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Abstract: News headlines are a key part of online news communication. 

They shape readers’ first understanding of an event and often decide 

whether an article receives attention. Under traffic pressure, headline 

writing may give more weight to clicks, shares, comments, and platform 

exposure. This can lead to emotional wording, exaggerated conflict, 

incomplete information, vague claims, and strong moral labels. These 

methods may increase short-term attention, but they can also weaken 

factual accuracy, remove important context, guide public emotion, and 

harm personal rights. This paper discusses the main boundaries of 

headline expression from four aspects: accuracy, context, emotional 

guidance, and personal rights. It also examines why these boundaries 

become unclear, including traffic-based evaluation, platform 

recommendation, fast publication, imitation among news organisations, 

and divided editorial responsibility. The paper argues that headline 

control should not depend only on the judgment of individual reporters. 

News organisations need clearer editorial rules, broader quality 

standards, stronger consistency between headlines and articles, and more 

visible correction practices. Platforms should also reduce rewards for 

misleading and highly emotional headlines. Attention remains necessary 

in news communication, but it should come from clear facts and public 

value rather than distortion. 

Keywords: news headlines; traffic pressure; factual accuracy; platform 

recommendation 

 

1. Introduction 

A news headline is often the first part of a report that 

readers see. Many readers decide whether to open 

an article after reading only a few words. Some may 

not read the full report at all. Their understanding of 

an event may come mainly from the headline. For 

this reason, a headline is not only a brief description 

of news content. It also affects how readers 

understand the people, facts, and conflicts involved. 

News organisations now pay close attention to 

views, clicks, shares, comments, and reading time 

(Tandoc; Welbers et al.). These figures are often used 

to measure the influence of a report. They may also 
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affect content selection, staff evaluation, and 

advertising income. Under this pressure, headline 

writing is no longer guided only by accuracy and 

clarity. It is also expected to attract attention quickly 

and compete with other information on the same 

page. 

This change has produced many eye-catching 

headline styles. Some headlines use words such as 

“shocking,” “unexpected,” “exposed,” or “complete 

reversal.” Some highlight anger, conflict, or 

personal blame. Others hide key facts and leave 

readers with an unanswered question. These 

methods can increase curiosity, but they may also 

change the meaning of the report. A possible result 

may be written as a confirmed fact. A small dispute 

may be presented as a serious conflict. A personal 

statement may appear to represent the full truth of 

an event. 

The problem does not lie in attracting readers. A 

headline needs to be clear, brief, and interesting. A 

report that receives no attention cannot perform its 

public role. The problem appears when the effort to 

gain attention weakens factual accuracy. It also 

appears when emotional words guide readers 

toward a judgment that the report itself cannot 

support. At that point, the headline stops being a 

useful guide to the news and becomes a tool for 

creating reaction. 

Headline expression also involves the rights of the 

people mentioned in a report. A few strong words 

may damage a person’s reputation before the facts 

are clear. Labels such as “bad parent,” “dishonest 

employee,” or “violent customer” can turn a 

complex event into a simple moral judgment. Even 

when the article later gives more details, many 

readers may remember only the headline. 

Corrections and updates often receive less attention 

than the original report. 

Traffic pressure is a real part of news production, 

but it cannot remove the basic duties of journalism. 

Headline writers still need to respect facts, context, 

personal dignity, and the reader’s right to receive 

clear information. The key issue is not whether 

headlines should attract attention. It is how far they 

may go before vivid expression becomes 

exaggeration, selective presentation, or deliberate 

misdirection. This essay examines the common 

problems found in traffic-driven headlines, the 

reasons these problems continue, and the limits that 

should guide headline writing. 

2. Traffic Pressure and Changes in Headline 

Writing 

Traffic data now plays a direct role in news 

production (Tandoc). News platforms record how 

many people open an article, how long they stay on 

the page, whether they share it, and whether they 

leave a comment. These figures can be seen soon 

after a report is published. Editors can quickly 

compare the performance of different stories and 

headlines. A headline with more clicks may be 

treated as successful even when the report itself 

offers little useful information (Kuiken et al.; 

Welbers et al.). 

This way of judging news changes the position of 

the headline. In traditional news writing, the 

headline is expected to state the main fact in a short 

and clear form. It helps readers understand what 

happened and decide whether the report is relevant 

to them. Under traffic pressure, the headline is also 

asked to compete for attention. It must stand out 

among many messages, images, videos, and 

advertisements. Clear description may seem too 

plain when other content uses strong emotion, 

suspense, and conflict. 

Editors and reporters may feel this pressure in their 

daily work. The traffic of each report can be counted 

and ranked. Articles with weak performance may 

receive less space on the platform. Writers whose 

stories gain more views may be seen as more 

productive. In some newsrooms, traffic results can 

affect work evaluation, future assignments, and 

income. These conditions encourage writers to treat 

the headline as a tool for gaining clicks rather than a 

simple summary of the report. 

The change can be seen in the choice of words. 

Neutral words are often replaced by stronger ones. 

A disagreement may be called a “fierce conflict.” A 

normal response may be described as a “public 

counterattack.” A new detail may be presented as a 
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“complete reversal.” These words create a stronger 

sense of drama, but they may not match the facts in 

the article. The headline becomes more emotional 

than the event itself. 

Some headlines use incomplete sentences or hide 

key information. (Blom and Reinecke Hansen) They 

may ask a question without giving the answer, leave 

out the identity of the person involved, or mention 

an unusual result without explaining its cause. This 

type of writing creates an information gap. Readers 

are expected to open the article to find the missing 

part. The method can raise clicks, but it reduces the 

headline’s basic information value. Readers may 

spend time on a report that does not contain the 

important content suggested by the headline. 

Conflict is also given more space. Stories about 

public issues may contain many facts, causes, and 

different views, yet the headline may focus only on 

who blamed whom or who “won” the argument. A 

policy issue can be reduced to a personal dispute. A 

social problem can be written as a clash between two 

groups. This treatment is easy to understand and 

easy to spread, but it removes the background that 

gives the event its real meaning. 

Traffic pressure also affects the selection of news. 

