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Abstract: Journalistic work is shifting toward more aggregative and intertextual forms, using published sources more often within their news routines and stories. This study examines that shift through the lens of evidence. It applies the concepts of evidentiary distance and ancillary evidence — that is, evidence about evidence — to news texts to explore their originality and transparency, and it approaches those texts as central sites in which journalists outline the basis for their knowledge claims and make the case for their epistemic authority. A content analysis of news texts from newspapers and digital newsrooms in 2007, 2013, and 2019 shows firsthand evidence is rarely presented. Non-mediated attributed speech is by far the evidence most often presented, but it has become less common over time, with corresponding increases in mediated speech and thirdhand evidence. Ancillary evidence describing evidentiary sources or evidence-gathering processes is also fairly rare. Results suggest that evidence in news stories is becoming intertextual but remains rather opaque, with digital and legacy news organizations becoming more similar over time.
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As media trust continues its decline around the world, skepticism of journalists’ ability to represent reality at even the most basic level has become common. The sources of this deep, widespread mistrust of journalism’s epistemological validity are varied and complex, ranging from individual factors such as partisanship to the news media’s failings to fairly and fully cover marginalized communities (Peng & Yang, 2021; Wenzel, 2020). As scholars such as these have noted, much of the weight of that mistrust falls on social and political structures and the audiences shaped by them. But another central component in the production of news’ credibility, especially epistemologically, is the news text itself, which is where audiences encounter journalists’ factual claims. Indeed, news texts are at bottom a form that consists of a series of explicit and embedded knowledge claims about events for a generalized public (Ekström, 2002; Matheson, 2004). That knowledge may be incomplete at best, but it is journalism’s fundamental product — the service that it purports to provide for democracy and the basis for its claims to professional legitimacy and cultural authority (Carlson, 2017; Ekström, 2002). If that authority and the trust on which it relies are being corroded, the nature of news texts and the knowledge they construct may provide some clues as to why.
The form of knowledge gathering that produces news texts is changing, as digital news production increasingly consists of assembling previously published information and compiling an intertextual account from social media and other news organizations (Anderson, 2013; Coddington, 2019; Eldridge & Bødker, 2019). Even in journalism’s most mythologized forms of investigative reporting, it has always been more about assembling and publicizing knowledge than creating it (Ettema & Glasser, 1998). But more of the information assembled by contemporary journalists is already in public circulation, shifting journalism toward managing streams of existing information rather than originating those streams themselves (Boyer, 2013, p. 2). This shift has left the notion of what type of journalistic work constitutes “original” information deeply contested — that is, which types of newsgathering and reporting practices can be claimed as original work (Coddington, 2014), and what ways journalists might transform textual material within an original news story (Tenenboim-Weinblatt & Baden, 2018). Journalists’ rhetoric around the originality of their information has often centered on the labor they have put into it (Coddington, 2014), but originality also has a textual dimension: the extent to which the evidence for their factual claims has not already appeared elsewhere.
These news texts — whether in written, visual, audio, or data forms, or a combination of those — are the primary place where journalists’ knowledge work is made visible to the public. All news texts bear the marks of the evidence gathering and reasoning that went into their production, and those clues within the news text itself are the primary means that consumers have to gauge the credibility of the knowledge claims it makes. This study, then, posits news texts as a central site where journalism’s knowledge claims and the evidence behind them are presented and interpreted. As more scholars and critics call for increased transparency regarding the nature of journalists’ claims and the work behind them (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2007; Karlsson, 2020; Lee, 2017), the news text itself is a primary place where journalists might exhibit transparency and make their knowledge-building work more legible to their audiences.
This study examines news texts themselves as a discursive arena in which journalists’ representation of knowledge is enacted, as they present evidence and make the case for its credibility. In light of journalism’s increasing economic constraints and aggregative work, we measure the shift in evidentiary practice among news organizations, especially observing differences in local newspapers, national newspapers, and digital news organizations comparatively and over time. To do this, we analyze news articles from a time period encompassing major changes in newsgathering in the West and the U.S. in particular, spurred by economic and technological factors. We analyze articles from 2007, just before a global recession led to huge cuts in newsroom staffs; 2013, just before a marked increase in news aggregation amidst a boom in social media use; and 2019, the most recent data at the time of collection. This analysis determines how evidence is represented in news texts, particularly the inferential distance of evidence cited — as a measure of its evidential originality — and the secondary evidence provided to give context to other sources in the text, as a measure of its textual transparency. In doing so, the study sheds light on how changes in journalism’s forms of work and informational environment are reflected in the ways it presents knowledge to the public.
