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ABSTRACT
Satirical news shows constitute an innovative hybrid genre that
mixes regular news and fiction. The discursive integration
hypothesis posits that the defining characteristic of satirical news
shows is that news and fiction elements are integrated such that
boundaries between the preexisting genres have blurred. The
current study quantitatively tests this hypothesis on both long-
running American shows such as The Daily Show and more recent
shows such as Last Week Tonight. We collected transcripts of
fifteen satirical news shows, eleven regular news shows, and
fourteen fiction shows from 2018 (9,824,249 words). Transcripts
were automatically tagged for over fifty linguistic features to
identify register dimensions, patterns in linguistic features unique
to genres, which we used to determine the presence of discursive
integration. Findings revealed that two-thirds of satirical news
shows were indeed characterized by discursive integration (which
we labeled “complete hybrids”), while one-third manifested
through the already existing hybrid genre of opinionated news
(which we labeled “hybrid-genre echoes”). These two categories
of shows demonstrate the importance of genre hybridity for
defining satirical news across different shows.
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Over the last decades, the social and political significance of satirical news shows (e.g., The
Daily Show, Last Week Tonight) has received much attention (Becker and Waisanen 2013).
For many individuals, satirical news shows are an important source of information about
current affairs (Becker and Bode 2017). This is in the first place because they contain
similar amounts of substantive information to regular news shows (Fox, Koloen, and
Sahin 2007), but also because they comment on regular news by pointing out inaccura-
cies and falsehoods in news stories (Painter and Hodges 2010). Consequently, an ever-
growing body of literature has examined the impact of satirical news shows on political
attitudes and behaviors (Becker and Waisanen 2013). Previous research has for instance
found that satirical news shows can promote general political engagement (Lee and
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Kwak 2014) and can decrease support for targeted political candidates (Baumgartner and
Morris 2006).

In order to explain satirical-news effects, a question central to much theoretical work is
how satirical news combines elements from different genres. Various scholars have
argued that satirical news mimics regular news by reporting on news issues and
mimics fiction through the use of play and pretense because satirists often act as “real”
journalists (e.g., Baym 2005; Berkowitz and Schwartz 2016; Waisanen 2011). As a result,
these scholars argue that satirical news relies on discursive repertoires reflecting the com-
bination of these imitations, which grants it the status of a distinct hybrid news genre.

Baym (2005) labeled this blurring of genre boundaries between regular news and
fiction discursive integration. He proposed discursive integration to be a defining charac-
teristic of satirical news shows, and argued that it was discursive integration that
explained the innovativeness of The Daily Show with Jon Stewart—the most popular sati-
rical news show at the time. Today, the concept of discursive integration is more generally
used to describe and explain what could potentially make satirical news shows a one-of-a-
kind type of hybrid genre (e.g., Becker and Waisanen 2013; Berkowitz and Schwartz 2016;
Feldman 2017). However, despite the popularity of the concept, empirical evidence for it
is still limited. A first aim of this paper is therefore to test Baym’s (2005) discursive inte-
gration hypothesis through a quantitative analysis of a large corpus of show transcripts.

Moreover, the American media landscape has become more diverse since Baym’s
(2005) publication, making it unclear whether the hypothesis holds true for all shows in
similar ways. Various alumni of The Daily Show (e.g., John Oliver, Samantha Bee, Hasan
Minhaj) for instance started hosting satirical news shows of their own. Their shows
stand out from The Daily Show in journalistic approach by providing more in-depth ana-
lyses in support of their critiques on news issues and production (Becker and Bode 2017;
Jennings, Bramlett, and Warner 2019; Michaud Wild 2019). For this reason, the second aim
of this paper is to update the literature by taking into account contemporary shows such
as Last Week Tonight with John Oliver, Full Frontal with Samantha Bee, and Patriot Act with
Hasan Minhaj. We thus tested the presence of discursive integration in present-day sati-
rical news shows.

Defining Satirical News Shows

As a genre of satire, satirical news can be defined by its communicative aim (Hutcheon
2000; Peifer and Lee 2019) and target preferences (Hutcheon 2000; Kreuz and Roberts
1993). That is, satirical news aims to criticize socially and politically important targets
(e.g., actors, organizations, institutions) as well as inform the public about the reasons
for this critique (Peifer and Lee 2019). In order to do so, satirical news shows adopt con-
ventions of both the genres of news and fiction, which is for instance reflected in the
notion that show hosts “play” the anchor of a news show.1

According to Baym (2005), how satirical news shows blend genre conventions of regular
news and fiction is another defining characteristic. On the one hand, blends between both
types of genres can be observed in surface features such as show décor and the use of
videoclips and correspondents. On the other hand, more profound blends exist at the
higher level of discourse, that is, in terms of how current affairs are more generally dis-
cussed and understood. This “discursive integration” (Baym 2005) adds a new level of
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meaning to news issues and events covered in satirical news shows, because, in satirical
news content “the silly is interwovenwith the serious, resulting in an innovative and poten-
tially powerful form of public information” (273). The distinctions between regular news
and fiction in satirical news shows have thus in creative ways been collapsed.