Events that can produce striking headlines may 

receive more attention than events that are 

important but less dramatic. Daily public issues 

often need careful explanation, yet they may not 

create immediate emotional reactions. Personal 

disputes, accidents, unusual behaviour, and sudden 

reversals are easier to package into attractive 

headlines. News value may then be measured by the 

ability to create curiosity rather than by public 

importance. 

Platform recommendation adds to this pressure. 

Content that receives quick reactions is more likely 

to be shown to more users. A headline that creates 

anger, fear, or surprise may gain comments and 

shares in a short time. Once the report enters a wider 

recommendation cycle, its traffic can rise quickly. 

Editors can see this result and may copy the same 

style in later reports. Similar words, sentence 

patterns, and emotional labels then appear across 

different news topics. 

The speed of online publishing leaves little time for 

careful headline revision. Reporters may need to 

publish soon after an event occurs. Information may 

still be incomplete, but the headline must be written 

at once. Editors may choose the strongest available 

detail to gain early attention. When new facts 

appear, the article can be updated, but the original 

headline may already have shaped public opinion. 

Screenshots and reposts can continue to circulate 

even after the headline has been changed. 

Immediate traffic data can also hide long-term 

harm. An exaggerated headline may produce high 

views on the day of publication. It may also cause 

readers to feel misled after opening the article. This 

loss of trust is difficult to measure through a single 

traffic figure. Clicks show that readers entered the 

page, but they do not show whether readers found 

the headline fair, accurate, or useful. A high number 

may reflect interest, anger, doubt, or criticism. 

The problem is not caused by traffic data alone. Such 

data can help news organisations understand 

audience needs and improve content delivery. The 

risk appears when traffic becomes the main 

standard for judging headline quality. Under this 

standard, accuracy may seem less important than 

visibility, and clear expression may give way to 

emotional attraction. The headline is then written 

for the moment of clicking, while its effect on public 

understanding receives less attention. 

3. Common Problems in Traffic-Driven Headlines 

3.1 Emotional Words 

Emotional words are common in traffic-driven 

headlines (Molek-Kozakowska; Robertson et al.). 

They can create anger, fear, surprise, sadness, or 

sympathy in a very short time. Words such as 

“shocking,” “terrifying,” “heartbreaking,” and 

“outrageous” tell readers how they should feel 

before they know what happened. These words 

make the headline more visible, but they also affect 

the way readers understand the event. 

A news headline should give readers basic 

information. When emotional judgment enters the 

headline, fact and opinion become difficult to 
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separate. A report may describe an ordinary 

disagreement, but the headline calls it an “angry 

confrontation.” A person may question a decision, 

but the headline says that the person “furiously 

attacked” it. The action described in the article may 

be calm. The emotional word creates a different 

image. 

Strong emotional words often appear in reports 

about accidents, family disputes, consumer 

complaints, public conflicts, and personal 

behaviour. These topics already contain tension. A 

dramatic headline can make the event look even 

more serious. Readers may expect violence, major 

loss, or clear wrongdoing. After opening the article, 

they may find that the event is less serious than the 

headline suggests. 

Fear is also used to attract attention. A small safety 

risk may be described as a hidden danger that 

“everyone must know.” An isolated health event 

may be written as a threat to a large group. Some 

headlines use words such as “warning,” “danger,” 

and “never do this” without explaining how 

common the risk is. Readers may change their 

behaviour based on a headline even when the report 

does not provide enough evidence. 

Words that create anger can spread quickly because 

they invite readers to choose a side. (Brady et al.) A 

headline may describe a person as “cold-hearted,” 

“selfish,” or “arrogant.” These labels turn a report 

into a moral judgment. Readers may enter the 

comment section with a fixed view and repeat the 

same label. The facts of the event receive less 

attention than the emotion created by the headline. 

Sympathy can also be used in a selective way. A 

headline may describe one person as “helpless” or 

“innocent” before the full facts are known. This 

wording encourages readers to support that person 

and doubt anyone who gives a different account. 

Later information may show that the event is more 

complex, but the early emotional image is difficult 

to remove. 

The effect of emotional wording is stronger when 

readers only see the headline. On social platforms, 

many people read headlines in recommendation 

pages, search results, or reposted screenshots. They 

may not open the full article. The emotional 

judgment then becomes the main message. A short 

phrase can shape discussion even when the article 

gives a more careful account. 

Emotional language is not always improper. A 

report about a serious disaster or clear abuse may 

need words that show the weight of the event. The 

wording still needs support from the facts. The level 

of emotion should match the level of harm. When 

strong words are used only to raise traffic, the 

headline can make a limited event appear extreme 

and push readers toward a judgment that has not 

been fully proved. 

3.2 Conflict and Opposition 

Conflict attracts attention because it gives a report a 

clear and simple structure. Two people, groups, or 

views can be placed against each other. Readers can 

quickly see who is involved and may feel invited to 

decide who is right. Under traffic pressure, this 

structure is often used even when the event cannot 

be explained through direct opposition. 

A disagreement may involve rules, past events, 

unclear duties, or failed communication. The 

headline may remove these details and focus on 

personal confrontation. Phrases such as “publicly 

attacks,” “hits back,” “refuses to give in,” and “faces 

off” make the event look like a contest. The report 

becomes a story about victory and defeat rather than 

a description of facts. 

This pattern is common in reports about public 

disputes. One person makes a statement, and 

another person gives a different account. The 

headline may describe the second statement as a 

“counterattack” or “reversal.” Such wording 

suggests that the two sides are fighting for public 

support. Their statements may contain useful facts, 

but readers are encouraged to treat them as weapons 

in a conflict. 

Headlines may also create opposition between 

social groups. An event involving one customer and 

one business can be presented as a conflict between 

consumers and companies. A dispute involving a 

student and a teacher may be written as a conflict 

between young people and authority. A single case 
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cannot always represent a whole group, yet the 

headline may use broad labels because they attract 

more discussion. 

Group labels make it easier for readers to connect 

the event with their own experiences. They can also 

increase anger between people who identify with 

different sides. Comments then move away from the 

event itself. Readers discuss age, occupation, 

income, gender, region, or social position. The 

people involved become examples used to support 

wider prejudice. 