Textual evidence in journalism
	Journalistic knowledge is like other forms of knowledge in that it rests on various types of evidence. Evidence is defined by its relationship to knowledge: It is information, testimony, or sensory experience that supports the inferences on which knowledge can be based (Bird, 2018; Schum, 1994). Information is not in itself evidence; it only becomes evidence to the extent that it references a proposition. That is, evidence is always evidence for (or against) something else — a particular premise (Schum, 1994; Williamson, 1997). News texts are a series of propositions about the state of reality (van Dijk, 1985), and journalists are continually citing sources — people, documents, other media, their own observation — as their evidence for their propositions that reality is as they describe it. Thus, a news text’s statement that “The city began fixing potholes on Main Street today,” may be information, but it is a proposition, not evidence. The journalist then might append the clause “the mayor said” or “as work crews were visible this afternoon” as the evidence supporting that proposition. 
Evidence, then, is crucial raw material out of which knowledge is made, but it is not enough for that knowledge in itself. It always leads to inferences, and requires those inferences in order to be turned into knowledge (Stein, 2005). Even in that function, the evidence at hand is often incomplete, vague, or lacking credibility, making it insufficient as a basis for strong inferences that might justify robust knowledge claims (Schum, 1994).
	This is especially the case in journalism, where evidence-gathering and verification processes are so constrained by time and convention that journalists routinely leave substantial gaps in the chains of evidence on which their inferences are built (Ericson, Baranek, & Chan, 1987; Mor & Reich, 2018). The evidence they do collect is often valued not so much for its inferential strength as for its bureaucratic validation. Bureaucratic proceedings, documents, and officials are routinely considered self-evidently credible based on their institutional imprimatur (Ettema & Glasser, 1987; Fishman, 1980). Journalists do gauge evidence, as do professionals in other fields such as law and the intelligence community, according to a hierarchy of evidentiary weight (Ettema & Glasser, 1987, 1998; Schum, 1987; Stein, 2005). Unlike these other fields, journalists’ hierarchy is hardly systematic and highly case-specific, though it is rational in its own idiosyncratic way (Ettema & Glasser, 1998). Thus, journalists’ approach to evidence is an amalgam of what Godler and Reich (2017) term the “trust-based” and “evidentiary” views of newsgathering — journalists do in many cases attempt to undergo earnest evidentiary evaluation of the information they gather, but where that evaluation proves inconclusive or is short-circuited by either time or routine, they often fall back on simple trust of their sources (Reich, 2009).
	Unlike many other forms of professional knowledge, journalists’ knowledge exists to be communicated with a mass audience (Eldridge & Bødker, 2019), and the knowledge itself is enacted in that communication — that is, the news text itself. The text is the site where journalists lay out their evidence in public, using narrative conventions to stitch that evidence together as a series of propositions and inferences (van Dijk, 1985). As they present evidence, journalists also use news texts to make an implicit argument for their authority as knowledge producers; they employ evidence to bolster their authority as knowledge producers where it is strong, and either elide or subtly allude to uncertainty where it is not (Eldridge & Bødker, 2019).
	The most basic way that journalists represent evidence in news texts is through attribution. When journalists attribute information or language to someone other than themselves, they not only mark the source of the evidence, but they also maintain their distance from the information they provide and reinforce their status as an impartial fact-finder (Bell, 1991). Journalists have other means of describing the evidence they’ve gathered and connecting it to the inferences they’ve made. They can describe some of what they’ve done to gather that evidence, as investigative journalists often do (Ettema & Glasser, 1998). They can provide links to other articles or social media posts, embed data or documents, describe sources, or more explicitly explain the inferences they have made or their uncertainty with the evidence. Given all these forms of expressing evidence within news texts, juxtaposed with those texts’ stubborn opacity, this study examines texts as a key strategic site in which journalists outline their evidence and in doing so make a case for their own authority and credibility before an increasingly skeptical public.
Originality and distance of journalistic evidence
One defining change in newswork in the digital era is a shift toward piecing together news from published sources, making news more of an intertextual mélange than anything entirely conceived by the journalist (Anderson, 2013; Boyer, 2013; Coddington, 2019; Eldridge & Bødker, 2019). The notion of the news story as the wholly original product of a journalist has always been a fiction, given the centrality of aggregation in journalism’s history and the extent to which even the most extensive reporting involves the assembly of information produced by others (Coddington, 2019; Ettema & Glasser, 1998). Still, in response to this shift toward a more explicit incorporation of other published sources, journalists have emphasized the originality of their work as a professionally distinguishing characteristic, in part by invoking the work of “shoe-leather reporting” (Coddington, 2014; Lewis & Waters, 2018).
This “shoe-leather” vision of journalistic authority is built on a form of newsgathering that centers on observation, interviews, and documents as the evidentiary building blocks of news accounts, an epistemological structure that has undergirded journalism for at least a century (Anderson, 2018). But while they are often used or grouped together, they are also fundamentally different types of evidence: Observation is evidence based on direct sensory experience, while interviews and documents are secondhand evidence, passed from another human, organizational, or technological source to the journalist. 
