
58). Public and contestaljlestificationsare alsexpected tanake it more likely that the
democratic process will produce reasonable policy outcowtash increases its legitimacy
(Habermas, 2006, p. 413 sociatmoral termsthe publicjustification of political ideagan
beunderstoods necessary for realizirgprinciple of mutual respect for pers¢harmore,

1999) or evera principle of justice per 4&orst, 2012).
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Public justificationthus isa normatively significant demand towards political
communication idiberal modek of democracy, especially those of a deliberative. Gére
guestion of whether sourdte journalismimpactsthe degree to whicjustificationcan
transpire in the news therefore has clear normatmpert.

One important aspect of the normatseeiatmoral and a cognitivepistemic
arguments for public juication is that itamere presends arequirement for the realization
of bothits epistemic ananoralends. From anpestemicperspectivemorepublic justification
will generally be preferable over less justification because public justificetuites public
contestation and criticism that may not otherwise have occurred. Additionallprécisely
the selfcorrective capacities @ublic discourse to separate good from bad publAsonghat
makes it so attractive to deliberative theor{stabermas, 1992, p. 458, 2006, p. 4F6pm a
sociatmoral perspectivas wel| public justification is a normative goger se since the
provision of reasons to affected others corresponds to their basic right to be ceapecte
autonomous moral persons (Forst, 1999, p.40).

In addition, enpirical researclsuggestshat people’s opinion formatiomay be more
deliberative when they frequently encounjtestificationsin public discourse. Ju§tations
given for opinions presented on the news may functi@mogsitive cueshat prime viewers to
engage in more thoughtful reasonitigeflective cuescan inducegreatercognitive effort,
influence thamportance citizengttachto havingreasongor one’s political opinions
(Manosevitch, 2009; see also Hwang, Gotlieb, Nah, & McLeod, 2007/hagcverprompt
more deliberativéehaviors (Manosevitch, Steinfeld, & Lev-On, 20X3imilarly, research in
smallgroup deliberation has shown that as citizens get exposed to more reasonsrémt diffe
opinions they become more likelytevisit their own positions in their ligiifchneiderhan &
Khan, 2008).

Observing opinion justification on the news nsdyft citizens focusto positivesocial

norms related to rational, reasoned thinking and discussion, and prime reflective Isahavior
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them.The he mere presence of public justification of political opinions is not certyralto
contemporary normative accounts of democracyataat has “hard” empirical benefits for
individuals’ opinion formation.

Television news is a particularly important and consequential site of public
justification as it stilis the most important source of political information for the most people
in most countries (see Papathanassopoulos et al., 2013). This is also true because both
journalists and politicians have considerahkzentives to present justificatiomsthe news.
Journalists should be motivated to produce public justification in their news products out of
professional idealsuch aso “keeppeople informed” (e.g., Kovach & Rosenstiel, 20844
pursu€fjournalism as reasoegiving” (Ettema, 2007). #litical actors on the other hand,
should be motivateth engage in justificatioan the news when confronted with demands to
justify their standpoinby journalists opolitical competitorgPeters, 2008, p. 239).

Television news isherefore aighly probable and relevant public space for the
production of public justifications, whighlay a normatively and empirically important role
for democratic discours@hisidea has appeared several studies of justification in the news
(e.q., Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards, & Rucht, 2002; Gerhards, Neidhardt, & Rucht, 1998; Maia,
2009; Renwick & Lamb, 2013; Rudd & Fish, 1989). Howetls studyis the first major
undertakingo link political justification in the news tsoundbite journalism

The Roleof Timefor Justification in the News

The tenporal context of anews show likely has consequences for the probability with
which it features justifications for presented opinions. In general, the tencpotaktof a
newscasts the amount of airtime that &vailable forits distinct componentdt can be
differentiated into three levelsach corresponding to one of several nested content units that
together form a complete newscast: the duration of the individual broadcast, thendofrat
individual news item within a broadcast, and the duration of an individual utterance with a

news itemThese unitsvill to some degrebe related to one another. However, #iiglyis
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concerned with the direct effect of available timgustification in the newsSince the
presencéor absencedf ajustification is most proximally geature of individual utterances
(not of nevs items or entire broadcasts)is studyfocuseson theeffectsof utterance
durations on the occurrence of opinion justificatiom bracketthe length of news items and
broadcasts.