Discursive Integration in Satirical News Shows

While Baym’s (2005) article about discursive integration is often cited to describe what
makes satirical news shows stand out in the news media landscape (e.g., Becker and Wai-
sanen 2013; Berkowitz and Schwartz 2016; Feldman 2017; Hoffman and Young 2011;
Holbert et al. 2007; LaMarre, Landreville, and Beam 2009), how exactly it manifests has
received little scholarly attention. Valuable previous work has been conducted from a criti-
cal-cultural perspective, qualitatively analyzing a number of examples (e.g., Berkowitz and
Schwartz 2016; Waisanen 2011). An important finding of these studies is that satirical news
seems to position itself as a hyper-realistic alternative to mainstream journalism. Through
discursive integration, the genre is able to delegitimize information that would otherwise
be considered “true” or “authentic” (Berkowitz and Schwartz 2016; Waisanen 2011). This
paper bridges research from the critical-cultural and quantitative traditions of journalism
research by quantitatively analyzing how such lines between fact and fantasy in satirical
news are blurred in a large corpus of episodes from multiple satirical news shows.

This study also answers calls for more research into the identifying characteristics of
satire across satirical news shows (Becker and Waisanen, 2013; Holbert et al. 2011). Sati-
rical news used to be mostly studied as a monolithic concept, which means that
different instances of satirical news were addressed as one (Holbert et al. 2011). Scholarly
attention today focuses on how satirical news may be a considerably more diverse
concept instead, for instance having different effects when presented differently
(Holbert et al. 2011). Many of these studies have examined different types of jokes
(e.g., Baumgartner, Morris, and Coleman 2018; Becker 2012; Holbert et al. 2011;
Matthes and Rauchfleisch 2013; Polk, Young, and Holbert 2009). In the current paper,
we examine diversity at the higher level of journalistic approaches. We take a bottom-
up approach to determine whether levels of discursive integration are similar among a
broad range of satirical news shows characterized by different comedy types.

Since Baym published his article in 2005, The Daily Show has become a “launchpad for a
new generation of political humor” (Michaud Wild 2019, 344). This evolution in the format
of contemporary satirical news shows is reflected in a shift to more information-rich pro-
gramming (Becker and Bode 2017; Jennings, Bramlett, and Warner 2019; Michaud Wild
2019). Shows such as Last Week Tonight are more than before characterized by explana-
tory and investigative segments that also tend to focus more on issues that have been
underreported in the traditional press (Becker and Bode 2017; Jennings, Bramlett, and
Warner 2019; Michaud Wild 2019). This suggests that satirical news shows are moving
more towards opinion news formats, which raises the question whether discursive inte-
gration (Baym 2005) is still an overarching characteristic of all satirical news shows in
today’s news media landscape.

This study identified the presence of discursive integration in contemporary satirical
news shows by studying linguistic register, because previous research suggests that
this is a valid and reliable method to distinguish between genres (Biber 2014). Genres
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differ in their communicative functions (Bhatia 1997; Swales 1990). Linguistic registers are
genre-specific patterns of co-occurrences of linguistic features that reflect these functions
(Scarcella 2003). For instance, the register of news is more abstract than the register of
fiction (Biber 1995) probably as the result of journalists’ desire to remain “neutral” (e.g.,
Thomson, White, and Kitley 2008). This is reflected in the use of more conjuncts (e.g.,
moreover, therefore) and more agentless passives (e.g., decision were made) in news
than in fiction. By contrast, the register of news contains less narrativity than the register
of fiction (Biber 1995) because journalists typically have a less immersive style of storytell-
ing than fiction writers do. This is demonstrated by, among others things, the use of fewer
third-person pronouns (e.g., she, him, themselves) and fewer public verbs (e.g., suggests,
explains, argues). These and other genre-specific patterns in language are considered rela-
tively stable (Biber 1995; Scarcella 2003).

This means that we can determine the presence of discursive integration in satirical
news shows by identifying how satirical news scores on register dimensions that character-
ize regular news and fiction. We would find support for the discursive integration hypoth-
esis (Baym 2005) when the genre of satirical news scores in between regular news and
fiction shows in terms of linguistic register. For this reason, we hypothesized:

H1: At the genre level, satirical news shows score in between regular news shows and fiction
shows on identified register dimensions.

Furthermore, following debates in the literature about how diverse a concept satirical
news is (e.g., Holbert et al. 2011), we wanted to examine whether all or only a proportion
of satirical news shows is characterized by discursive integration. Based on the discursive
integration hypothesis (Baym 2005), we hypothesized:

H2: At the show level, all satirical news shows score in between regular news shows and fiction
shows on identified register dimensions.

Method

This studywas conductedbymeansof themultidimensional-analysismethod (MDA) devel-
oped by Biber (1988). MDA identifies register dimensions by examining patterns of co-
occurrences of linguistic features in collections of texts. This method has been the
leading computer-automated method to study register variation between genres (Friginal
2013; see Biber 2014, for an overview of studies that have used this method). MDA has for
instance been applied to genres such as scientific papers (Gray 2013), online blogs (Grieve
et al. 2011), and editorials (Huang and Ren 2019). With regard to television shows, MDA
studies have focused on a broad range of television shows such as soap operas (Al-Surmi
2012) and game shows (Sardinha and Pinto 2017). To the best of our knowledge, this
study is both the first to analyze linguistic register of satirical news shows and to use this
analysis of linguistic register as a measure of discursive integration.