Conflict-based headlines often give blame before 

responsibility has been established. A question such 

as “Who should be responsible?” may be changed 

into a statement that already names the person at 

fault. The article may contain incomplete records or 

different accounts, but the headline leaves little 

room for doubt. Readers may believe that the matter 

has already been settled. 

Personal blame is attractive because it gives a social 

problem a clear target. A service failure may involve 

poor rules, weak training, limited resources, and 

communication problems. A headline may place all 

responsibility on one employee. This makes the 

story easier to read, but it hides the conditions that 

produced the problem. The individual receives 

public pressure while the wider cause remains 

outside the discussion. 

Conflict wording also changes the tone of later 

reporting. Once an event has been described as a 

battle, each new statement is treated as another 

move in that battle. An explanation becomes a 

“defence.” A correction becomes an “admission.” 

Silence becomes a “refusal to respond.” The words 

used in the first headline limit how later information 

is understood. 

News reports need to show disagreement when 

disagreement is part of the event. The problem 

appears when the headline creates a stronger 

conflict than the facts support. It also appears when 

the headline removes causes, rules, and background 

so that the event can fit a simple opposition. This 

form may gain attention quickly, but it gives readers 

fewer tools to understand why the conflict occurred. 

3.3 Incomplete Information 

A headline cannot include every detail in a report. It 

must select the most important fact and express it in 

a limited space. Selection becomes misleading when 

key conditions are removed or when a minor detail 

is presented as the main meaning of the event. 

Traffic-driven headlines often choose the most 

unusual part of a story. A short argument, a large 

number, an emotional sentence, or a surprising 

result may be placed in the headline. The article may 

later explain that the detail occurred under special 

conditions. Readers who only see the headline do 

not receive those conditions. 

Time is often left unclear. A headline may report that 

a person “has been banned,” but the action may last 

only a few days. It may say that a rule “has 

changed,” while the change is only a proposal. An 

old event may be posted again without a clear date 

and appear to be recent. Missing time details can 

change how readers judge the importance of the 

news. 

Place also affects meaning. A rule used by one 

organisation may be presented as if it applies to an 

entire industry. A local event may be written in 

broad terms that suggest a common problem. The 

article may name the specific place, but the headline 

uses words such as “schools,” “hospitals,” or 

“companies” without a clear limit. Readers may 

believe that the same situation exists everywhere. 

Numbers can create a similar problem. A headline 

may use a large total without explaining the time 

period, group size, or method of calculation. A 

percentage may look serious, but the number of 

cases may be small. A price may be shown without 

stating the service, location, or special condition 

connected to it. Numbers appear precise, so readers 

may trust them even when the needed background 

is missing. 

Some headlines remove the source of a claim. They 

may say that a product “causes harm” when the 

article only reports one user’s experience. They may 

state that a person “broke a rule” when the claim 

comes from an unnamed post. Words such as 

“reported,” “claimed,” “suspected,” and “according 

to” are sometimes removed to make the headline 
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shorter and stronger. A claim then appears to be a 

confirmed fact. 

Question headlines can also hide missing evidence. 

(Janét et al.) A headline may ask whether a common 

food is dangerous or whether a person has 

committed wrongdoing. The question form protects 

the writer from making a direct statement, but it still 

connects the subject with danger or misconduct. 

Readers may remember the connection even when 

the article answers the question with “no” or “there 

is not enough evidence.” 

Some headlines reveal only part of a quotation. A 

sentence taken from an interview may lose its 

original meaning after several words are removed. 

A cautious statement can become a firm judgment. 

A reply to a specific question can appear to be a 

general position. Quotation marks give the wording 

a sense of accuracy, but the missing context may 

make the quotation unfair. 

Incomplete headlines are especially harmful during 

the early stage of a public event. Facts are often 

limited, and different accounts may not have been 

checked. A headline based on the most dramatic 

available detail can quickly shape public opinion. 

Later reports may add records, explanations, or 

official findings. Many readers may not see those 

updates. Their judgment remains tied to the earlier 

headline. 

The duty of a headline is not to include every part of 

the report. It needs to keep the details that decide the 

meaning of the main fact. These may include time, 

place, source, degree of certainty, or an important 

condition. Removing such information does more 

than shorten the headline. It changes what readers 

believe has happened. 

4. The Limits of Headline Expression 

4.1 The Limit of Factual Accuracy 

Factual accuracy is the basic limit of headline 

writing. A headline is short, but every statement in 

it should be supported by the article. It should not 

introduce unchecked facts or make an event appear 

more serious, more certain, or more unusual than it 

really is. 

The main fact in the headline should match the main 

fact in the report (Molyneux and Coddington). A 

minor detail may attract attention, but it should not 

be used in a way that changes the meaning of the 

whole event. For example, an argument that lasted 

a few minutes should not be described as a long-

term conflict. A temporary decision should not be 

presented as a final result. A personal reaction 

should not be treated as the position of an entire 

group. 

The degree of certainty must remain clear. News 

reports often deal with facts that are still being 

verified. At this stage, words such as “may,” 

“possibly,” “suspected,” and “according to the 

person involved” carry important meaning. 

Removing these words can turn an uncertain claim 

into a confirmed statement. A headline saying that a 

product “may cause a problem” is different from 

one saying that the product “causes a problem.” The 

second form makes a stronger claim and requires 

stronger evidence. 

Predictions should not be presented as facts. Reports 

about markets, weather, health, public policy, and 

social events may include expert views about what 

could happen. These views are useful, but they 

remain predictions. A headline should not say that 

an event “will happen” when the article only 

discusses a possible outcome. Words such as 

“could,” “likely,” and “expected” should be 

retained when they reflect the real level of certainty. 

Opinion must also be separated from fact. A person 

involved in an event may make a strong accusation, 

or a commentator may offer a clear judgment. These 

statements can appear in the headline when their 

source is identified. Without a source, readers may 

assume the statement reflects the news 

organisation’s conclusion. “A resident says the rule 

is unfair” is different from “The rule is unfair.” The 

first reports a view; the second expresses a 

judgment. 

Rumours and online claims require particular 

caution. A widely shared post does not become 

reliable simply because many people have seen it. 

When the source cannot be confirmed, the headline 

should not repeat the claim in a direct and certain 
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form. Even a question headline can spread the claim. 