Normative concerns ovée possible impact of decreassmundbite lengtls on
substantive debate cannot be confirmed by studying sound bites in isolation. As mentioned
above, soundbite researchas remained largely descriptive and has not lookdteat
consequences of shrinking sound bites.

A causal relation between the length of an utterance made on the news and the
likelihood of it carrying a justification in additicl an opinion indeed has face validity for
two reasons, one of them structural and one motivational. Regarding the strucisraf thees
time-justification relation, it is important ta&ecognizehat justificatior—and argumentation
more generalb~—constitutes a relatively complex type of communicative structure. Proposing
a justification makes sense only if there is something to be justified. A point of view, opinion,
position or at any rate a claim to the rightness of some proposition has to be disclosed,
explained, and expected to be understood before a speaker may reasonably proceed to
justifying it by giving reasons for its validifyan Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 2).

Justification thus is a posterior component in the basictsire of argumentative
communication, which suggests that, under time constraints, it will be relativelytikieé
either omitted by an anticipating speaker or cut out by a journalist packagfimgtd
statements into an integrated news i{@amieson, 1988, p. 240). In fact, evidence suggests
that journalists constructing the news disproportionately deselect justifedtoon the
universe of potential information to be regat{Kuhlmann, 1999, p. 284).

Regarding the motivational basis of the tiustification relation, it is reasonable to

expect that the more time speakare given to complete a statemt without being cut off
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after the presentation dfeir political position on an issutte more likelytheywill try to
defendit with a justification. For politicians (or otherwise interested actors) this is true
because, like in most mass media forums, public contestation in television newsexhibit
triadic structure that encouragée political actorso address the mass audience in an effort
to win its support rather than talk to each other (Peters, 2008, p. 239). Although alternative
means of crafting persuasive appdalg., charnor various rhetorical devicer)ay be
available, speakers will often use the time they are given in such a forum to produce
justifications supporting their own point of view or criticizing alternative stamdpgoihereby
increasinghe overall degree of justificatiegiving on the news. For journalistsjs
reasonable texpect greater justificatiegiving with more time ithe diversification of
justificationsand viewpoints is part of their internalized professional role conception or
external professional demands held against them. Journalists also should tend to use
additional speaking time for adding justifications to previously presented opinions

Nevertheless, journalists also have informational commitnibatextend beyond the
presentation of justification and will haweore alternatives for using additional speaking time
compared to other types of speakers (they could, for example, dbaeate informational
diversity by presenting a greater number of opinions instead of more justifsda The
expectatiortherefores that the positivassociatiorbetween available speaking time and
justification probability will be lower for utter@esmade by journalistthan for the direct
utterances of nejournalistic speakers (“sound bites”).

H1: The probability of an utterance presenting a political opinion to pregeastification will

be positively related to the duration of the utterance.

H2: The probability to present a justification will be more strongly relateke@uration of a

direct utterance by a non-journalist speaker (sound bite) presenting @apoliinion than to

the duration of a direct utterance by a journalist presenting an opinion.

Design and Methods
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The data to test the above hypotheses were generated in-adalgguantitative
content analysis of thelevenmain evening television news showder national television
channelsn the United State$;ermanyandthe Russian Federation (see Online Appendix |
for a detailed overview of the studied media saiplBecause the theoretical rationale
presented above is expected to hold universaitgss different national contexts, this study
does not focus othe differences and comparisons betweenttireecountries. However, as
theycoverwidely differing types of formadlemocracies they allow for a hard test of the
robustness of the hypothesized effects of utterance duegganst the effects of social
context:Germany represents a consensus democracy, the US represents a majoritarian
democracy, and Russia represents a delegative (or: illiberal) dem{ajphgrt, 2012;
Merkel, 2004)° The TV channelsvere selected tmclude publicservice, commercial, and
(for Russia) stateontrolledchannelghatwereamong hose with the greatestarket share
in theirrespective category. The samplso incluegd both generainterest and newsnly
channels froneach countryo produce a sample of television news that is more generally
representative than one including onhannels in either category.