Inclusion Criteria

The first step of MDA (Biber 1988) is to decide which texts to collect. We made decisions
regarding (1) modality, (2) country of origin, and (3) time frame. With regard to (1)
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modality, spoken and written language typically differ in linguistic dimensions such as
clarity and formality (e.g., Redeker 1984), which is why spoken and written satirical
news may also differ in such dimensions. This study focused on satirical news shows
because Baym’s (2005) concept of discursive integration was inspired by The Daily
Show. With regard to (2) country of origin, differences in satirical news content have
been attributed to differences in political, journalistic, and humor cultures (Matthes and
Rauchfleisch 2013). We therefore focused on American shows only because the US
media landscape allowed us to include multiple shows per genre. Finally, with regard
to (3) time frame, styles of news reporting have changed over time (Esser and Umbricht
2014). In order to provide contemporary evidence, we only focused on show episodes first
broadcast in the calendar year 2018.

We next determined which shows to include per genre. We included as many satirical
news shows as possible to capture the diversity of show segments such as monologues
and parody sketches. We identified seventeen relevant shows based on whether the net-
works and/or show hosts have described them as containing segments that criticize news
through humor. Some shows were included completely because they were satirical from
start to finish (e.g., Last Week Tonight with John Oliver, Full Frontal with Samantha Bee,
Patriot Act with Hasan Minhaj). Of most other shows, only certain segments were included,
which were satirical monologues (e.g., The Daily Show with Trevor Noah, Real Time with Bill
Maher; the “A Closer Look” and “The Check In” segments in Late Night with Seth Meyers)
and satirical sketches (e.g., the “Cold Open” and “Weekend Update” segments in Saturday
Night Live). Non-satirical segments such as celebrity interviews were excluded from the
study. In this paper, we thus use the term satirical news show to refer to news shows
that were either completely satirical or that contained satirical news segments.

With regard to the regular news shows, the number of possible shows to include was
extensive. In contrast to some satirical news shows, regular news shows are broadcast
each evening, resulting in a great amount of available data. We therefore, instead,
selected a smaller number of typical shows. Because language use in news discourse
can depend on political group membership (Cichocka et al. 2016), we separately selected
traditional news shows, liberal news shows and conservative news shows. The selected
traditional news shows were the evening-news programs of the three largest US televi-
sion networks: ABC, CBS, and NBC. The liberal news shows were four prime-time programs
of liberal network MSNBC. The conservative shows were four prime-time programs of con-
servative network FOX News. Prime-time programs were shows broadcast on weekdays at
7PM, 8PM, 9PM, and 10PM ET.

Finally, fiction shows were selected based on topical resemblance with the included
news shows. This meant that, first, the story world needed to mirror the current day
world. Utopian, dystopian, and science-fiction series were therefore excluded from the
study. Second, because satirical and regular news often focus on politics, we selected
only political fiction shows. Political fiction shows where operationalized as shows in
which at least one main character was active in at least one of the three branches of
the US government: (a) executive branch (e.g., President, Cabinet, executive departments,
FBI, CIA), (b) legislative branch (e.g., House of Representatives, Senate), and (c) judicial
branch (e.g., Supreme Court). Third, episodes needed to be broadcast in the calendar
year 2018 for the first time. Reruns were excluded. Based on these criteria, we identified
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fourteen relevant political fiction shows (e.g., Designated Survivor, Homeland, House of
Cards, Madam Secretary).

Collection of Transcripts

The second step in MDA (Biber 1988) is to collect texts. Transcripts of the satirical news
shows and the liberal and conservative news shows were collected by means of the
command-line program youtube-dl (available at: http://ytdl-org.github.io/youtube-dl/),
which we used to download automatic captions from YouTube. We used YouTube
because previous research has found such automatic speech-to-text transcriptions to
be accurate (Ziman et al. 2018). In some respects, they may even be more reliable than
the original US television subtitles because real-time subtitles can contain typos and
are subject to strict character and time restrictions (Szarkowska, Cintas, and Gerber-
Morón in press). Visual inspection of the downloaded transcripts also indicated a high
level of accuracy.

By collecting transcripts from YouTube, we relied on the availability of videos
with automatic captioning. At this stage of the study, the satirical news shows
Conan with Conan O’Brien and The Greg Gutfeld Show were excluded because cap-
tions were unavailable. The transcripts of the traditional news shows were collected
using NexisUni (available at: https://www.lexisnexis.com), an online news database.
Finally, the transcripts of the political fiction series were collected through Springfi-
eld! Springfield! (available at: https://www.springfieldspringfield.co.uk/), an online
script database.

We prepared the transcripts for linguistic tagging by removing document information
(e.g., names of journalists, date broadcasting) as well as script details such as [door opens]
and [laughs]. Transcripts were also merged by broadcast date to be able to generalize
findings to the level of entire episodes. The final corpus consisted of 2,485 transcripts
and 9,824,249 words. By way of comparison, this corpus was ten times larger than
Biber’s corpus of almost one million words used in his seminal 1988 work.

Linguistic-Feature Tagging

Following MDA (Biber 1988), the third step of this study was to tag the transcripts for the
presence of a predetermined list of linguistic features. We used the Multidimensional
Analysis (MAT) tagger (Nini 2015) which included all features analyzed by Biber (1988)
and which is based on the Stanford tagger for American English. Frequency counts
were normalized to a text length of 100 words and standardized.