Asking whether a person has committed 

wrongdoing still links that person with the 

accusation. The article may later reject the claim, but 

the headline may already have created doubt. 

Quotations in headlines should preserve the 

speaker’s original meaning. Removing words from 

a quotation may make a cautious answer sound 

definite. A statement made in a specific situation 

may appear to express a general view. Quotation 

marks do not guarantee accuracy if the original 

context is lost. The selected words should fairly 

represent the speaker’s position. 

Accuracy also applies to numbers. A large figure can 

mislead when the headline omits the time period, 

sample size, location, or method of calculation. 

Percentages require a clear base. Price changes 

require a clear product and time frame. A headline 

should not use a number simply because it appears 

striking. Readers should be able to understand what 

the number refers to. 

4.2 The Limit of Context 

A fact can be correct on its own and still mislead 

when its context is missing. Headline writing must 

preserve the conditions that determine what the fact 

means. These conditions may include time, place, 

identity, cause, source, and the stage of the event. 

Time is often essential. A decision may be 

temporary, a rule may not yet be in force, or a 

statement may have been made years earlier. 

Leaving out the date can make old information 

appear new or make a short-term action seem 

permanent. When time affects meaning, the 

headline should state it clearly. 

Place can also limit meaning. A policy used in one 

city, school, hospital, or company does not 

necessarily apply elsewhere. Broad wording may 

create the impression that the same rule is used 

everywhere. A local case may be important, but its 

scope should not be expanded simply to make the 

headline more attractive. 

Identity requires careful treatment. A person may 

appear in a report as a witness, family member, 

customer, employee, or online user. These roles are 

not the same. A headline that assigns the wrong role 

may change how readers judge the person’s words. 

An individual statement should not be presented as 

the view of an organisation unless that person is 

authorised to speak for it. 

The cause of an event should not be simplified 

without sufficient evidence. A report may describe 

several possible reasons, yet the headline may 

highlight only one. Readers may then believe that 

the cause has been proven. This is common in 

reports about accidents, illness, school incidents, 

and workplace disputes. Early information is often 

incomplete, so the headline should leave room for 

later findings. 

The stage of an event also matters. An investigation, 

accusation, court decision, appeal, and final result 

are different stages. A person under investigation 

has not necessarily been found responsible. A case 

accepted by a court has not necessarily reached a 

judgment. Headlines should use language that 

reflects the current stage rather than suggesting a 

final conclusion. 

Short headlines cannot include every detail, but they 

must retain the information that prevents 

misunderstanding. A headline may omit 

background details that do not affect the main fact, 

but it should not remove conditions that change the 

reader’s basic understanding. Brevity is a formal 

limit, not a reason to alter meaning. 

Context should also remain clear when a report is 

reposted. A headline may appear in social media 

posts, search results, notifications, or short-video 

captions, where the article’s background may be 

missing. Key limitations should be included in the 

headline when readers need them to understand the 

event correctly. 

4.3 The Limit of Emotional Guidance 

A headline does not need to be completely neutral 

in tone. Clear and vivid language can help readers 

notice important news. However, the limit is crossed 

when emotional wording replaces factual 

description or pushes readers toward anger, fear, 

sympathy, or blame before the facts are clear. 
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The emotional tone of a headline should match the 

seriousness of the event. A major disaster, clear act 

of violence, or significant public risk may justify 

strong language. A minor dispute or uncertain claim 

does not. Words such as “terrifying,” “cruel,” 

“outrageous,” and “heartbreaking” should not be 

used merely to attract attention. 

Emotional words often carry judgment. Calling a 

response “arrogant” or an action “cold-hearted” 

tells readers how to interpret the situation. The 

article may present facts that allow multiple 

interpretations, but the headline may close that 

space and impose a single view. Readers who only 

see the headline may accept that judgment without 

reading further. 

Anger is particularly easy to provoke through 

headline wording. A person may be described as 

refusing to apologise, ignoring public concern, or 

attacking another party. However, the same action 

may have a less dramatic explanation. The person 

may not yet have received the question, may be 

waiting for verified information, or may have 

responded in a way not reflected in the headline. A 

headline should not turn limited information into 

proof of a negative attitude. 

Fear also requires careful handling. Reports about 

health, food, safety, and technology can influence 

daily behaviour. Words such as “danger,” 

“warning,” and “hidden threat” may lead readers to 

believe that a rare risk is common. Headlines should 

provide a sense of scale. A single case should not be 

presented as a general danger without broader 

evidence. 

Sympathy can also distort reporting. A headline 

may present one party as weak, helpless, or innocent 

before all facts are known. This framing may make 

later information appear unfair or hostile. News 

writing can show human suffering without deciding 

in advance who is right or wrong. 

Punctuation and sentence structure can also guide 

emotion. Repeated question marks, exclamation 

marks, and incomplete questions can create tension. 

Phrases such as “the truth is shocking” or “the result 

no one expected” encourage emotional reactions 

before presenting information. These forms may 

increase curiosity but add little informational value. 

A fair headline allows readers space to form their 

own judgment. It can indicate that an event is 

serious, unusual, or disputed, but it should do so 

through facts rather than emotional cues. The 

writer’s aim should be to describe what happened, 

not to provoke the strongest possible reaction. 

4.4 The Limit of Personal Rights 

Headline expression can affect the people named or 

shown in a report (Society of Professional 

Journalists). A short label may damage reputation, 

expose private information, or lead to online 

harassment. These effects may continue even after 

corrections are made. Personal rights therefore form 

an important limit on headline writing. 

Names and identifying details should be used only 

when necessary for the public value of the report. A 

person’s full name, workplace, school, home area, 

photograph, or family relationship may allow 

readers to identify them. In reports involving 

private disputes, health conditions, family matters, 

or minors, such details require special care. 

Public interest should not be confused with public 

curiosity. Readers may want to know the identity of 

a person involved in an unusual event, but this alone 

does not justify naming them in a headline. Writers 

should consider whether identifying the person 

helps readers understand an issue of broader 

importance. When identity adds little, it may cause 

harm without providing useful information. 

Accusations must be handled carefully. A person 

accused of misconduct should not be labelled as 

guilty before facts are established. Words such as 

“fraudster,” “abuser,” “thief,” or “liar” carry direct 

judgment. When legal or formal findings are 

incomplete, the headline should clearly indicate the 

status of the claim. 