The multi-disciplinary study of evidence, drawing from disciplines such as law, philosophy, history, linguistics, and systems engineering, may help to shed some light on this distinction and complicate the notion of originality as it is commonly conceived within professional journalism. As expressed in language or text, evidence is fundamentally divided into direct, or firsthand, evidence based on the communicator’s own experience, and indirect — or second-, third-, or nth-hand — evidence that is a third party’s account expressed by the communicator, or is based on inference (Willett, 1988). In the legal field, this indirect evidence is referred to as hearsay, which is not restricted to verbal evidence but is instead defined by its additional degree of inferential distance from the evidence itself (Schum, 1987, 1992). Within a news text this distinction is somewhat compressed, since all the evidence in the text is being relayed to the audience secondhand by the journalist — even observation the journalist made directly. In other words, everything in a news text comes to the audience as hearsay via the journalist, even if it did not come to the journalist that way. But direct observation and indirect hearsay maintain an important epistemological distinction: with each degree of distance from the source of the evidence, another person or entity’s credibility must be questioned, creating more uncertainty and more opportunities for a broken link in the evidentiary chain and for the evidence’s force to be weakened (Schum, 1994).
We might be inclined to think of documents as a “closer” form of evidence because of their materiality, but they are often classified as indirect evidence, just as interviews are. In US and UK law broadly, documents are admissible in court by the same standards as hearsay: They are not taken as self-evident based on their tangibility, but must be attested to by a human witness as representative of the information they purport to record (Stein, 2005). Schum (1987) describes even as weighty a document as a passport as a form of hearsay, because it “presumably verifies the existence of other documentary evidence that the holder is a citizen of the country issuing the passport” (p. 247). It is, in other words, an indirect account of other evidence. 
It’s important to note that the inferential distance of evidence is not, strictly speaking, a measure of quality. Firsthand observation may involve the least inferential distance, but it is still subject to sensory and inferential interpretation, and some forms of indirect evidence (a sworn affidavit) may be much more reliable than others (a puffy press release). Still, evidence with shorter inferential distance from the claims it makes is generally preferable epistemologically, simply because it requires “fewer sources of uncertainty to be taken into account” (Schum, 1992, p. 70). Evidence is not unlike the old game “telephone,” in which each person passes on a message to the next, in this respect. Each link in the chain requires the person at the end (i.e., the audience) to gauge another source’s likelihood to correctly perceive the evidence from the last link and accurately present it to the next. The quality of the chain itself will vary largely on the reliability of the individual links in it, but each additional link introduces more possibility of inaccuracy and requires the audience to make an additional step to trust it.
We can classify the distance of evidence journalists use into three basic degrees: Firsthand, secondhand, and thirdhand and beyond. Journalists may revere firsthand observation — that which they sense and witness themselves — as the most reliable form of news evidence (see, e.g., Reich, 2011), but research suggests they don’t use it often. Because of dwindling resources, more desk- and screen-based work, and increasingly managed access to news events, journalists have limited opportunities to observe the events they report on firsthand, even as firsthand observation becomes more common among citizens thanks to the ubiquity of camera-phones (Andén-Papadopoulos, 2014; Anderson, 2013; Coddington, 2019; Jarlbrink, 2015). Some of this trend may be moderated by medium; for example, studies have suggested that TV journalists’ reporting practices remain surprisingly rich, in part because of the proximity prioritized in response to their medium, though TV journalists’ presentation of on-scene observation, such as in live shots, is often more performative and illusory than journalistic (Huxford, 2007; Reich, 2016). Overall, non-mediated news coverage is less a part of journalists’ daily activities than they claim (Reich, 2009).
Instead, the vast majority of their evidence is indirect, or secondhand, often from interviews. As a result, news texts are overwhelmingly based on hearsay (Bergler, 1992; Clark, 2010). “News is not what happens,” writes Sigal (1986), “but what someone says has happened or will happen” (p. 15). Thus, while both first and secondhand evidence are often thought of among journalists as “original” work, they are sharply distinguished within evidentiary study. Documents, though also secondhand, are often seen by journalists as a superior form of evidence because they are bureaucratically validated (Ericson et al., 1987; Shapiro, Brin, Bédard-Brûlé, & Mychajlowycz, 2013). But they, too, have been found to be rarely used outside of particular niches like court reporting and investigative journalism (Ericson et al., 1987; Mor & Reich, 2018). Over the past decade, data have been ascendant as a form of mediated evidence for journalists, though they are also fraught with epistemological questions about accuracy, provenance, and interpretation (Anderson, 2018).