A consequence of having collected the transcripts of the satirical news shows and the
liberal and conservative news shows from YouTube was that these transcripts did not
include punctuation because in spoken language punctuation is not made explicit. In
order to prevent punctuation from therefore being a potentially confounding variable,
tags that were either completely or partially dependent on punctuation were left out
of the analysis.2 Hence, all transcripts were tagged for a total of 57 linguistic features
(e.g., verb tenses, types of pronouns, types of modals, types of clauses, conjuncts, adjec-
tives, adverbs).
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Factor Analysis

The next step of MDA (Biber 1988) consisted of the identification of register dimensions
by means of an exploratory factor analysis. The advantage of MDA as a bottom-up register
analysis approach is that all identified dimensions reflect the communicative aims of the
target genres (Biber 2014). The most common techniques of exploratory factor analysis
are principal component analysis (PCA) and principal axis factoring (PAF; Morrison
2009). Like Biber (1988), we used PAF to identify the register dimensions because PAF
does not assume multivariate normality (Morrison 2009). With regard to the two types
of rotations that can be applied (i.e., orthogonal and oblique), a disadvantage of orthog-
onal rotations is that factors are not allowed to correlate (Morrison 2009). We thus fol-
lowed factor analysis recommendations by Morrison (2009) and selected the promax
rotation as one of the oblique rotation methods. Finally, a scree-test was conducted to
determine the optimal number of subtracted factors (Cattell 1966). The plot indicated a
three-factor solution, presented in Appendix A on the Open Science Framework (OSF):
https://osf.io/jruye/.

The register dimensions were computed in line with MDA (Biber 1988). The dimension
scores of each genre were calculated by summing the standardized frequency counts of
features that loaded positively on each dimension. This sum was subtracted by the sum of
standardized frequency counts of features with negative loadings on the dimension. Lin-
guistic features with loadings lower than 0.3 were dropped from the analysis given low
communality. When one feature loaded on multiple dimensions, we kept the feature
with the highest loading, except when the difference was 0.1 or less, making the features
insufficiently distinctive of a dimension. In these scarce cases, both features were
dropped.3 Results are shown in Appendix B on the OSF: https://osf.io/jruye/.

The analysis revealed three dimensions. The first dimension, which we called
“involved vs. informational discourse”, reflected one of Biber’s (1988) original dimen-
sion “involved vs. informational production”. The features that loaded positively indi-
cated a focus on personal involvement and interpersonal interaction, such as first
and second person pronouns (e.g., me, myself, you), present tense verbs (e.g., he
believes, she thinks), and demonstrative pronouns (e.g., that looks like). The presence
of many first- and second-person pronouns, for example, indicates contact between
speaker and one or more addressees (Chafe 1985). The features that loaded negatively
signaled more distant and precise presentation of information, such as time and space
adverbials (e.g., today, previously; below, nearby), perfect aspect verbs (e.g., we had dis-
covered), and long words. Time and place adverbials are often used to highlight the
physical and temporal context of a text (Crawford 2008). Since informational discourse
is more distant than involved discourse, the former is also characterized by past-tense
verbs and the latter by present-tense verbs.

We labeled the second dimension “evaluative vs. referential discourse”. The features
that loaded positively indicated the expression of personal stance (Shelke, Deshpande,
and Thakre 2012), such as adverbs (e.g., beautifully, carefully), adjectives (e.g., this is
useful), and private verbs (e.g., assumes, knows, fears). By contrast, the features that
loaded negatively predominantly consisted of nouns (e.g., country, policy, elections),
which are generally used to establish specific reference to objects, issues or events
(Fonteyn, Heyvaert, and Maekelberghe 2015).
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Finally, the third dimension, “deliberative discourse”, was only characterized by fea-
tures that loaded positively, such as relative clauses (e.g., the topic that I like most is), con-
juncts (e.g., moreover, therefore), and amplifiers (e.g., absolutely, completely, strongly).
Particularly prominent in this dimension were relative clauses, which are strongly associ-
ated with the communicative act of deliberation (Tse and Hyland 2010) in which people
recognize and try to reconcile conflicting views when they communicate about an issue
(Wessler 2008). The reason for this association is that an important function of relative
clauses is to link an identified subject (e.g., person, topic, event) to more information
about it (Swan 1996). Conjuncts typically serve to show the direction of relationship
between statements (Quirk et al. 1985). Amplifiers in this context may signal emphasis
on expressions of (perceived) truth (Bolinger 1972). Together, these linguistic features
thus indicate a discussion of perspectives.

Data Analysis

The final step in this study was comparing the dimension means. We used two statistical
methods to test our hypotheses: (1) multilevel analysis and (2) cluster analysis. The multi-
level analysis served to compare dimension means at the genre level, while the cluster
analysis served to do so at the show level. In this way, we determined whether register
differences existed between the target genres (H1) and also assessed whether these differ-
enceswere consistent across shows (H2). Dataset, syntax, and output aremade available on
our OSF page: https://osf.io/jruye/. The show and genre means are shown in Table 1.

Results

Multilevel Analysis

A multilevel analysis was conducted to examine whether satirical news’ register rep-
resents a mix of the regular news and fiction registers (H1). Because shows were nested
in genres, we fitted three linear mixed-effects models with a random intercept for
show using the lme4 package (version 1.1-21; Bates et al. 2015) for R (version: 3.5.2).
We fitted one model for each register dimension to compare dimension means
between genres (see Table 1). By choosing this type of analysis, differences in the
number of transcripts collected per genre and per show were taken into account.

With regard to the degree of involved vs. informational discourse, satirical news con-
tained significantly more involved discourse than traditional news (t = 13.13, SE = 0.93,
p < 0.001) and liberal news (t = 4.98, SE = 0.83, p < 0.001), but more informational dis-
course than political fiction (t =−9.39, SE = 0.58, p < 0.001; see Table 2). No significant
difference was found between satirical news and conservative news (t = 0.40, SE = 0.83,
p = 0.69).

