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Introduction
Clickbait is a catchy, attention-grabbing, often sensational-
ized headline, title, or image that hyperlinks to a web page. 
Clickbait headlines are designed to appeal to readers’ curi-
osity, tempting them to click on the link. This publication 
provides an overview of clickbait and its characteristics. The 
publication also discusses a few implications of clickbait 
use.

What is clickbait?
Clickbait is a marketing and engagement strategy designed 
to encourage readers to click on the headline. Clicks on 
the headline or image drive page views and increase the 
advertisement revenue of the site. However, the content of 
the clickbait headline is usually of questionable accuracy. 
Sometimes, clickbait headlines also incorporate images that 
are sensational in nature (Figures 1 and 2). Some examples 
of clickbait headlines include:

•	 “You’ll never believe…”

•	 “You should know these 5 things about…”

•	 “This easy trick will save you…”

•	 “This is what happens when you…”

Figure 1. Fictional example of an online ad employing two common 
clickbait tactics according to Wired Magazine, including the use of 
numbered lists, and utilizing an information-gap to encourage reader 
curiosity.
Credits: GreenMeansGo via Wikimedia Commons ((https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/Main_Page)

Figure 2. Fictional example of clickbait style adverts.
Credits: Lord Belbury via Wikimedia Commons (https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/Main_Page)
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Clickbait has proven to be an effective marketing strategy 
to generate page views because it activates readers’ curiosity 
(Pengnate et al., 2021). Readers get the impression that 
the information they are searching for is within the article 
behind the clickbait headline. University of California 
Berkeley neuroeconomist Ming Hsu said, “The way our 
brains respond to the anticipation of a pleasurable reward 
is an important reason why people are susceptible to 
clickbait” (Counts, 2019).

Characteristics of Clickbait
Clickbait headlines are commonly used in social media and 
blogs. Clickbait can even be found on reputable websites, 
such as those of weather and news agencies, when they offer 
advertising space to clickbait content. It may be difficult to 
distinguish between clickbait and a legitimate headline. To 
help you identify clickbait, look for these characteristics:

Clickbait uses words that pique curiosity, such as:

•	 Catastrophic

•	 Spellbinding

•	 Inspiring

•	 Heartwarming

•	 Masterful

•	 Exclusive

•	 Reassuring

Clickbait can use humor to establish a positive emotional 
connection with readers.

Clickbait is often written in all caps.

Clickbait often incorporates data or numbers. Headlines 
that contain data, percentages, or numbers help quantify 
potential benefits for readers, such as, “8 Surefire Ways to 
Know Your Clothes Are Out of Style.”

Clickbait and Trust
If your goal is to be seen as a trustworthy and credible 
source of information, do not use clickbait-style writing 
methods. Instead, create an engaging and accurate headline 
that genuinely reflects your content’s value and purpose.

Be aware of clickbait titles when you seek out information. 
If you see some of the previously described writing tech-
niques in a title or photo, you may be clicking on clickbait, 
and you will likely not find the trustworthy and credible 
information you were hoping for.

Summary
Clickbait is a method to drive online readers to web 
pages, usually through exaggerated claims or misleading 
information. Credible sources of information should not 
use clickbait-style writing. By understanding the nature of 
clickbait and the characteristics of clickbait-style writing 
described in this article, readers can also identify and avoid 
clickbait.
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