The indirect evidence that journalists gather is often not even secondhand; information from public relations professionals and organizational sources is often third- or fourth-hand information (Reich, 2009), even if it is not represented in news texts as such. Moreover, journalists have long used information from other news sources in the form of news aggregation, evidence which is at minimum third-hand to the journalist. Both news aggregation and reliance on public relations material — churnalism, as it has often been called — have become more widespread over the past two decades, as increasing immediacy and declining resources make time-intensive reporting difficult and lead journalists to prioritize cheap and readily available information (Coddington, 2019; Wheatley & O’Sullivan, 2017). As a result, large swaths of news texts published throughout Europe and the United States, particularly online, have been found to consist of lightly edited information from press releases, news agencies, and other media sources (Boumans, Trilling, Vliegenthart, & Boomgaarden, 2018; Lewis, Williams, & Franklin, 2008; Saridou, Spyridou, & Veglis, 2017). One study of German regional newspapers found that citations of other media sources rose dramatically from 2006 to 2015 (Vonbun-Feldbauer & Dogruel, 2018).
With these trends in view, this study aims to examine the distance of the evidence cited in news texts, looking in particular at change over time and differences among national newspapers, local newspapers, and digital-native news organizations. Regarding changes over time, over the past two decades, resources at many news organizations, particularly legacy outlets, have declined and social media has emerged as a significant news source. We examine a time period encompassing seismic shifts in the U.S. news industry, beginning in 2007, just before a global recession caused widespread layoffs (Grieco, 2020), and continuing through 2019 to capture the development of social media and associated changes in information gathering practices (for an overview, see Molyneux, 2019). Regarding differences across types of news outlets, for-profit digital-native news organizations such as BuzzFeed and HuffPost have been deeply associated with news aggregation (Coddington, 2019; Tandoc & Foo, 2018) and have cited social media as a source more often (Bane, 2019), while local newspapers may differ from national ones in their proximity to sources and their resources to gather proximal evidence. If the evidence employed in news texts is more distant from the events it is representing, it could indicate cracks in the epistemological foundation of those texts, as audiences encounter more uncertainty as they gauge the accounts’ accuracy. Thus, we pose the following research questions:
RQ1a: Is there any change over time in the distance of the evidence cited in news texts between 2007 and 2019?
RQ1b: Are there differences in the distance of the evidence cited in news texts among national newspapers, local newspapers, and digital-native news organizations?
Transparency and ancillary evidence
	One major push to make evidence more visible and salient within news stories has come through the ascendance of transparency as a journalistic ethic. From within and outside the profession, journalists, critics, and scholars have called for the news media to make more visible “the decisions, methods and sources that go into the production of a news story” (Chadha & Koliska, 2015, p. 216; Karlsson, 2020). The effectiveness of transparency in producing trust in news among audiences is uncertain; research thus far suggests that it has a minimal role in engendering trust, limited largely to those for whom trust was already high (Curry & Stroud, 2021; Karlsson, 2020; Karlsson & Clerwall, 2018). Karlsson (2020), in particular, notes that transparency should not be viewed as homogenous, and that different forms of transparency can play distinct roles in audiences’ perception of news. One form of transparency relates especially closely to the evidence in a news text: increased transparency around the sources in the news text itself. This form of transparency has been advocated for by some scholars and observers (Lee, 2017; Rupar, 2006; Steensen, 2019) — most notably, Kovach and Rosenstiel’s influential Elements of Journalism (2007), which urges journalists to “reveal as much as possible about your sources and methods. How do you know what you know? Who are your sources? How direct is their knowledge? What biases might they have? Are there conflicting accounts? What don’t we know?” (p. 92).
These advocates for source transparency are calling for evidence about the evidence presented in a news text. No piece of evidence — whether testimony, document, or smoking gun — comes to its observer attesting to itself, with its credentials inherently established. Every piece of evidence exists as part of an evidentiary network, with its value attested or undermined by other evidence (Schum, 1994, xiii; Stein, 2005). Evidence about the reliability and veracity of other evidence is a crucial part of the process of evidential inference — “the ‘glue’ that holds an argument together” (p. 109), as Schum (1994) puts it. This type of evidence has been referred to as “evidence of evidence” or “second-order evidence” (Coddington, 2019; Godler & Reich, 2017), but following Schum (1994, p. 71) we refer to it here as “ancillary evidence”: evidence about other evidence and about the inferences established from that evidence. Though ancillary evidence is secondary by definition, it is essential; without it, evidence is incomplete and cannot be properly weighed or understood in context.
	Since news texts’ primary form of evidence is hearsay, the credibility of the sources in their evidentiary chain is crucial to the certainty of their assertions. Godler and Reich (2017) outline several forms of evidence that could speak to those sources’ credibility: psychological evidence, or information about a source’s mental state; procedural evidence, or information about the means by which the source reached a conclusion; and social evidence, or the source’s possible consequences of lying or telling the truth. In a similar classification, Schum (1992, 1994) also highlights the source’s ability to follow his or her senses and reason rather than preconceived notions, as well as the acknowledgment of important evidence that is absent, which can be its own form of evidence.