Occupation and social identity should not be used 

to increase shame. A headline may include terms 

such as “teacher,” “doctor,” “student,” “mother,” or 

“delivery worker” even when the role is unrelated 

to the event. This can turn an individual case into a 
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judgment about a wider group and may cause 

others in the same occupation to face suspicion. 

Minors require stronger protection. Their names, 

schools, family information, photographs, and 

online accounts should not be exposed in headlines. 

Even when parents share information publicly, 

news reports should consider the child’s long-term 

interests. Online records can remain accessible for 

many years. 

Victims and family members also face risks from 

careless wording. A headline may repeat private 

details about injury, illness, death, relationships, or 

personal history. Such details can cause further 

distress and attract unwanted attention. Reporting 

the event does not require revealing every sensitive 

detail. 

Labels can remain attached to a person long after an 

event. Someone may be described as an “unfilial 

child,” “problem student,” or “angry customer” 

based on a single report. These labels reduce a 

person to one incident. Search engines and reposts 

may keep such labels visible even after the situation 

has been clarified. 

Corrections cannot always remove this harm. The 

original headline may already have been copied, 

saved, and discussed, while later corrections receive 

less attention. For this reason, personal rights should 

be considered before publication, not only after 

complaints arise. Careful wording at the outset is 

more effective than attempting to repair damage 

later. 

5. Why the Boundaries Become Unclear 

The boundary of headline expression is not always 

easy to keep. Most reporters and editors know that 

headlines should be accurate. They also know that 

private rights and public understanding need 

protection. Yet these basic rules may lose force when 

traffic, speed, and competition enter daily news 

work. The problem often comes from the way news 

is produced and evaluated, not only from the choice 

made by one writer. 

Traffic indicators have a direct effect on editorial 

judgment. Views, clicks, comments, shares, and 

reading time can be seen soon after a report is 

published. These numbers give news organisations 

a simple way to compare different reports. A 

headline that receives many clicks may be treated as 

successful. A headline that receives little attention 

may be viewed as weak, even when it is accurate 

and useful. 

Numbers appear clear and objective. They are easier 

to record than public trust, factual value, or social 

effect. An editor can see how many people opened 

an article, but it is harder to know whether readers 

understood the event correctly. It is also difficult to 

measure whether a headline increased prejudice or 

harmed a person’s reputation. The results that are 

easy to count often receive more attention than the 

results that are hard to count. 

This can change how headlines are judged before 

publication. Editors may ask whether a headline is 

attractive enough rather than whether it expresses 

the fact in the best way. A clear headline may be 

changed because it appears too plain. Stronger 

verbs, emotional labels, or incomplete questions 

may be added. Each change seems small, but the 

final headline may be more dramatic than the 

report. 

Traffic results can also affect the work of reporters. 

Reports with high views may receive more 

resources and wider display. Writers who often 

produce popular content may gain better 

assignments or stronger recognition. Those whose 

reports receive less traffic may feel pressure to copy 

successful headline styles. The choice of wording 

then becomes linked with work evaluation and 

professional opportunity. 

Platform recommendation systems make this 

pressure stronger. Many users no longer find news 

by visiting the home page of a news organisation. 

They receive reports through recommendation 

pages, search results, social feeds, notifications, and 

short-video platforms. In these spaces, a headline 

must compete with many other pieces of content. 

The decision to click may be made in only a few 

seconds. 

Recommendation systems often give more space to 

content that receives quick reactions. A headline that 

causes anger, surprise, fear, or curiosity may gain 
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comments and shares soon after publication. The 

system may then show the report to more users. 

More exposure brings more reactions, and the report 

enters a larger circulation cycle. 

A calm and complete headline may not produce the 

same early reaction. It may explain the event 

correctly but fail to create a strong reason for 

immediate clicking. The system does not judge the 

headline in the same way as a professional editor. It 

mainly records user behaviour. Content that attracts 

attention can receive wider display even when that 

attention comes from misunderstanding or anger. 

This creates a gap between editorial standards and 

platform results. A headline may be considered 

improper from the view of news accuracy, yet 

successful from the view of traffic. When the same 

type of headline repeatedly receives more exposure, 

writers may begin to treat platform performance as 

proof that the wording is acceptable. 

Strong reactions can also hide negative reader 

experience. Some users click because the headline 

appears surprising. After reading the article, they 

may feel that the wording was misleading. Their 

click is still recorded as traffic. Even an angry 

comment can increase interaction data. The system 

may read dissatisfaction as interest and continue to 

recommend similar content. 

Fast publishing is another reason that headline 

limits become unclear. (Harro-Loit and Josephi) 

Online news work often requires reports to be 

published soon after an event occurs. The 

organisation that publishes earlier may receive more 

traffic and become the main source quoted by other 

accounts. This makes speed part of competition. 

Early information is often incomplete. Reporters 

may have only a short statement, a video clip, a 

screenshot, or the account of one person. The cause 

of the event may not be clear. The identity of the 

people involved may not be confirmed. Even so, a 

headline must be written before the report can be 

published. 

Under this pressure, the most striking available 

detail may become the headline. There may be no 

time to check whether the detail represents the 

whole event. Words that show uncertainty may be 

removed because they make the headline longer and 

less direct. A claim may then look like a fact, and a 

temporary result may look final. 

Editors also have less time to test how different 

readers may understand the wording. A headline 

can be accurate in a narrow sense but still create a 

false impression. Finding this problem requires 

careful reading. The editor needs to compare the 

headline with the full report, check the source, and 

consider what information has been left out. Fast 

publication reduces the time available for this work. 

News organisations may update the report after 

more facts become available. The headline can also 

be changed. Yet the early version may already have 

spread through screenshots, reposts, and 

notifications. Some readers may never see the later 

correction. The pressure to publish quickly places 

the highest risk at the stage when the least 

information is available. 

Competition between news organisations 

encourages imitation. Editors can easily see which 

headlines receive high traffic. Certain sentence 

patterns may become popular after one report 

performs well. Other accounts may use similar 

wording in reports about unrelated events. 