The two Russian generaiterest channels represdiifferentlevels ofdirect
government influence: from 2009 to 20REN-TV still realizeda requisite degree of
independence from government control, and could be regardedrasdutonomousat that
time, while Pervywas under direatontrolby the stateThe selectetiews-only television
channels were eith@onpartisan(n-tv, CNN) or partisan (Fox News, R2dhd the selected
news programs included foumr-depth news show€{(NN'’s Anderson Cooper 360ARD-
TagesthemerRBS’'sNews Hourand Fox News ChanriglFox Reportnext to traditional
factcenterechightly news bulletins.

The studyanalyzedhewscast content worth tfo constructed weedfrom each
channel, randorsamplel from the six-months periods between October 1, 2009 and March

31, 2010 and from April 1, 2010 to September 30, 20h@.sampled newscast content was
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recorded and codetirectly without reliance on transcripts. Importantly for this study, this
allowedfor the reliablecoding oftemporalinformation.

Coding captured all newscasts in themtiregy but since the focus of this study is on
political justification, all analyses reported below include only news stories onrgyima
political topics (i.e., stees relating to a policy domain, politics, or other coverage related to a
needfor collectively binding decisiony political institutions). Stories that dealt with
business, culture and scienseciety, sports, accidents, natural disasters, criminal cases,
service newdjfestyle, and eligionwere excluded from the analysis. Further, since the focus
of this study is on the justification of politicapinion, all reported results are based on
analyses of all utterances giving a subjective interpretati@pinion regarding a political
issue.Theanalyses reported heteus includedll utterances that contained interpretation or
opinion in news items with a political topithe analysis encompassed a total of gal@ical
news items with a cumulative @uion of 17.2 hours. Of these, 329 news items were included
because they contained at least one opinion-presenting utterance. Ovesaligyhacluded
1,559 opinion utterances foundthrese329 political news items.

Variables used in this study wereeasured on three levels of analysi® level of the
utterancgLevel 1) the level of the newisem (Level 2), and théevel of the individual
broadcas{Level 3).

An utterance was defined as a continuous speech acbtftains a substantial
statementUtterances were differentiated into two categories: direct and quoteahctser If
a (direct) utterance contained a quote of another speaker, the quoted utteradeatifiesl i
as a separate (quoted) utterance and all uttetamekvariables coded parately for both the
direct (quoting) and quoted utterance. Coders were allowed to code up to three quoted
utterances per direct utterance; quoted utterances were coded in thef tnderappearance.

Whenever “utterancess referred tdelow without gving a further qualification the term
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encompasses both direct and quoted utteraAcedal of tenvariables wer@ised inthe
analyses reported below

Justification.The dependent variablepinion justification, was coded for all
utterances (direct arglioted) containing interpretation or opinion. Coders first determined
whether the utterance related to a position, objective, or action relevant to §oziean
attitude of “public” relevance that woutbereforealso be subject to the public justditon
requirements of liberal democratic theories). If so, they proceeded tbrdpaihether the
societallyrelevant position, objective, or action was justified throsgme formof
argumenative support. The coding protocol employed a low thresholthéoidentification of
a justification. For example, the utterance “The government’s policies waressful, as
they moved Germany forward” would have been classified as a positlojustification,
even if it was very brief and vague. The coding protocol thus used a liberal operzimral
of opinion justification. By using an operationalization that does not demand a fully
developed argument and captures also the condensed forms of argument typical of
postmodern mediated discourse (see Aden, 1994), the coding provided for a hard test of the
expectatiorthat shorter statements of opinion are less likely to include justificatory support
In other words, reductions in opinion occurrence as measured by the coding instrument
always indicated the complete absence of any uttered justification, ntitgysesence of
some reduced form of argumentative suppine justification variable is a dummyariable
indicating the presence of a justificatiom &ach utterance contang an actor’s political
opinion (for coding and recoding details, see Online Appehyix

Utterance durationThe independentariable was captured by a stegtch measure
indicating the length of an uninterruptegiquencef speeb, in seconds.

Beyond the two focal variablesll content was also coded for six additional indicators
of deliberative news content expectednfluence the likelihood of opinion justification that

figure as statistical controls in the models presengdainb Civil society speakemeasured
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whether the speaker tife coded utterance belonged to belonged to (organized or
unorganizedtivil society, metadeliberationmeasured whether an utterances referred to the
nature, rules, or discursive meanings of bligudebateresponsivenesseasured whethdne
speaker of the coded utterameacts to the substantial position/opinion of another speaker or
actor, news item typeneasured the journalistic form of the coded news item (e.g., filmed
report, interview, ojournalist commentaryyjecisionrelatednessneasured whether the
coded news item referred aocollectively binding political decisiomndopposing positions
measureavhether speakers with opposing/contrary positions (expresseganate
utterancesjverementioned in the news iterDetailed information about the coding
instructions given to coders atiterecoding operations performed for each content indicator
used as control variable in this papeavsilable in OnlineAppendixIl.