	Making this ancillary evidence available to audiences is part of journalists’ truth-telling function (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2007), something that allows audiences a fuller understanding of the evidence behind the assertions they encounter in the news, and allowing them to play a more active epistemological role in gauging its credibility, rather than simply being forced to trust the journalist. With an audience that is increasingly skeptical of their epistemic authority (Carlson, 2017), journalists cannot craft news texts assuming their evidence will be trusted without presenting ancillary evidence.
	Little research has been conducted regarding the presence of this sort of ancillary evidence in news texts (for an exception, see Rupar, 2006), but journalists have often failed to consistently meet the less stringent standards of simply naming sources and attributing information. The use of unnamed sources in news stories has declined from its peak in the 1960s and 1970s, but has remained in a substantial share of stories since then (Duffy & Williams, 2011). Likewise, journalists have often failed to attribute information from other media sources or press releases, both across several decades and among both newspaper and online news sources (Boumans et al., 2018; Lewis et al., 2008; Saridou et al., 2017), though in a study of Dutch news organizations, digital-native news organizations were more likely than newspapers to attribute news agency copy (Boumans et al., 2018). 
The practices of naming sources and attributing information are only the bare minimum of providing ancillary evidence to audiences, however. We know little about how often journalists go beyond that. News sources in U.S. and Korean media have been found to be typically identified with names, titles, and affiliations (Lee, 2017; Lee & Koh, 2010), though as of the early 1990s that was largely the extent of their description in U.S. media (Bergler, 1992). A study of New Zealand newspaper articles found most of them lacked any description of how the information in them was gathered (Rupar, 2006), a finding echoed by a study of documents uploaded online by news organizations (Mor & Reich, 2018). This study aims to add to those findings, determining how often news texts contain ancillary evidence. Specifically, we examine whether its prevalence has changed over time as calls for transparency have grown, and whether newspapers and digital-native news organizations differ in their inclusion of this evidence. To that end, we pose these research questions:
RQ2a: Is there any change over time in the amount of ancillary evidence provided in news texts between 2007 and 2019?
RQ2b: Are there differences in the amount of ancillary evidence provided in news texts among national newspapers, local newspapers, and digital-native news organizations?
Method
To answer these research questions, a body of newspaper and digital news articles were subjected to content analysis. Using circulation figures from 2007, the beginning of the study period, two large, national newspapers (The Washington Post and Los Angeles Times), and two mid-sized regional newspapers (The St. Louis Post Dispatch, and the South Florida Sun Sentinel) were selected at random. Additionally, two of the most prominent and longstanding digital native news organizations in the United States, HuffPost and BuzzFeed News, were selected to represent digital native outlets.
Content from these outlets was selected at three equidistant time periods: 2007, 2013, and 2019. These dates provide snapshots at three phases of digital news development: early, when social media was still nascent; developing, shortly after BuzzFeed opened its news division; and mature, using the most recent media available at the time of collection. These dates also cover significant shifts in modern newsroom history, capturing content in 2007 before widespread staff cuts (Grieco, 2020) and in 2013, in the midst of an increase in aggregation practices (Coddington, 2019). Content from the digital native news organizations was not available in 2007, so these organizations are represented in only the last two time periods, 2013 and 2019. 
One month within each year was selected randomly from which to gather stories. These were July 2007, January 2013 and May 2019, and in each case news coverage was typical of the year. Stories appearing in newspapers were gathered using the NewsBank news archives. Stories appearing in the digital native sites were gathered using the NewsBank and Factiva archives where they were available. BuzzFeed stories from 2013 were not available in these archives, and so these stories were gathered via Google advanced search and screenshots of the BuzzFeed homepage from Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine.
Then, within each selected month, approximately 55 stories were selected at random from each publication (4 newspapers in 2007; 4 newspapers and 2 digital native publications in 2013 and 2019). This gathering method helps account for different volumes of publishing across these diverse news organizations. In total, 678 newspaper articles and 230 digital articles were selected for coding, for a total of 908 articles coded. These included a wide variety of stories published in news, business and lifestyle sections, but excluded stories published in sports, opinion, and obituaries.
	The codebook was developed to capture distance from evidence at three levels (see Table 1). Firsthand evidence was measured as whether a story included unattributed observations, presumably made by the reporter (e.g. “Hundreds of people descended on City Hall on Tuesday…”). Secondhand evidence was measured as either non-mediated attributed speech (e.g., an interview or press conference) or mediated speech (e.g., a press release or social media post) from a source. Because interviews are journalists’ primary mode of information gathering and are deeply embedded into the norms of modern journalism (Ericson et al., 1987; Schudson, 1995), information obtained by interview is usually not explicitly identified as such. Therefore, if no form of mediation was mentioned in connection with the source (e.g. “Olson said”), it was coded as non-mediated. Finally, thirdhand evidence was measured as citations of other professional media sources (e.g. “…he said in a story posted on the website of Charlotte, N.C., television station WSOC-TV”). 