Words such as “reversal,” “response,” “exposure,” 

and “truth” may appear repeatedly because they 

create suspense. Headlines may use the same 

structure: a person did something, public opinion 

changed, and a surprising detail appeared. This 

pattern gives readers a familiar emotional path. It 

also makes different events look more similar than 

they really are. 

Imitation reduces the role of the individual editor’s 

judgment. A headline style may be accepted because 

it is widely used, not because it is accurate in the 

present case. Writers may believe that common 

wording is safe wording. Yet the repeated use of a 

phrase does not remove its misleading effect. 

Competition also creates fear of losing attention. 

When other organisations use stronger headlines, a 

careful headline may receive less traffic. Editors may 

feel that keeping a neutral tone means giving 

readers to competitors. The standard of expression 

then moves step by step. A word that once seemed 
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exaggerated becomes normal after frequent use. 

Writers need an even stronger word to create the 

same effect. 

The division of responsibility makes the problem 

harder to control. A headline may pass through 

several people before publication. A reporter writes 

the original report. An editor revises the headline. A 

platform worker may change it for 

recommendation. A social media account may 

create another title for reposting. The final wording 

seen by readers may not be the wording approved 

at the start. 

When a headline causes harm, each party may point 

to another part of the process. The reporter may say 

that the editor changed the title. The editor may say 

that traffic pressure came from management. The 

news organisation may say that the platform 

selected and displayed the report. The platform may 

say that the content was provided by the news 

organisation. 

This divided process weakens clear responsibility. If 

no person or department is fully responsible for the 

final headline, careful review becomes difficult. A 

correction may also be delayed because the parties 

need to decide who should act. During this time, the 

headline can continue to circulate. 

Internal rules may exist, but they are not always 

clear enough for new forms of headline writing. A 

rule against false information is easy to understand. 

It is harder to judge a headline that uses true words 

but removes an important condition. Emotional 

labels, question forms, short quotations, and unclear 

subjects may not contain a direct falsehood. Their 

misleading effect comes from the impression they 

create. 

Editors may then make different decisions in similar 

cases. One editor may remove a strong word, while 

another may allow it. A headline may be changed 

after a complaint but accepted before publication in 

another report. Without clear and stable standards, 

the boundary depends too much on personal 

experience and immediate pressure. 

Management goals also affect whether rules are 

enforced. A news organisation may ask editors to 

protect accuracy while also setting strict traffic 

targets. These goals can conflict in daily work. When 

traffic results are checked every day but headline 

accuracy is reviewed only after a complaint, staff 

members receive a clear message about which goal 

matters more. 

Responsibility needs to exist before publication. 

Reporters should know which facts can enter a 

headline. Editors should have enough time and 

authority to reject misleading wording. News 

organisations should not reward traffic results 

without checking how those results were gained. 

Platforms should also examine whether their 

recommendation rules repeatedly give more 

exposure to exaggerated and emotional headlines. 

6. Practical Ways to Control Headline Expression 

6.1 Build Clear Editorial Rules 

News organisations need clear rules for headline 

writing. General demands such as “be accurate” or 

“avoid exaggeration” are not enough. Editors and 

reporters also need to know which words, sentence 

forms, and editing methods may mislead readers. 

Clear rules can reduce the effect of personal 

judgment and make headline review more stable. 

The rules should explain what counts as an 

exaggerated headline. A headline should not 

enlarge the scale of an event, raise the level of 

conflict, or turn a limited problem into a general 

crisis. Words such as “shocking,” “complete 

reversal,” “public anger,” and “the truth” should 

not be banned in every case, but the writer should 

be able to show why the facts support them. When 

the article does not contain enough evidence, these 

words should be removed. 

Misleading question headlines also need clear 

limits. A question can create an accusation even 

when the article does not give a clear answer. A 

headline such as “Did the company hide the truth?” 

places the company under suspicion before the facts 

are checked. The question form should not be used 

to spread a claim that cannot be written as a direct 

statement. 

Editorial rules should also cover incomplete 

quotations. A short quotation may look attractive, 
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but removing part of the sentence can change the 

speaker’s meaning. Editors should check the full 

statement, the question that led to it, and the 

situation in which it was made. A quotation should 

not be selected only because one phrase sounds 

angry or unusual. 

Headline review should consider possible 

misunderstanding, not only direct falsehood. Some 

headlines use facts that are technically correct but 

still give readers a wrong impression. A temporary 

measure may be written as a permanent rule. A local 

case may look like a common practice. A statement 

from one person may appear to represent a whole 

organisation. Editors should ask what an ordinary 

reader is likely to understand after seeing only the 

headline. 

The review process can use a few direct questions. 

Does the headline state the main fact of the article? 

Does it keep the real level of certainty? Does it name 

the source of an accusation or opinion? Has any key 

condition been removed? Could the wording cause 

readers to reach a conclusion that the article does not 

support? These questions are simple enough to use 

during daily editing. 

Some topics need stricter review because a 

misleading headline may cause serious harm. 

Reports involving crime, health, accidents, minors, 

private disputes, public safety, and legal cases often 

contain incomplete or sensitive information. A 

strong headline in these areas can damage 

reputation, create fear, or affect later investigation. 

High-risk headlines should be checked by more 

than one editor when time allows. The review 

should include the article, source material, 

quotation records, and the latest known facts. When 

the information is still unclear, the headline should 

keep words that show uncertainty. Publishing a 

careful headline is better than correcting a harmful 

one after it has spread. 

Editorial rules also need regular case review. 

Newsrooms can collect headlines that caused 

complaints, corrections, or public 

misunderstanding. Staff members can discuss 

where the wording went wrong and how it could 

have been written more clearly. Real cases are often 

more useful than broad principles because they 

show how small changes can alter meaning. 

6.2 Reduce Dependence on Click Data 

Traffic data can show whether a report has reached 

readers, but it cannot fully show whether the 

headline is good. A click only means that a person 

opened the article. It does not show whether the 

reader found the headline accurate, clear, or fair. It 

may even show that the reader was misled by an 

exaggerated title. 

News organisations should not use clicks as the 

main measure of headline quality. Other standards 

should also be included in content evaluation. These 

may cover factual accuracy, headline and article 

consistency, correction frequency, complaint 

records, reading completion, and reader trust. 