These content indators, along witliegression dummies representiragional and
organizational contexdifferenceswere included as statistical contraisthe regression
modelspresentedelow. The context variables controlléor baseline differences in the
likelihood of justification presentatiobetween the countries (DE, RU, US) and types of
organization (public service, commercial, state controéajied. In this paperheése
variables ar@ot of substantive intereahd results on their effects reported elsewheneyT
are not explicated here due to space restrictidos/ever, they were included in the analysis
to provide controls for systematic content differences between newscastsuldatherwise
lead to spurious relationships of sousite lengthwith justification likelihood.

Coding was done by eight undergraduate and graduate student coders who underwent
intensive, multiwave coder training (approx. 50h per coder). The entire corpus of television
material was coded twice by sets of two independerdgrsddouble-codingvas reliable at
.7 using either kappa or alpha for all but three variables (topic, decedairedness and
justification). However, the finatlata reflect€oder agreement at a greater level since in a

final coding step pairs of coderdentifiedall coder disagreements and adjudicated them via



SOUND-BITE JOURNALISM & PUBLIC ARGUMENT 15

consensus decisionsfiartherreduce error in the dataee Orwin & Vevea, 2009, p. 184).
Detailed information about the quality thfe data, including coder training, coding
proceduresand intercoder reliabilities svailable inOnline Appendix II.

In sampling terms, each newscast thus constitutes a cluster (Level 8)wihikbh
news items (Level 2) are nest&tkws items, in turn, form clusters within which individual
utterances (Level 1) are nested. Treating hierarchical,-teu#l data as singleevel data
runs the risk of producing biased estimates of effectsawerely biasedgimatesof
standard errors that, if uncorrectedl] suggesgreaterconfidence in the results than is
warrantedRabeHesketh & Skrondal, 2012, p. 2). In order to produce unbiased parameter
estimates and standard errors, the data were analyzedagistge multilevel modeling
(MLM, Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). In addition parameter ésnates and statistical tests,
the studypresens predictive margins plots below. These plots disgiaypredictive marginal
probabilities of opinion justificatiarPredictive margins imply the average treatment effect
(AME): for acontinuous independent varialthee AME is simplythe average slope of the
predicted probability curve shown in the plots (Long, 2014).

Results

The first stepwas to estimatean empty thredevel modelof opinion justification
without any explanatory variablgdlodel O, fit statistics in Table 1l The next step was to
estmate a maineffects model including all controVariablesand theindicator of soundbite
length utterance duratioiModel 1). Table1 reports estimated logit coefficients and their
standard errorgnd the average marginal effeGAVIES) of utterance duratigras well adit
statisticgestimates for variables that are not of substantive interest here not shown)

[Table 1about here]

Estimates fothe empty model (Model 0) show that 7.3% of the total variance in opinion
justification is due to differences between news items and 12.9% of the varianceas due t

differences between individual broadcasts. The remaining 79.8% is variance oertuecett
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level. The likeihoodfor a political opinionof geting justified thusvariesconsiderably
between individuabroadcasts and news iterds initial likelihood ratio test comparing the
empty model with the corresponding standsirgjlelevellogit regression model suppstthis
conclusion: he model fit of the multilevel model is significanthetter than that of the
corresponding singlEvel model ¥%(2) = 100.35,p < .00Q The datahus supporthenotion
that opinion justification in the news shouldtbeatedas a multilevel phenomenon, even
when looking at its communicative context only.

Model 1 includes the effect of an opinion utterance’stioin on the probability of
justification. Hypothesis 1 predicted that longer opinion-presenting sound bites, woul
average, be more likely to include a justification for the opinion presented. The datdystr
supported this expectation: The more tiangpeaker had at her disposal to present a political
opinion, the more likely she was to also present a justification for it. Thig eféechighly
significantand robust against all other contras; 6.23,p < .000. The average marginal
effect of utteance duration acrossl observationgndicates that for every ten seconds added
to an opinion statement, the probability of opinjostificationrose by an average four
percentage points. The left-hand pandFigiure lillustrates the strongly positivaverall
effect of utterance duration across all opinion utterances in the staigules.