Concerning the degree of evaluative vs. referential discourse, satirical news contained
significantly more evaluative discourse than conservative news (t = 5.07, SE = 0.88, p <
0.001). By contrast, satirical news contained significantly more referential discourse
than political fiction (t =−3.65, SE = 0.59, p < 0.001; see Table 2). The results suggested
no significant differences between satirical news and traditional news (t = 0.92, SE =
0.99, p = 0.37) and between satirical news and liberal news (t =−1.33, SE = 0.88, p = 0.19).
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Table 1. Mean dimension scores of all shows and genres.

Genre Show
Number of
transcripts

Number of
words

Involved vs.
informational
discourse

Evaluative vs.
referential
discourse

Deliberative
discourse

Satirical news Full Frontal with
Samantha Bee
(TBS)

16 77,738 6.34 (1.34) 4.79 (0.58) 9.09 (1.31)

Jimmy Kimmel
Live (ABC)

11 35,722 7.40 (2.24) −0.17 (0.61) 8.31 (1.80)

Last Week Tonight
with John Oliver
(HBO)

30 99,486 6.13 (2.30) 5.47 (0.79) 12.10 (1.65)

Late Night with
Seth Meyers
(NBC)

38 238,622 3.98 (1.65) 4.10 (0.55) 8.72 (1.26)

Patriot Act with
Hasan Minhaj
(Netflix)

7 23,476 5.51 (2.20) 3.83 (0.66) 6.91 (1.45)

Real Time with Bill
Maher (HBO)

5 22,424 6.20 (0.38) 4.55 (0.44) 9.00 (1.14)

Saturday Night
Live (NBC)

16 60,987 10.68 (2.00) 0.28 (0.75) 5.70 (1.39)

The Break with
Michelle Wolf
(Netflix)

4 14,152 10.82 (2.24) 5.50 (0.58) 8.26 (2.50)

The Daily Show
with Trevor
Noah (Comedy
Central)

61 352,523 7.38 (1.43) 5.17 (0.70) 8.54 (1.45)

The Jim Jefferies
Show (Comedy
Central)

9 50,355 8.74 (1.87) 5.32 (0.46) 8.19 (1.02)

The Late Late
Show with
James Corden
(CBS)

20 71,234 6.94 (1.47) −0.39 (0.54) 7.47 (1.13)

The Late Show
with Stephen
Colbert (CBS)

91 279,486 7.47 (1.35) −0.81 (0.67) 7.53 (1.54)

The Opposition
with Jordan
Klepper
(Comedy
Central)

27 156,306 7.37 (1.66) 4.92 (0.78) 8.26 (0.91)

The Tonight Show
with Jimmy
Fallon (NBC)

19 93,085 7.24 (1.48) 5.48 (0.49) 6.01 (0.85)

The Rundown with
Robin Thede
(BET)

6 19,017 6.56 (1.19) 2.86 (0.82) 6.55 (1.01)

Total satirical
news

360 1,594,613 7.86 (2.24) 2.80 (2.79) 8.21 (2.00)

Traditional
news

World News
Tonight with
David Muir
(ABC)

260 958,621 −5.23 (1.78) 2.78 (0.77) 6.60 (1.23)

Evening News
with Jeff Glor
(CBS)

356 1,298,567 −3.52 (1.53) 2.50 (0.86) 7.17 (1.34)

Nightly News with
Lester Holt
(NBC)

356 1,364,564 −5.20 (2.05) 2.14 (0.97) 7.11 (1.72)

Total regular news 972 3,621,752 −4.10 (2.06) 2.44 (0.91) 7.00 (1.48)

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.

Genre Show
Number of
transcripts

Number of
words

Involved vs.
informational
discourse

Evaluative vs.
referential
discourse

Deliberative
discourse

Liberal news
(MSNBC)

All In with Chris
Hayes

61 394,682 3.80 (1.99) 4.67 (1.37) 12.07 (1.67)

Hardball with
Chris Matthews

208 611,501 5.22 (2.06) 5.22 (1.33) 12.18 (2.41)

The Last Word
with Lawrence
O’Donnell

251 838,625 2.93 (2.61) 4.42 (1.30) 13.03 (2.09)

The Rachel
Maddow Show

179 808,073 0.62 (2.48) 3.88 (1.09) 13.59 (2.31)

Total liberal news 288 1,055,934 3.86 (3.02) 4.54 (1.36) 12.83 (2.29)
Conservative
news (FOX)

Hannity 72 336,672 5.77 (2.53) −2.14 (1.07) 9.20 (1.56)
The Ingraham
Angle

68 273,635 6.20 (1.71) −1.08 (0.80) 9.88 (1.41)

The Story with
Martha
MacCallum

58 156,771 5.86 (1.60) −0.72 (0.61) 11.40 (1.59)

Tucker Carlson
Tonight

90 288,856 8.87 (2.05) −0.41 (0.63) 10.85 (1.86)

Total conservative
news

699 2,652,881 7.90 (2.65) −1.06 (1.04) 10.32 (1.82)

Political fiction Billions (S03/E1-
12, Showtime)

12 85,442 12.6 (0.97) 5.28 (0.46) 5.96 (0.67)

Designated
Survivor (S02/
E12-22, ABC)

11 69,040 11.72 (1.68) 4.87 (0.55) 5.32 (1.01)

