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Overview and Aims

• Outline the analysis of clickbait headlines 
from Scott 2021;

• Show how techniques for creating an 
information gap can be understood in 
terms of relevance.

• Introduce some new examples which, I will 
suggest, illustrate new clickbait tactics.



What is Clickbait?

• Clickbait content is designed to drive 
users to landing sites which feature 
advertisements alongside the promoted 
content. 

• The publishers then earn fees from the 
advertisers based on the number of views 
the page receives (Potthast, 2018). 

• The reader finds himself taken to ‘genuine 
pages delivering low quality content with 
misleading titles’ (Biyani, Tsioutsiouliklis, 
& Blackmer, 2016, p. 95). 



What is Clickbait?

Examples (1) to (3) are taken from the corpus 
compiled by Chakroborty et al (2016) which 
consists of article headlines from Buzzfeed, 
Upworthy, ViralNova, Thatscoop, Scoopwhopp
and ViralStories.

(1) 12 mind-blowing ways to eat polenta.

(2) 17 Gifts Only Grammar Nerds Will 
Appreciate.

(3) How Well Do You Know The Ninja 
Turtles?



Help! I’ve Been 
Clickbaited!

Pengnate (2016, p. 7) found that ‘while online 
users express negative perceptions toward 
clickbait headlines, they are still interested in 
clicking through the headlines’.

1. Human Cognition is geared to the 
maximisation of relevance.

2. Every ostensive act of communication 
carries with it a presumption of its own 
optimal relevance.



Clickbait, Curiosity 
and Information Gaps

• As Upworthy cofounder 
Koechley (2012) explains:

‘a good social media headline 
seduces people to click through 
by telling them enough to whet 
their curiosity but not enough 
to fulfil it…social headlines need 
to create a curiosity gap. Too 
vague, and nobody cares. Too 
specific, and nobody needs to 
click’. 



Techniques for creating an information gap

Clark (2014): provoke outrage, put ‘odd and interesting things next to each other’ and build 
an engine (an unanswered question that the reader wants to know the answer to).

Blom and Hansen (2015): Forward-referencing techniques: demonstrative pronouns, 
personal pronouns, adverbs, definite articles, ellipsis, imperatives, interrogatives, and 
general nouns with implicit discourse deictic reference. 

Chen et al. (2015) : unresolved pronouns, affective language, action words, suspenseful 
language, overuse of numerals, forward reference, reverse narrative.



Scott 2021

• Comparative corpus analysis to establish 
over/under use of certain parts-of-speech or 
words;

• An initial analysis of the corpora revealed 79 
parts-of-speech which are significantly 
(p < 0.05) overrepresented in the clickbait 
corpus.

• Closer analysis carried out on two categories: 
definite referring expressions, and 
superlatives/intensifiers

• Relevance-theoretic analysis of how these 
overused categories contribute to a curiosity 
arousing information gap.



Demonstratives

A log-likelihood value of 3.84 or higher indicates a difference between the corpora which is 
significant at p < 0.05

The log ratio value is an indication of effect-size, ‘every extra point of Log Ratio score represents 
a doubling in size of the difference between the two corpora, for the keyword under 
consideration’ (Hardie, 2014). 

*calculated manually to ensure only demonstrative uses of that were included in the count.

Demonstrative Log Likelihood Log Ratio

These +736.30 9.97

This +1752.78 4.96

That* +10.74 1.44

Those -0.01 Not significant



(4) These Gadgets Will Make You Believe In 
The Future Of Food

(5) This Goat Has Been Bullying His Tiger 
Friend

(6) Anne Hathaway Comes To Jennifer 
Lawrence's Defense About That Phone
Scolding Incident

(7) How Do You Get Rid of Those Annoying 
Grey Hairs?



Plurals Please! 
The More 

Effects the 
Better

• An article that gives you information about various 
gadgets or goats has more potential to be relevant 
than an article that only discusses one.

• Clickbait headlines promise a lot of effects. The 
more the better. 

• We see this same tendency in some of the other 
over-represented categories:

• Superlatives  (best, worst)

• Degree maximisers (most, totally, perfectly)

• Degree boosters (really, so, very)

• Exclusivers (just, only)



Conclusions 
of Scott 2021

The analysis of demonstratives illustrates a first 
key difference between clickbait headlines and 
non-clickbait headlines.

There is an overuse of forward referring 
expressions which depend on the content in the 
article for resolution. 

If the reader does not click on the link, he will be 
left with vague and underspecified assumptions 
which do not generate any cognitive effects. 

The lure of the link is driven by our natural 
tendency to seek out relevance….even if, in the 
case of clickbait, we often end up disappointed.



However,…
New clickbait tactics seem to be emerging in the headlines of more 

mainstream publications

David Beckham left devastated during family holiday with Cruz and 
Harper Seven



Expectations of Relevance

Relevance-theoretic Comprehension Procedure:

• Follow a path of least effort when testing interpretative hypotheses (reference 
assignment; disambiguation; enrichments; implicatures) in order of accessibility;

• Stop when your expectations of (optimal) relevance are satisfied.

• Optimal Relevance:

(a) Relevant enough to  be worth the hearer’s effort to process

(b) The most relevant it can be allowing for the speaker’s abilities and 
preferences.