[Figure 1 about here]
Note thatthe analysigshus far combined both direct (“primary”) and quoted utterances by
journalists and non-journalistic speakdtshus provides an overview of all opinion
presentation happening in the news, inclugaugnalists presentatiomf other actors’
opinions and justifications (for example when journalists provide a summaryebbsejl.
However, Hypothesis @redicted that an increase in available time for an uninterriphbe#
of speech will raise the probability of justification rador nonjournalistic speakers

appearing on the newlan for journalists. In other words, utterance duration was expected to
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matter more for jusfication in opinion-presenting sound bites than in opirpoasenting
journalistic speech.

To teg this interaction hypothesis, this stuestimated ae-specified version of Model
1. This new model, Model 2, differed from Modeinltwo ways: First, it ged an alternative
indicator for type of speaker that distinguishes between journalists arjduraatistic
speakers instead of central amdlsociety speakers. Secoraimultiplicative term
representing thanteractionbetween speaker type (journatists. non-journalistic) and
utterance duratiowas included into the model. The results provide strong support for
Hypothesis ZTablel). First, the main effect (fpeaker type shows that journalists, overall,
are much less likely to provigestifications for opinions they present (either their own or
others’). The AME suggests that, on average, this justification probability gapdre
journalists and non-journalists on the news amounts to 23 percentage points and islitatistica
significant,z=-8.83,p < .001°

More important in terms of the hypothesis is the interaction of journalistic speaker
and utterance duration. Its effect is highly significant and negative, indi¢chtinthe positive
effect of utterance length on justification probabilgyower for journalists than for non-
journalists. The average marginal effect for this interaction suggestsdtfi#ifenencein
justificationprobability between journalists and nmurnalists grows by an average seven
percentage points every ten seds. The right-hand panel of Figurelows the predicted
probabilitiesof justification for journalists and non-journalist speakers and illustrates tmth t
general justification gap between the two groups and the magnitude of thendiéfen how
theavailabletime leads them to engage in opinion justification. A 30-second opinion
statement by a nejournalist hasnorethan a 70 percemrobabilityof being accompanied by
a justification;an opinionpresenting statement of the same length coming frjparaalist

only hasa probability of a little more thar03ercent to come with a justification. Speakers
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who are not journalists clearly are more inclined to use additional speakinguena@them
to provide justifications.
[Figure 2 about here]

The data thus indicate a strongly positive effedafndbite lengthon justification
probability across the sample. But how robust is it? Figure 2 thletgredictegbrobabilities
of justification in opinion utterances by ngmirnalists(i.e., sound bites) as a function of their
durationfor Germany, Rssian, and the United States: Inspection of the display shows that the
duration effect isndeed robust andccursacross national contexts. Although some cross-
national variatiorexists and confidence intervals widen due to the lower number of
observations (especially for longer utterances in Gerinémg trend is as expected: In each
country, longer utterances are more likely to provide at least one justificatiarpfesented
opinionand the effect thuappears to be a fairly universal, transnational phenomenon. Some
crossnational variation is apparent regarding the shape of the probability curvex Whil
increases in justification probabilityith greater uninterruptespeaking time are highest for
soundbitesof up to 25 seconds in U.S. newscasts, in Russia (and to a somewhat lesser extent
in Germany) the slope of the probatylcurve is steepest at aboutgéconds. In the U.S,,
speakers in the nevget to, or are pushed tdeliver justifications quikly; in Russia an
opinion utterance must be much longer to also present a justification—which, of course,
lowers the overall level of justification in the nevas had become evident in the cross-
national comparison.

In sum, this study finds théte effet of utterance duration on justification probability
is strongly positive, robust across national contexts, and more pronounced for souod bites
non-journalistic speakers than journalists.

Discussion
The public justification of political alternativestise lifeblood of democracy. Whether

television news discourse is vibrant and filled with public justification or quiesteht
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emptied of political justification is important because public justification is both norryative
and empirically central to achieving the epistemic and soutathl ends of democracy.