Homeland (S07/
E1-12,
Showtime)

12 57,392 11.51 (1.11) 5.73 (0.63) 4.36 (0.65)

House of Cards
(S06/E01-8,
Netflix)

8 41,859 12.18 (0.77) 6.18 (0.30) 5.86 (0.78)

Madam Secretary
(S04/E11-22,
S05/E01-10,
CBS)

22 132,786 10.43 (1.44) 5.42 (0.77) 6.30 (1.18)

Quantico (S03/
E01-13, ABC)

13 53,377 12.33 (0.97) 5.28 (0.75) 4.21 (1.12)

Salvation (S02/
E01-13, CBS)

13 64,773 11.00 (1.55) 5.50 (0.63) 4.82 (1.11)

Scandal (S07/E08-
18, ABC)

11 56,590 14.33 (1.82) 6.06 (0.85) 5.26 (0.92)

Scorpion (S04/
E13-22, CBS)

10 65,195 11.49 (0.67) 5.36 (0.77) 4.70 (1.15)

Shooter (S03/E01-
13, USA
Network)

13 55,250 13.30 (1.34) 5.93 (0.62) 4.21 (0.97)

Six (S02/E01-10,
History)

10 34,942 12.17 (1.61) 4.65 (0.87) 3.40 (0.80)

The Blacklist (S05/
E09-22, NBC)

14 75,630 11.31 (1.27) 5.29 (0.55) 5.49 (0.85)

The Brave (S01/
E10-13, NBC)

4 23,292 11.81 (0.35) 6.25 (0.37) 5.09 (0.98)

The Good Fight
(S02/E01-13,
CBS)

13 83,501 12.92 (1.32) 5.63 (0.55) 4.22 (0.83)

Total political
fiction

166 899,069 13.35 (1.93) 5.49 (0.75) 5.01 (1.25)

Note. Standard deviations in parentheses; the higher the mean, the more the genre category contained involved, eva-
luative, and deliberative discourse; S = season, E = episode.
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Finally, in terms of the degree of deliberative discourse, satirical news contained sig-
nificantly more deliberative discourse than political fiction (t = 6.98, SE = 0.45, p < 0.001)
but significantly less deliberative discourse than liberal news (t =−7.34, SE = 0.63, p <
0.001) and conservative news (t =−3.55, SE = 0.64, p < 0.01; see Table 2). We found
no significant difference between satirical news and traditional news (t = 1.57, SE =
0.71, p = 0.13). Thus, the results showed that in case of all three register dimensions,
satirical news scored in between political fiction and regular news, even though
which differences with the news categories existed depended on the dimension. This
means that the data supported H1.

Cluster Analysis

A cluster analysis was conducted to examine whether the multilevel results were consist-
ent across satirical news shows (H2). The cluster analysis included all forty shows. The gap
statistic, which has been shown to outweigh other methods for determining the optimal
number of clusters (Tibshirani, Walther, and Hastie 2001), estimated that the cluster analy-
sis best included five clusters (see Appendix A for the gap-statistic plot: https://osf.io/
jruye/), which was in line with the number of genres. Because we were only interested
in a single partitioning, we used non-hierarchical k-means clustering (Jain 2010) to ident-
ify the clusters.

The results showed that the regular news shows and political fiction shows each
formed a separate cluster, indicating that these genre categories were indeed character-
ized by a unique register. Ten out of fifteen satirical news shows (e.g., Full Frontal with
Samantha Bee, The Daily Show with Trevor Noah, The Tonight Show with Jimmy Fallon)
also formed a separate cluster. This left five satirical news shows that clustered differently.
One satirical news show was detected in the liberal news cluster: Last Week Tonight with
John Oliver, possibly because it scored much higher on deliberative discourse than the
other satirical news shows (see Table 1). The other four formed a cluster with the conser-
vative news shows: (1) Jimmy Kimmel Live, (2) Saturday Night Live (SNL), (3) The Late Late
Show with James Corden, and (4) The Late Show with Stephen Colbert, which had in
common that they scored high on referential discourse just like the conservative news
shows (see Table 1). Given the differences in clustering, the data did not support H2.

Apart from the result that the satirical news shows did not constitute one homogenous
group, one other pattern in the plot is also worth emphasizing. That is, a 3D scatter plot,

Table 2. Differences in linguistic register between satirical news and the integrated genres.
Involved vs. informational

discourse
Evaluative vs. referential

discourse
Deliberative
discourse

Intercept 8.01 (0.40)*** 3.38 (0.41)*** 8.07 (0.31)***
Traditional news −12.17 (0.93)*** −0.91 (0.99) −1.11 (0.71)
Liberal news −4.13 (0.83)*** 1.17 (0.88) 4.65 (0.63)***
Conservative news −0.34 (0.83) −4.47 (0.88)*** 2.26 (0.64)**
Political fiction 5.46 (0.58)*** 2.15 (0.59)*** −3.12 (0.45)***
Random parameter show (+ SD) 2.08 (1.44) 2.43 (1.56) 1.20 (1.10)
−2 log likelihood 10,737 7,014 9,784

Note. Satirical news is the comparison group; standard errors of the estimates are in parentheses; N observations = 2485;
N shows = 40.