A report with fewer clicks may still provide 

important public information. Some topics do not 

contain strong conflict or emotion, but they affect 

daily life. Public services, policy explanations, legal 

changes, and community issues often need calm and 

detailed reporting. Judging these reports only by 

traffic may push editors to add drama that does not 

belong to the subject. 

Correction records can show problems that traffic 

figures hide. A headline that often needs revision 

may have gained attention at the cost of accuracy. 

News organisations can record why a headline was 

changed. The reason may involve a factual mistake, 

missing context, an unfair label, or a claim that was 

not confirmed. These records can be used in staff 

evaluation and editorial training. 

Reader complaints should also be examined 

carefully. Not every complaint means that a 

headline is wrong, but repeated complaints about 

the same wording pattern may show a real problem. 

Complaints about unclear sources, exaggerated 

emotion, or headline–article mismatch can help 

editors find weak points in their normal practice. 

Long-term reader trust matters more than the traffic 

of one article. Readers who often feel misled may 

stop opening reports from the same source. Some 

may continue to click but treat the content as 

entertainment rather than reliable news. This loss is 
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difficult to repair because it affects the name of the 

whole organisation, not only one report. 

Editors need enough authority to reject a headline 

that may gain traffic but does not meet basic 

standards. They should not be punished for 

choosing accurate wording over a more dramatic 

title. If management sets strict traffic goals without 

giving editors this space, internal rules will have 

little effect. 

Work evaluation should not reward only the 

highest-viewed reports. It can also recognise careful 

correction, useful public reporting, accurate 

updates, and clear explanation. These standards 

give reporters and editors a reason to protect 

headline quality even when a stronger title may 

produce more immediate attention. 

Traffic data can still be used to improve 

communication. Editors may study which clear 

headlines help readers understand difficult topics or 

which forms make public information easier to find. 

The aim should be to learn how readers receive 

news, not how to create the strongest possible 

reaction. 

6.3 Improve Headline and Article Consistency 

A headline should represent the main content of the 

article. It should not take a small detail from the 

middle of the report and present it as the central fact. 

This problem often appears when one unusual 

sentence, number, or reaction is more attractive than 

the event itself. 

Editors should identify the main fact before writing 

the headline. The main fact usually answers basic 

questions about what happened, who was involved, 

and what the present result is. Background details 

can help explain the event, but they should not 

replace the main fact only because they create 

curiosity. 

Every important statement in the headline should be 

supported by clear content in the article. If the 

headline says that a rule has changed, the article 

should explain what changed, when it takes effect, 

and who it applies to. If the headline says that a 

person has responded, the article should include the 

response and its source. If it reports a number, the 

article should explain where that number came 

from. 

The strength of the headline should also match the 

strength of the evidence. A single interview cannot 

always support a broad claim. An online post may 

show one person’s experience but not a common 

situation. Early reports may describe what is known 

at the time, but they should not give a final 

judgment before the needed evidence appears. 

Headline and article consistency includes tone. A 

calm article should not carry an angry headline. A 

report that presents several possible causes should 

not use a headline that chooses one cause as certain. 

A story that includes different views should not use 

a headline that clearly supports one side unless the 

evidence justifies that choice. 

Editors can compare the headline with the opening 

paragraphs before publication. If the reader cannot 

find support for the headline near the beginning of 

the article, the title may be based on a minor detail. 

This does not mean that every word must appear in 

the first paragraph. The main meaning should still 

be clear without requiring the reader to search 

through the whole report. 

Updates are necessary when later information 

changes the meaning of the event. The article and 

headline should be revised together. Changing the 

body while leaving the original headline can 

continue the earlier misunderstanding. The update 

should show what has changed, especially when the 

first report contained uncertain information. 

A correction should be clear. Quietly replacing one 

word may remove the error from the page, but it 

does not tell earlier readers that the report has 

changed. When the original headline created a 

serious false impression, the correction should state 

the nature of the change. The new headline should 

not continue to use the same emotional frame. 

News organisations should also check the titles used 

on different channels. The headline on the main 

website may be accurate, while the social media 

caption or push notification uses stronger wording. 

Readers may only see the shorter version. The same 

basic standards should apply to website headlines, 
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mobile notifications, search titles, social posts, and 

short-video captions. 

6.4 Strengthen Platform Responsibility 

Platforms influence which headlines readers see and 

how widely those headlines spread. Their role is not 

limited to carrying content. Recommendation rules, 

ranking systems, notification tools, and trending 

lists decide which reports receive more attention. 

These choices affect the writing methods used by 

news organisations. 

A system that rewards quick reaction may give more 

exposure to emotional and misleading headlines. 

Anger, fear, and surprise can produce fast clicks and 

comments. The platform may treat these actions as 

signs of value even when users are reacting to a false 

impression. Recommendation should not depend 

only on the amount of interaction. 

Platforms can include content quality signals in 

recommendation. These signals may cover 

correction history, source reliability, repeated 

complaints, headline–article mismatch, and the use 

of unclear or unsupported claims. A report should 

not receive wider display only because its headline 

creates strong emotion. 

Accounts that repeatedly use misleading headlines 

should face lower recommendation or other limits. 

The platform should look at patterns, not only single 

cases. One weak headline may result from an editing 

mistake. Frequent use of the same misleading 

method may show that traffic is being gained 

through deliberate distortion. 

Platforms can also improve the way users report 

headline problems. Current complaint tools often 

focus on false information, illegal content, or 

personal attacks. Users may find it difficult to report 

a headline that is technically true but removes key 

context. More specific options can cover 

exaggerated wording, unclear sources, incomplete 

quotations, and mismatch between the title and the 

article. 

Correction notices need enough visibility. When an 

inaccurate headline has already reached a large 

audience, a small change on the original page may 

not reach those readers. Platforms can send the 

corrected version to users who saw, opened, shared, 

or commented on the earlier report. The correction 

should not receive much less exposure than the 

original mistake. 

Reposted screenshots and copied headlines create 

another problem. The original article may be 

corrected, but old versions can continue to circulate. 

Platforms can add notices when an attached link has 

been updated or corrected. Users who try to share 

an old headline can be shown the latest version 

before posting. 