This study examined the effects of soumtk length on justification in the news
namely the consequences of time available to speakers on the news on their probability to go
beyondpresenting theiopinion on an issue amastead also justifit. The purpose of this
analysis was to assess the actual substantive cost of-thenudaned rise of “sound bite
news”(Hallin, 1992) for citizen audiences. Observers have frequently deplored this
development in television news, pointing to outcomes such as loss in sulastdnicereased
journalist dominatiorof the news product (Lichter, 200But few studies actually
investigated this empirical expectation.

The proposition tested in this study wthat such public justificatiofor political
opinions will disappear from television news as sound bites shrinkndindy to thebasic
structure of argumentative commcetion, in whichthe justificationof standpoints occupies
a posterior position (Jamieson, 1988), dlsbdue tothe generaincentives for and
motivation of speakers on the news to use additional speaking time for justifgingtances.
More specifically this study expectetthatnon-journalist speakeisill generally be more
inclined than journalists to use additional@nseconds t@resenjustifications for political
standpoints.

The analyses presented here producétkece of the real substantive costs of sound-
bite journalism. Longer opiniopresenting utterances, irrespective of who made them, were
significantly more likely tacontain gustificationfor the political standpoints expressed.
Further analysis showebdt uninterrupted speaking timeatteed morefor the likelihood of
justification if the speaker was not a journalist. In other words, “stittela” external
speakers indeed showed a greater tendency to use additional speaking timiidatiarst

Independent analyses in the German, Russian, and the U.S. contexts indicated that the

chilling consequences of short sound bites for the degree of opinion justifiaegfairly
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universal phenomenon. The three national contexts studied here differ widely, whictaput
hard testhe theoretical expectation of soubiie news leading to incomplete argumd8rite
empirical results indicatihat shrinking utterance durations universally diminish the amount
of justification for political opinions appearing ielévision news largely irrespective of social
context.

These findinghave implicatios for multiple literaturesn communication. B
uncoveing a harmful consequence of soubite journalisntheyprovide grounds for a
renewed, evidenebased critique of theonditions responsible fohe neatuniversal trenaf
shrinking soundites in television news. Scholars like Bennett have long argued that modern
communication technologies and corporate profit motives combine to produce “generic,
‘lowestcommon-denommator’ information formats’(2009, p. 40jhat are biased towards
fragmented and dramatized news content that leaves little room for prinoititechp
argumentlf marketbased moels of newgproduction shape news products such that they
appeatlto the widest possible audieraghe smallest possiblostto producers (e.g.,
Hamilton, 2004; McManus, 1994), arfdhis leads tosensationalisniSlattery, Doremus, &
Marcus, 2001)horserace coveradbengar, Norpoth, & Hahn, 2004), and sounte news
(Esser, 208), he present study provides empirical evidemcgupportof a case against
purely marketbased models of media production.

In line withhow shrinking soundites stem in part,from journalists'increasingly
interventionist orientationdEsser2008, p. 404; also Zaller, 1999) aadjeneramove from
“sacerdotal” to “interpretive” journalisrifbalgado & Strémbéack, 2012), the findeng
presented here etv that ever shorter segments of uninterrupted speech are more problematic
with regard to the information value of politicians’ and other non-joursalitterancesis-a-
vis those of journalists. By implication, they should caution against risks regdingin

justificatory quality of television newthat accords a more prominent and evaluative role in
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news coverage to the producing journalists (on interpretive journalism, lgae&&
Strombéack, 2012).

Beyond the critique of news production processes, the findings of thisretudigave
implications for partisapolarizationin news audienceasnd the processes by which they form
theirindividual political preferencesToday’s media environment is highly fragmented and
features a rising number of sometimes highly partisan medis.new landscapmay
diminish the ability even of mainstream newscasts to let audiences attienaky to
argumentative exchangiand reciprocal justificatiobetween opposed political camps, which
may make polarization based on partisan elite cues more ékelypromote the projech of
elite-level polarizatior—on the upswing since the 1990s (Hetherington, 2001)—onto the
general public

If political elites are given less opportunity to explain pusdify their opinion it may
also be more difficult for voters tccuratelyidentify the substantive positions of parties and
candidates. In that way, soubde newscould not only inhibiin viewersthe formation of
well-reasoned policy opinions but also undernthnar elective affinities with specificparties
and candidatethat match their own political preferenc&und-bite news may thus
contribute to a less effective and rational “partisan gbdtvendusky, 2009).