*p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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available on our OSF page: https://osf.io/jruye/, demonstrates that the satirical news
cluster of ten shows is positioned independently and nearly in the middle of the clusters
of the other genres. Thus, in line with the multilevel results, the cluster analysis seemed to
support the hypothesis that satirical news score in between regular news and fiction in
terms of linguistic register. This register is not only distinguishable from the registers of
the genres that are integrated in satirical news, it also seems to be a balanced combi-
nation of the registers of the integrated genres. Figure 1 is a 2D representation of the
3D scatter plot. The interactive version allows you to rotate the plot and see which dot
belongs to which show.

Discussion and Conclusion

Implications of Main Findings

The objective of this study was to quantitatively test whether and how present-day sati-
rical news shows are characterized by discursive integration, a concept described as a
defining characteristic of satirical news shows (Baym 2005). In doing so, this study
bridged research from the critical-cultural and quantitative traditions of journalism
research. Moreover, the study answered calls for more research into the similarities and
differences in characteristics between satirical news shows to improve our understanding
of the genre as well as the effects exposure to the genre can have on audiences (Becker &
Waisanen, 2013; Holbert et al. 2011).

Our findings showed that, on average, satirical news shows are characterized by dis-
tinctive register features because satirical news shows scored in between regular news
shows and political fiction shows in different ways per register dimension, which supports
the discursive integration hypothesis (H1). Findings also demonstrated that two-thirds of
satirical news shows clustered together in a separate cluster that was positioned in the
middle of those of traditional news, liberal and conservative news, and political fiction.
This study thus confirms that discursive integration (Baym 2005) is at the heart of the

Figure 1. 3D scatter plot of the show means on the register dimensions.
Note. Click here for the interactive version of the plot.
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majority of contemporary satirical news shows. Against our prediction, however, not all
shows were found to be characterized by discursive integration (H2).

In contrast to Baym’s (2005) discursive integration hypothesis, results showed that one-
third of satirical news shows clustered together with non-satirical liberal and conservative
news shows. This finding provides evidence for the validity of a different type of definition
of satire than one using discursive integration (Baym 2005), which is that satire is pre-
generic (e.g., Holbert et al. 2011; Knight 2004; Simpson 2003). The term refers to the
notion that satire transcends the level of genre by actually manifesting through a
genre (e.g., Holbert et al. 2011; Knight 2004; Simpson 2003). This view of satire is
different from discursive integration because it assumes that satire is not a genre.
Instead, satire is considered a type of higher-order discourse because it “needs to
adopt a genre in order to express its ideas as representation” (Knight 2004, 4).

The term pre-generic implies the imitation of an original genre (Knight 2004), but our
results demonstrate that the imitated genre can also be a hybrid genre since some scho-
lars argue that liberal and conservative news are hybrid genres (e.g., Boukes et al. 2014).
The reason being that opinionated news often deviates from genre conventions of tra-
ditional news towards those of entertainment genres by focusing more on emotions
for example (Boukes et al. 2014). This means that this paper can reconcile research that
has either defined satirical news shows by means of discursive integration or pre-gener-
icness, because it shows a shared implication of both perspectives: satirical news shows
rely on some kind of hybridity of genre conventions to convey criticism of a societal
target. They are hybrid in two ways: they (1) combine conventions of news and fiction
themselves (i.e., discursive integration; Baym 2005) or (2) manifest through the already
hybrid genre of opinionated news (i.e., pre-generic; Knight 2004).

Variation between Shows

Why some satirical news shows clustered together with opinionated news shows could
have different reasons. Last Week Tonight was found in the liberal news show cluster pre-
sumably because it contained a similarly high degree of deliberative discourse, which is in
line with observations of the show containing many researched segments (Jennings,
Bramlett, and Warner 2019). Previous research has also associated the use of deliberative
discourse more with liberals than conservatives (Cichocka et al. 2016). This is because, on
average, liberals score relatively high on integrative complexity: the degree to which indi-
viduals recognize and appreciate the legitimacy of multiple perspectives and their con-
nections to each other (Carney et al. 2008). John Oliver thus seems to have embraced
liberal news shows’ coverage style of synthesizing opposing political viewpoints by
often carefully discussing arguments from both sides when conveying his critique.

There was also a group of satirical news shows that resembled conservative news
shows in terms of their linguistic profile (i.e., Jimmy Kimmel Live, SNL, The Late Late
Show with James Corden, and The Late Show with Stephen Colbert). Even though this
study examined language use and not the expression of political opinions, this is a striking
finding because all these satirical news shows have a liberal bias. In the case of SNL, an
explanation for this finding could be the presence of parodies of conservative politicians
and news reporters that therefore contained imitations of conservative speech, such as
Alec Baldwin’s imitation of US President Donald Trump. A similar argument could be
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made for The Late Show with Stephen Colbert, which also often contains imitations. Never-
theless, Jimmy Kimmel Live and The Late Late Show with James Corden contain far fewer
imitations than these two shows. More importantly, other shows that can contain imita-
tions of political actors such as The Daily Show with Trevor Noah and The Tonight Show with
Jimmy Fallon did not cluster together with the conservative news shows. This suggests
that there is an alternative explanation as to why the four shows clustered the way
they did.

This alternative explanation might have to do with the fact that the register dimension
of referential discourse consisted almost entirely of nouns. Previous research has consist-
ently shown that nouns have conservatives’ preference over adjectives and verbs when
communicating their thoughts and opinions (Cichocka et al. 2016). This is presumably
both due to the nature of the conservative ideology and that of nouns (Cichocka et al.
2016). Whereas liberals’ psychological needs have been shown to more likely involve
openness and creativity, conservatives’ psychological needs typically tend to center
around certainty (Carney et al. 2008). Nouns are more likely than other parts of speech
to satisfy needs to manage uncertainty because they are more abstract and are sub-
sequently more likely to facilitate inferences that are in line with prior beliefs (Cichocka
et al. 2016). By using more nouns than other satirists, Kimmel, Cordon, and Colbert
seem to share conservative news shows’ degree of certainty with which they present pol-
itical news.