Firsthand evidence was measured at the story level because in this case the story itself is the original source, and journalists typically do not attribute observational information to themselves in their own stories. Firsthand evidence was thus operationalized as unattributed or self-attributed observational information. Other types of evidence were measured at the source level, using a series of questions to determine the kind of source and the specific evidence obtained from that source. Because coding all sources could bias the results in favor of lengthy stories, only the first five sources in each story were coded; in all, 3,688 sources were coded, for an average of just more than four per story. The stories were independently coded by the first author and a research assistant. Intercoder reliability was assessed using a 10% sample and calculated with ReCAL (Freelon, 2013). All but four variables reached conventionally acceptable levels of reliability (α ≥ .7). The coders discussed and then independently re-coded these variables until reaching acceptable levels of reliability.
Results
Distance from evidence
	As expected, firsthand evidence is uncommonly presented in news reports. This novel variable, operationalized as unattributed observation and measured at the story level, warrants a detailed look before examining the use of evidence more broadly. Firsthand evidence was present in 12% of news stories across the sample. Considering all years together, national news outlets presented significantly more firsthand evidence (18%) than local news outlets (12%; χ2 = 4.161, p < .05). Digital outlets presented significantly less firsthand evidence (4%) than both national (χ2 = 26.470, p < .001) and local outlets (χ2 = 12.913, p < .001). There were no significant differences over time in how often news outlets presented firsthand evidence. Table 2 shows percentages of stories containing firsthand evidence, showing that digital news outlets presented significantly less firsthand evidence than either local or national newspapers, and in 2007, national newspapers presented significantly more firsthand evidence than local newspapers.
	Other forms of evidence were measured at the source level. Non-mediated attributed speech (a nearer form of secondhand evidence) was by far the most common form of evidence in news texts (see Table 3), as previous linguistic studies have also suggested (Bergler, 1992; Clark, 2010). It accounts for three-quarters or more of the sources in newspapers and a substantial amount of the sources in digital outlets. Mediated speech in the form of documents, social media, and multimedia (a more distant form of secondhand evidence) is less common, occurring in less than a fifth of newspaper stories and in up to two-fifths of digital stories (see Table 4). Finally, thirdhand evidence — citations of other media sources — is least common, present in less than a tenth of newspaper stories and in up to a third of stories published by digital outlets (see Table 5). 
Research question 1a asks whether evidentiary distance has changed over time. Overall, the trends indicate that non-mediated attributed speech has declined significantly in all three outlet types over the study period. In both local and national newspapers, this decline has accompanied significant increases in the presentation of mediated speech and significant increases in the presentation of thirdhand evidence (see Figure 1). As shown in Table 3, the year-to-year declines in non-mediated attributed speech are all significant, except for in national newspapers from 2013 to 2019. As shown in tables 4 and 5, six-year increases in mediated speech and thirdhand evidence are not always significant, but the increases from 2007 to 2019 are significant in every case.
Digital outlets exhibited a different pattern accompanying the decrease in the presentation of mediated speech. In sources presented by digital outlets, mediated speech increased dramatically while thirdhand evidence decreased substantially from 2013 to 2019. This pattern is almost entirely attributable to an increase in the presentation of social media sources and a corresponding decrease in the presentation of other media sources. The newspapers analyzed in 2007 never presented social media sources among the first five in the story; in newspapers in both 2013 and 2019, only 14 social media sources (or 1.5% each year) were counted among the first five in the story. Among the digital outlets studied, social media sources were counted 23 times (5.3%) in 2013 and 127 times (26.7%) in 2019, an increase of 450% (χ2 = 75.152, p < .001).
Research question 1b asks whether there are differences among outlets in the distance of evidence cited. Aside from the differences already noted, the main distinction is that digital outlets presented significantly more distant evidence than newspapers. In most cases (see tables 3-5), values for local and national newspapers are not significantly different, but they are both significantly different from digital news outlets. For instance, both local and national newspapers presented non-mediated attributed speech at about the same rates, while digital outlets presented it significantly less often (χ2 = 436.769, p < .001). In summary, digital news outlets presented significantly less non-mediated attributed speech and significantly more mediated speech and thirdhand evidence than newspapers. 
Ancillary evidence
	The second research question asks whether the presentation of ancillary evidence has changed over time (RQ2a) or differs by outlet type (RQ2b). The presence of ancillary evidence in news stories was measured with four variables — one at the story level, and three at the source level. At the story level, coders noted whether the story noted any efforts to include unavailable evidence (e.g. “Investigators declined to explain why they ruled her death a homicide”; also, “Astaldi officials could not be reached for comment”). Such efforts were noted in 23% of all news stories, and this percentage did not differ significantly by outlet or year across the sample (see Table 6). Digital outlets significantly increased their presentation of this form of ancillary evidence from 2013 to 2019, but no other differences over time or between outlets were significant. This indicates a relatively stable level of informing the audience that additional evidence was sought but could not be included.