Activation of accessible assumptions and 
schemas, e.g.

• “worries”

• to feel or experience concern or anxiety

• feel or cause to feel anxious or troubled 
about actual or potential problems.

• “candid” 

• expressing opinions and feelings in an 
honest and sincere way

• “health update”: likely enrichment ➔ Update 
about Scott’s health.

• The image shows Scott looking worried.  



Alex Scott 
worries 
about sharing 
'too much 
information' 
in very 
candid health 
update

If the reader follows a path of least effort, 
based on the ostensive stimuli (headline and 
image) they are likely to derive the following 
implications:

• Scott has some sort of health issue that she 
has shared

• Scott is feeling anxious and troubled by this

• Scott has spoken openly and honestly about 
this (serious) issue

This seems likely to satisfy the reader’s 
expectations of optimal relevance.



So what is this health 
update?

“Alex Scott worries about sharing 'too much 
information' in very candid health update”

• 16 second video posted on Instagram

• ‘Guys, this may be a bit too much…TMI…but 
[laughs]… I am off for a colonic. My first colonic of 
2022 [laughs]



“Discover” Clickbait: Lying or Misleading?

Kisielewska-Krysiuk (2016)

• lying is “a pragmatic act and a linguistic strategy intentionally employed by 
the speaker to manipulate the hearer’s interpretation of an utterance at the 
level of explicit content” (p. 80).

• Misleading “involves asserting truly in order to intentionally lead the hearer 
to a false belief” (p.83)

• “lying takes place at the level of explicit communication, misleading takes 
place at the level of implicit communication” (p.84)



“Discover” Clickbait: Lying or Misleading?

• In this new style of clickbait headlines, the headline represents the story, 
but in a way that is misleading.

• The information in the headline is not false. However, the actual story is not 
compatible with the most accessible interpretation of the headline. 

• The reader is misled, and is likely to be disappointed by what they find.

• The reader has been clickbaited!



David Beckham left devastated during family holiday with Cruz and 
Harper Seven



References

Bell, A. (1991). The Language of News Media, Oxford: Blackwell.

Biyani P. et al., (2016). “8 amazing secrets for getting more clicks”: detecting clickbaits in news streams using article 
informality. Proceedings of the Thirtieth AAAI Conference on Artificial Intelligence (2016), pp. 94-100.

Blom, J. N., & Hansen, K, R. (2015). Click bait: forward-reference as lure in online news. Journal of Pragmatics 76pp. 87-100.

Chen, Y. et al., (2015). Misleading online content: recognizing clickbait as false news. Proceedings of the 2015 ACM on 
Workshop on Multimodal Deception Detection (2015), pp. 15-19

Clark, P. R.,  (2014). Top 8 Secrets of How to Write an Upworthy Headline. [Online] Available at: 
https://www.poynter.org/reporting-editing/2014/top-8-secrets-of-how-to-write-an-upworthy-headline/, Accessed 23rd Apr 
2019

Pengnate, S. (2016).Measuring emotional arousal in clickbait: eye-tracking Approach. Twenty-second Americas Conference 
on Information Systems San Diego (2016), pp. 1-9.

Potthast et al., (2018) Crowdsourcing a large corpus of clickbait on twitter. Proceedings of the 27th International 
Conference on Computational Linguistics, Association for Computational Linguistics, Santa Fe. New Mexico (2018), pp. 
1498-1507.

Rayson, P. (2008).  From key words to key semantic domains. Int. J. Corpus Linguist., 13 (4), pp. 519-549

Scott, K. (2021). You won’t believe what’s in this paper! Clickbait, relevance and the curiosity gap. Journal of Pragmatics 
175, pp. 53-66.

Sperber, D. & Wilson, D. (1986/95)Relevance: Communication and Cognition. Blackwell, Oxford.



Naga Munchetty: BBC Breakfast star hits out at Rafael 
Nadal criticism over Australian Open 





() Boris Johnson is a crook

() Boris Johnson [current UK Prime Minister] is a crook.



'It seems clear that such a defence would probably fail... The 

court would reason that the speaker must have known or 

can be assumed to have known that a national audience 

would inevitably take the occurrence of [‘Boris Johnson'] 

to refer to the [UK PM], and thus he ought to have 

employed a qualifying expression (e.g. "who runs the 

grocery store in my neighbourhood") to make the 

statement that he says he intended to make.' (Katz 1972, 

pp.449-50).



Newsworthiness 
(Bell 1991)

• Negative

• Only just happened (topical)

• Geographically close

• Fits with preconceptions

• Clear-cut and ambiguous

• Rare, unexpected, or unpredictable

• Outstanding or superlative in some respect

• Relevant to the readers

• Can be pictured in personal terms

• Involves socially prominent news actors

• Comes from sources that carry socially validated 
authority

• Consists of or can be supported by facts and figures



What makes 
something 
relevant? 

According to the cognitive principle of 
relevance, we are geared to try to maximise 
relevance. 

New information is relevant to us if processing 
it yields cognitive effects. 

These cognitive effects involve a change to the 
assumptions that we hold about the world. 

Ostensive acts of communication trigger 
expectations of relevance.



What is this 
story about?

• “worries”

• “sharing”

• “candid”

• “health update”

Plus the information from the 
accompanying image.