Limitations and Future Research

Some limitations of this study as well as recommendations of this study for future research
could be pointed out. First, we could not include segment type as a variable in the study
because many episodes of the satirical news and regular news shows were characterized
by multiple segment types that often overlapped. Consequently, our results did not take
an influence of segment differences (e.g., monologues are less interactive than sketches)
on linguistic register into account. Future research could investigate the influence of types
of show segments on register differences between satirical news and the integrated
genres to further advance our knowledge of the various types of satirical news
programming.

Furthermore, the included satirical news shows were all liberal in nature. We had to
exclude Fox News’ The Greg Gutfeld Show from the study, the only conservative satirical
news show broadcast in the US at the time of data collection, because no transcripts
were available. Given that some scholars argue that there may be fundamental differ-
ences between liberal and conservative satirical news in characteristics (Dagnes 2012;
Young 2019), future research could compare both types of satirical news shows on fea-
tures such as linguistic register but also prosodic characteristics (e.g., laughter, intonation,
and pauses), visual characteristics (e.g., show décor, camera shots, facial expressions) and,
finally, the news items that are covered and the political opinions that are expressed to
understand how liberal and conservative satirical news can be distinguished from each
other.

Findings of this study also have relevance for journalism research beyond the topic
of satirical news. More specifically, they challenge common conceptualizations of info-
tainment genres. Infotainment genres in journalism are typically defined as genres that
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have integrated a news genre and an entertainment genre (e.g., Otto, Glogger, and
Boukes 2017). This study tested this hypothesis for the infotainment genre of satirical
news. Our study reveals, however, that infotainment genres may not by definition
involve the integration of a news genre and an entertainment genre. They could
also exploit integrations that characterize existing hybrid news genres to achieve
their own communicative aim. The classification of the two types of satirical news
shows presented in this paper may therefore be used in future research to improve
our understanding of the effects of infotainment genres in journalism across hybrid
genre forms.

First of all, scholars could compare effects of regular news shows on viewing outcomes
such as learning and persuasion to those of the two types of satirical news shows ident-
ified in this study. Previous research has shown that how large effects of satirical (vs.
regular) news are on persuasion can depend on content factors such as how playful
the type of humor used is (e.g., Horatian vs. Juvenalian satire; Holbert et al. 2011) and
to whom the humor is directed (e.g., other-directed vs. self-directed; Becker 2012). Dis-
tinguishing in effects research between satirical news shows that seem to be character-
ized by discursive integration, on the one hand, and satirical news shows that reflect
satire’s pre-generic nature, on the other, may help explain some of the variation in
effect sizes of satirical news effects reported in the literature.

Future research could additionally examine effects of the two types of satirical news
shows on regular news consumption. There is evidence that watching satirical news
shows serves as a gateway to increased regular news consumption, but that audiences
of certain shows are more likely to consume certain types of regular news (e.g., local
news, cable news, news radio) than others (e.g., Young and Tisinger 2006). Future
studies may look into whether the type of satirical news show as identified in this
study could predict these regular news consumption patterns. Previous research suggests
that such studies should not only focus on viewing frequencies, but also on how audi-
ences transition between shows of different genres (Perks 2014).

To conclude, this paper presented a quantitative comparison of linguistic register
between satirical news, regular news and political fiction, thereby testing Baym’s (2005)
discursive integration hypothesis in the modern American media landscape. Our
findings demonstrated that satirical news shows can take two forms: (1) complete
hybrids, which combine elements of regular news and political fiction, and (2) hybrid-
genre echoes, which mimic an already existing hybrid genre. While the first group of
shows represents evidence for the discursive integration hypothesis (Baym 2005), the
second group represents evidence for claims made about satire being pre-generic (e.g.,
Holbert et al. 2011; Knight 2004; Simpson 2003). This study thus identified two categories
of satirical news shows that symbolize the inherent genre hybridity of satirical news.
Together, they provide new insight into satirical news’ position in the news media
landscape.

Notes

1. For this reason, satirical news shows are sometimes also labelled news parody (e.g., Tandoc,
Lim, and Ling 2018). News parody differs from satirical news, however, in that it typically has a
humorous aim (not a critical one; Peifer and Lee 2019; Hutcheon 2000) and that it targets the
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genre itself (Kreuz and Roberts 1993; Hutcheon 2000). This means that, while genre imitation
in news parody may be the objective, in satirical news it is the means through which to
convey critiques of current affairs.

2. These tags were: direct WH-questions, discourse particles, independent clause coordination,
past participle clauses, present participial clauses, pro-verb do, sentence relatives, stranded
preposition, and that verb complements.

3. This decision applied to the following four out of 57 linguistic features: possibility modals
(dimension 1 vs. dimension 2, 0.33 vs. 0.39), split auxiliaries (dimension 1 vs. dimension 2,
−0.36 vs. 0.43), WH-clauses (dimension 1 vs. dimension 2, 0.41 vs. 0.32), and pied-piping rela-
tive clauses (dimension 1 vs. dimension 3, 0.33 vs. 0.35).
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