	At the source level, three forms of ancillary evidence were measured: evidence-gathering reference, source name, and source description. Evidence-gathering references included any supplementary reference to or description of the information gathering context (e.g., “during a recent interview,” “said at a downtown news conference,” “a study published Wednesday”). These references were present in connection with 24% of all sources coded (i.e. the first five sources of each story coded). Local newspapers presented evidence-gathering references least often, significantly less than both national newspapers and digital outlets in 2019 (see Table 7). Overall, all outlets presented more evidence-gathering references over the course of the study period, but this increase was statistically significant only in the case of national newspapers comparing 2007 to 2019. 
	Most of the sources among the first five in each news text are named (see Table 8). The percent of named sources in local newspaper texts decreased significantly over the study period, from 91% in 2007 to 83% in 2019 (χ2 = 12.145, p < .001). National newspapers and digital outlets showed no clear trends. Both presented significantly fewer named sources (within the first five) than local newspapers in 2013 (see Table 8).
	Fewer sources within the first five of each news text are presented with additional description of the source beyond name and title (e.g. a lieutenant governor who is “a Cape Girardeau native with strong roots in southeastern Missouri”). Overall, about two-thirds of sources in news stories are given no substantive description beyond their name. National newspapers tended to provide this additional description most often, significantly more often than both local newspapers and digital outlets in 2019 (see Table 9). National newspapers also showed a significant increase in the presentation of this form of ancillary evidence over the study period, from 35% in 2007 to 43% in 2019 (χ2 = 5.727, p < .05). Beyond this, no clear trends in the presentation of additional source description are visible. 
Discussion
	The results of this study indicate some broad similarities across the types of news outlets examined: News texts rarely exhibited firsthand evidence — that is, unattributed observational detail. Just over one-tenth of all stories included such description, and no more than one-fifth in any news outlet type. Non-mediated attributed speech was by far the most widely employed form of evidence, but it has become less common over time, with corresponding increases in the use of mediated speech and thirdhand evidence. These findings support the assertion in prior research that journalists rely overwhelmingly on the assertions of others to form their news reports, typically in the form of interviews, which non-mediated attributed speech is often implied to represent (Bergler, 1992; Clark, 2010; Ericson et al., 1987; Fishman, 1980). But the increases in mediated speech and thirdhand evidence suggest that while journalists’ reliance on others’ assertions remains heavy, the form of those assertions is shifting. They are increasingly mediated through other texts before they reach the news report — social media posts, press releases, documents, and other media sources. The result is a news text that is more visibly assembled from other published texts. Given this greater distance from evidence, journalistic claims of originality are more contested than in the recent past.
	Within this broad pattern, the differences among types of news outlets are illuminating. Digital news organizations used significantly less firsthand evidence and non-mediated attributed speech than newspapers, using more mediated speech and thirdhand evidence instead. For digital news outlets, the non-mediated attributed speech that has been a staple of traditional news reports was actually a minority of cited evidence by 2019. These outlets are practicing a more intertextual form of journalism, in which “both news users and journalists are able to piece together what they know, or can know, from a range of publicly available types of knowledge” (Eldridge & Bødker, 2019, p. 282). These forms of evidence are more transparent to readers, though they are also less original to the journalists themselves, having been mediated by at least one prior textualization, and often publication, process.
	But even as digital news organizations are pushing journalism toward a more intertextual form of knowledge, they are also becoming more like their newspaper counterparts in reducing their use of thirdhand evidence over time. In this way, the behavior of these types of news outlets might be interpreted as an isomorphic pattern in which both legacy and digital news organizations are imitating each other. National and local newspapers are slowly adopting digital news organizations’ more intertextual form, citing more social media and professional media as evidence over time. Meanwhile, digital news organizations have mimicked newspapers’ reliance on firsthand and secondhand evidence, dramatically reducing their use of other news organizations as sources.
	The reasons for these shifts are likely multifaceted. Economic forces play a significant role: Precipitous losses in revenue and rapacious corporate ownership have left newspapers with drastically smaller newsgathering operations. This has allowed fewer resources for the more time-intensive work of traditional reporting and pushed journalists to rely more heavily on pre-published evidence that can be quickly and cheaply assembled (Wheatley & O’Sullivan, 2017). At the same time, increased investment has allowed many digital news organizations — including the two in our study, BuzzFeed and HuffPost — to substantially increase their newsgathering staff over the past decade, providing greater ability to gather evidence independently rather than from other media sources (Grieco, 2020; Wu, 2016). With those increased ambitions have come a desire for legitimacy that has pushed digital news organizations to adopt the production practices of the institutional news media (Stringer, 2018). In this case, the adoption of that logic includes reducing the forms of evidence more commonly associated with aggregation, a practice that has accrued little legitimacy within journalism (Coddington, 2019). Alongside both of these factors has been the rise of social media as a form of public discourse and as a source in news texts, something that digital news organizations adapted to earlier. This shift allowed those organizations access to official statements they may not previously have had except via legacy news sources, but it influenced the intertextual nature of sourcing in legacy news as well (Lecheler & Kruikemeier, 2016).