While this study expeed the hypothesized associations to hold largely independent of
social context, it is stillmportant to keep in mind the differences in the political and media
systems between the studied countinesiaking sense of the empirical finding3pinion
justificationin television newsnay suffer from shrinking sound bites everywhere, but the
degree to which this makes a difference for the democratic quality of public disilikely
to varywith the politicalcontext.For example, the data on opinion presentation gathered for
this study show that Russian newscasts were clearly the least inclinedeot prelitical
opinion, generally trailing behind the U.S. and German stations. Of course, if neoissksc

is depoliticized or “empty,in that it does nobften feature a lively exchange of political
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opinions and is dominated by state and rulpagty representatives, it will be less releviant
absolute and normatitermsfor the overall quality of public debate if the opinions that are
presented in the news are justified or not. In this sense, the negative effect obiseunaavs
on opinion justification is more democratically detrimental in an entrenchedllibera
democracy like the U.S. than in a defective democracy like Russia.

Before concluding, it is important to note a#atation that this studgid not
measure instances in which a speaker preséetetpinion in one utterance and justified it in
another, subsequent one. While no clear evidence suggests this, if instancessufattesied
justification” were to occur frequently on television news, sobiejournalismwould
become lesproblematic for public justificatian

As a general implicationhts study points to a need for communication scholarship to
investigateclosely the normativelymportant outcomes expectédm the communication
phenomena of interesthe study provides such ampirical normative assessmelt:
demonstrateBow an oft-bemoaned but never-studied outcome of journalistic routines
associated with med@ommercialismand concomitant content biases diminishes the
contributionthattelevision newgan make taemocratic discoursemiportantly, this
assessment was not based on ad-hoc or commonplace intuitions abcugabdtdemocratic
discourse should look like, but grounded in a reading of contemporary normative democratic
theory (Althaus, 2012).

In doing so, the study draws attention to the problematic nature of stend-
journalism and provides firm evidence forSurely,more work needs to be done to not only
estimate rates at which pubjicstificationin television news suffers from soubde
journalism, but the degree to which this lowers the amount of thinking citizens invest in the
opinion formation during and aftaratching the newdor the time being, we may state that
while soundbite sizes shra in the lastfew decadesa tectonic shift ilWWestern democracies

may have taken plaseith regard tadhe capacity ofelevision newso rendersubstantive
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justificationsto its audience$?erhaps more generallye may also state thabundbite

journalismemergedrom this study as clearly detrimentalnews as a purveyor of public

argument
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Table 1: Logistic Multilevel Regression Models of Opinion Justification in Television News

Opinion justification

Model 1 Model 2 +
Utterance Duration Utterance Duration
Effect x Speaker Type
B AME B AME
(SE) (SE)
Type of speaker: journalist (base: Aonrnalist) -1.09*** -.233
(0.15
Utterance duration (sec) 0.02%** .004 0.05*** .007
(0.00) (0.01)
Type of speakeifournalistx Utterance duration (sec -0.03*** -.007
(0.01)
-2LL 1834.68 1750.45
AlC 1862.68 1778.45
N (broadcast level) 101 101
N (item level) 329 329
N (utterance level) 1,559 1,559

Note: Cell entries are fixe@ffects estimates from raodvintercept models usingeanvariance
adaptive Gausklermite quadraturestimation. B (SE) denotes the unstandardized logit coefficient with
standard error in parentheses; AME denotes the average marginal effeadiotedrprobabilities;
2LL denotes2 log likelihood; AIC denotes the Akaike Information CriteridbModels 1 & 2 also
included controlgnot shown herefpr the national context (Germany/Russia/US; durtoged),
organizational context (commercial/nonprofit)pe ofspeakefcivil societypolitical centefother;
dummy-coded, metadeliberation(yes/no) responsivenegyes/no) news item typédialogicalvs.
non-dialogica), decisiorrelatednesgyes/no) and opposing position§/es/no). pecificationof Model
2 was identical to Model, Except foranalternative indicator of speaker type ahdmultiplicative
interaction termEmpty model (Model 0) fit statistics2LL = 1911.30AIC = 1917.30Utterance
duration variablevascentered at its medn Model 2 * p< .05, * p < .01, ** p < .001 (twotailed
tests).
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a. Overall

P(Justification)

10 20 30 40 50 60

Opinion utterance duration (sec)