Clear platform rules can also reduce uncertainty for 

news organisations. Publishers should know which 

headline practices may lower recommendation or 

lead to a warning. These rules should give examples 

and explain how decisions are made. Vague 

demands may cause platforms to apply standards 

unevenly. 

Platform responsibility does not mean that every 

strong or emotional headline should be removed. 

News can involve serious harm, conflict, and public 

anger. The key question is whether the wording is 

supported by the report. Recommendation systems 

should not give an extra reward to headlines that 

gain attention by hiding facts, enlarging conflict, or 

guiding readers toward an unsupported judgment. 

7. Balancing Attention and Public Responsibility 

News headlines need attention to reach readers. A 

headline that is too vague or dull may fail to show 

why a report matters. Readers face a large amount 

of information every day and often decide within 

seconds whether to open an article. News 

organisations cannot ignore this reading habit. The 

need to attract readers is part of news 

communication, but it does not give writers the right 

to change the meaning of an event. 

Attention can come from the news value of the fact 

itself. A clear change, an important decision, an 

unusual event, or a result that affects many people 

already gives readers a reason to continue. The 

headline should find the most useful part of the 

report and express it in direct language. It does not 

need to add anger, fear, or suspense when the event 

already contains important information. 
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A brief headline can still be specific. It can name the 

subject, action, time, and present result without 

explaining every detail. The writer needs to decide 

which facts control the meaning of the event. When 

the result is not final, the headline should keep that 

limit. When a statement comes from one person, the 

source should remain visible. When a measure 

applies only to a certain place or group, the range 

should not be enlarged. 

Clear wording does not mean flat wording. Strong 

verbs can make a headline easier to read, but the 

verb should describe what actually happened. 

“Rejects,” “questions,” “confirms,” and “changes” 

give readers useful information when the report 

supports them. Words such as “attacks,” “destroys,” 

“shocks,” and “enrages” often contain stronger 

judgment. They should not replace ordinary 

descriptions only to make the event look more 

dramatic. 

Details can also attract attention without creating a 

false impression. A useful number, a clear result, or 

a meaningful difference may make the headline 

more concrete. The detail needs enough context to 

remain fair. A percentage should have a clear group 

or time period. A price should be linked to the right 

product or service. A quotation should keep the 

speaker’s real meaning. The most striking detail is 

not always the most suitable detail. 

The line between legitimate expression and 

misleading expression often appears in the gap 

between the headline and the article. A headline 

may use every word correctly but still lead readers 

toward an idea that the report does not support. It 

may place too much weight on a small fact, hide a 

key condition, or make an uncertain claim look final. 

The writer should judge the whole impression 

created by the headline, not only whether each word 

can be defended separately. 

This judgment should include readers who do not 

open the article. Many headlines appear in push 

notifications, search results, recommendation pages, 

screenshots, and reposts. In these settings, the 

headline may become the full news message. The 

writer cannot assume that the article will later 

correct an unclear impression. Important limits need 

to appear in the headline when leaving them out 

would change the basic meaning. 

The need for caution becomes stronger in reports 

that can harm a person or cause public fear. Crime 

reports, health information, legal disputes, 

accidents, family conflicts, and stories involving 

minors often attract high traffic. They also carry a 

higher risk of lasting damage. A headline that 

wrongly connects a person with crime or 

misconduct may remain visible in search results for 

years. A headline that enlarges a health risk may 

affect the choices of many readers before reliable 

information is available. 

Public responsibility does not require news writers 

to avoid difficult or sensitive topics. It requires them 

to present such topics without using uncertainty as 

a source of excitement. When facts are incomplete, 

the headline should show that the event is still being 

checked. When several accounts conflict, it should 

not quietly choose one as the truth. When later 

evidence changes the report, the correction should 

be visible and direct. 

Traffic should be treated as information about 

audience behaviour, not as proof of editorial quality. 

(Molyneux and Coddington; Welbers et al.) A high 

number of clicks may show that a headline attracted 

attention. It does not show why people clicked or 

whether the report helped them understand the 

event. The traffic may come from curiosity created 

by missing information. It may come from anger 

caused by an unfair label. It may also come from 

readers checking whether an extreme headline is 

true. 

News organisations need to distinguish reach from 

trust. Reach can rise quickly after one popular 

report. Trust is built through repeated contact. 

Readers remember when headlines often promise 

more than articles provide. They also notice when a 

news source updates information openly and uses 

careful words during uncertain events. A title that 

gains fewer clicks but gives a fair account may have 

more value than one that performs well for a few 

hours and leaves readers feeling misled. 

The pressure for traffic cannot be placed only on 

individual reporters and editors. Headline choices 
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are shaped by work targets, platform display, 

publication speed, and internal reward systems. 

Staff members may understand the proper 

boundary but find it difficult to keep when their 

work is judged mainly through views and shares. 

News organisations need to make accuracy part of 

daily evaluation, not only a rule mentioned after a 

complaint. 

Editors also need room to make careful decisions. A 

writer may produce a clear headline, but it can be 

changed later by another editor, a platform account, 

or a social media worker. Every version should 

follow the same factual standard. A more dramatic 

title should not be created only for a push 

notification or repost. Readers may never see the 

careful version used on the original page. 

Public responsibility is also connected with 

correction. Mistakes can occur in fast news work, 

especially when information is changing. The 

response to a mistake shows whether traffic or 

factual duty has greater weight. Quietly changing 

the headline may protect the appearance of the news 

organisation, but it does little for readers who saw 

the earlier version. A clear correction gives readers a 

chance to revise their judgment. 

Attracting attention and protecting factual 

standards are not opposing goals. A headline can be 

clear, specific, brief, and readable without turning a 

claim into a fact or a disagreement into a battle. The 

writer can use the importance of the event, the direct 

effect on readers, or a clear new fact as the point of 

interest. This kind of attention comes from 

information rather than distortion. 

Traffic remains part of the working environment of 

online news. It affects topic selection, publication 

timing, headline testing, and platform exposure. It 

should not decide whether an unconfirmed 

accusation can be written as fact, whether a private 

person can be publicly labelled, or whether key 

context can be removed. Those decisions belong to 

the basic standards of news work and should not 

change with the expected number of clicks. 
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