	Despite this shift toward intertextuality, the evidence in news texts remains largely opaque. Ancillary evidence was rare in this sample: Fewer than a quarter of sources of evidence included a reference to how the evidence was gathered, and fewer than a quarter of news stories included any reference to missing or unavailable evidence. Additional description of an evidence source beyond name or title was slightly more common, but still present with fewer than half of sources. The norm among journalists is to present evidence without contextual information about how it was gathered or how its credibility should be gauged. Such a lack of transparency means that news texts must rely as much on the authority of the news form itself as the evidence presented within it to establish the credibility of its knowledge claims.
	The variance in efforts at transparency is notable as well. National newspapers provided more description of sources and evidence-gathering practices than did local newspapers, and increased their use of the latter over time. Digital outlets also provided more evidence-gathering references than local newspapers, and significantly increased their use of ancillary evidence overall, including references to missing evidence. The increased use of ancillary evidence may indicate the transparency norm beginning to gain more purchase among journalists at national newspapers and digital outlets, though local news appears to be lagging somewhat in its adoption. (Notably, though, the number of unnamed sources ran in the opposite direction, with national newspapers and digital outlets using them more often than local newspapers, perhaps in part because source anonymity is more normalized in national political coverage than in community-oriented stories.)
The same economic and professional dynamics may be at work here as well: With their shrinking resources, local newspapers may leave their journalists without the time to produce news texts with the kind of thoroughness that a more transparent approach might require. And part of digital news organizations’ pursuit of legitimacy by adopting the logics of the institutional news media is in shifting toward the more professionally valued work of “original reporting” (Tandoc & Foo, 2018). Providing more references to how evidence was gathered (“told BuzzFeed News in a recent interview”) or to unavailable evidence (“BuzzFeed News has reached out to DHSS for comment”) is a way for those digital news organizations to make their reporting work more visible as they seek that legitimacy.
Conclusion
The normative dimension of news texts’ increasing distance from evidence and general lack of transparency is ambiguous, but does present some concerns regarding journalists’ mode of representing the world to a distrustful public. More clearly defined and epistemologically reliable sources could reduce the risk required of the audience to place its trust in a journalist or news story (Karlsson, 2020). The inferential utility and transparency of sources may ultimately be swamped by larger factors in influencing trust in news, but giving audiences greater epistemological grounds for belief in the news story they are encountering appears to be a worthy aim for journalists operating from a public-oriented paradigm for their craft. To the extent that journalists’ aspired social role as trustworthy and authoritative professionals depends on perceptions of epistemological expertise (Carlson, 2017), it may be difficult to demonstrate such professional trustworthiness through a rather anemic selection and enumeration of sources within the news text.
This study is not without limitations. The nature of a manual content analysis limits the sampling frame, and results might be affected by a different selection of news organizations within each category, or a broader time frame. Across categories, our selection of types of news organizations is not comprehensive; this study does not include television or radio news, community journalism, or specialized areas of news such as financial or sports journalism. Each of those areas might exhibit their own patterns of sourcing distinct from the ones we found here. More broadly, some of the nuances of evidence in a news text are difficult to capture through a quantitative analysis. Our coding system developed categories that were cohesive enough to achieve intercoder reliability, but a qualitative analysis, or reconstruction interviews of the type conducted by Reich (2009, 2011, 2016) could add depth to these findings in future studies.
	 Overall, however, this study contributes to our understanding of how news forms bear traces of their production. The news text itself plays a crucial role in representing the work of newsgathering as part of journalists’ bid to translate that knowledge work to authority (Carlson, 2017). Recent scholarship has indicated a shift toward newswork that assembles evidence already in public circulation (Anderson, 2013; Coddington, 2019; Eldridge & Bødker, 2019). This study indicates that that shift in news production is visible in the form of the news text, as the evidence presented to audiences becomes more distant and more mediated. The result is a representation of journalistic evidence that is more contingent on other information publishers and distributors, especially social media platforms. When combined with the general opacity of evidence about that evidence, these representations make for a rather shaky foundation for public acceptance of the everyday knowledge claims that journalists make in their news texts. The slight but steady movement toward evidential transparency in this study is certainly auspicious. But the overall presentation of evidence in news accounts puts a great deal of weight on journalists’ own assumed authority and audiences’ assumed epistemological literacy, neither of which may be as strong as journalists presume.
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