Figure 1: Average marginal effects of temporal context on opinion justification in the,new
overall and journalist versus ngodrnalist utterances

P(Justification)

b. Non-journalists vs. journalists

Non-journalist
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Opinion utterance duration (sec)

Note:Plot a. displays predictive marginal probabilities of opinion justifan (with 95% confidencmterval
bandbased on aormal approximationusing deltamethod standard errgrbased on Model fbr all opinion
presenting utterances £ 1,559). Plot b. displays predictive marginal probabilities of opinistification (with
95% confidencénterval band$ased on aormal approximationusing deltamethod standard errgreased on
Model 2for all opinionpresenting utterances by (a) journalists and (b)}jaomalists 6 = 1,559). For both
groups, analysis included all prary (“direct”) utterances presenting own or quoted opinion. The intenacti
between type of speaker and utterance duratiorstadistically significantz =-4.37, p < .001 (twetailed).
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Figure 2: Average marginal effects of temporal context on opinion justification in the,new
by country

Note:Plots a:c. display predictive marginal probabilities of opinion justification (wiB&®confidencénterval
bandshased on aormal approximationusing deltamethod standard errqrsutof-scale values belo@ and
above 1 trimmepbased on Model for all opinionpresenting utterances by nfmurnalist speakers in German
(n= 145), Russiam(= 71), and USAmerican television newsE 542).
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Notes

! This does not mean that normative democratic theory assumesetéicyjustification to makequaly
valuablecontributions to democratic discourse (to state the obyjostifications carbe sincere or insincere,
truth-seeking or manipulativeand so oj In fact, theorists and journalists alike often note thatdhe of the

key democratic functions of journalism to generate and dissemindte masons that are both grounded in
fundamental values (Ettema, 2007) and nonpartisan, accurate, amihi@éd(Schudson, 2013)nd thus
consideredn a strong normative sense. Such journalistic consideredness magtadguart the democratic
quality of contributions to public discourse by journalists themselyeided as they often are by these values,
and their sources, who often play a more substantivelrgetested role in public debates andy beless

liable to strong norms of reasonableness. These differences have to be moim# when considering the mere
volume of justification in the news, as this paper does.

2 Note that a focus on the effects of utterance duration (sbitedength) also captures any effeot item and
broadcast durations qustification in the newshat are mediated by utterance duration. A focus on the utterance
level captures the consequees forjustification in the newsf a “trickle-down economics of time” in television
newscasts while avoiding an artificial division of effects (through statisontrol) into several levels that

really are situatednthe lowest level (the individuaitterance). Importantly, the focus on utterances also avoids
the risk of underestimating the true effect of utterance durations nastitg any effect of higher level

durations that work through them.

% One exception is a study of campaign coveragerbefe 2009 German national election that found shorter
opinion utterances to be somewhat less likely to present a reason théontpircounterpari@einmann &
L6b, 2012, p. 78)

* Thefollowing news programs were analyzecthis study. German programEagesschau (ARD),
Tagesthemen (ARD), RTL aktuell (RTL), Nachrichtetv)nJ.S. programsPBS NewsHour (PBS), World News
(ABC), Anderson Cooper 36(0CNN), Fox Report (Fox News Channd)issian program$iovosti (Pervy,
Novosti 24 (REN'V), Vesti. Seitschas (Rossija 28)r the German public service stati®RD, both primetime
evening newscastgere analyzedTagesschaandTagesthemén

® Of thethree, Russia represents the most extreme case and at the time of data collddtizavecaiso been
classifiedin some respects agepressivauthoritarian statdith regard to the media system, however, at the
time, he commercial Russian channethie sampleRENTV, was not yet fully controlled by Russian state
authorities or affiliates and partly owned by German media corpordédelsmanrand thus expected to
operate in an at least partly independent manneiQatee Appendix ). Autonomousnon-statecontrolled
justification in the news should therefore at least not have been celypégiressed or otherwise controlled
during the studied period.

® Because this is an interaction model, this effect is not a standard neain kéft a conditional effect of speaker
type for an averagkength opinion utterance (i.e., the value of the meamtered utterance variable equals zero)
(Jaccard, 2001). However, the corresponding standard main effdet tamcluding the interaction term) shows
that the standard (overall) main effect of speaker type is similar in/dize € -.218,z=-8.08,p < .001).
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