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a b s t r a c t

Our study investigates clickbait e ambiguous misleading headlines, aimed at exploiting
readers’ curiosity gap. Clickbait has two unequally conspicuous interpretations, where the
first interpretation is false with respect to the article content, while the second interpre-
tation is correct content-wise, but considerably less obvious. We aim at identifying lin-
guistic structures and pragmatic mechanisms employed in creating Russian clickbait, as
well as testing the effectiveness of clickbait headlines experimentally. To answer our
research questions, we compiled, annotated and analyzed a corpus of Russian clickbait
headlines, as well as designed and ran an online experiment. We demonstrate that the
main device employed in creating clickbait is a false generalized conversational implica-
ture (GCI), created by flouting Gricean maxims of Quantity, Manner, or Relevance, which is
subsequently canceled by the content of the article. We identify language-specific contexts
conducive to their occurrence, and show how journalists explore semantic, syntactic, and
referential peculiarities of the Russian language to create GCIs inherent in clickbait. Finally,
we demonstrate that not all clickbait headlines are effective: in order to attract clicks,
clickbait must not be obviously false and must increase the potential appeal and impor-
tance of insufficiently engaging news pieces on topics that do not require specialized
knowledge.

© 2022 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Peter Koechley, the co-founder of the Upworthy positive story-telling site, famously said, “We obsess over headlines
because wewant our content to go virald and writing a brilliant headline is the easiest way tomake that happen” (Koechley,
2012). Indeed, many periodicals and online news outlets are famous for their own distinctive headline styles. But what makes
a good headline? A popular handbook by Boduch (2010) states that a good headline should attract attention and be factually
correct.
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Yet, there seem to be different understandings of what entails legitimate ways of attracting attention and what exactly
constitutes correctness. Even legal proceedings sometimes lack clarity. Pasternack (1986) quotes two libel court suits that
returned two opposite verdicts concerning very similar headlines. The first headline, where the decision was in favor of the
plaintiff, is Man Held in Jail Since Fatal Crash in December. The story was a truthful account of judicial proceedings, where the
plaintiff was convicted of criminal negligence in connection with a car accident. The court ruled that the headline disgraced
the plaintiff by aggravating his guilt because its natural interpretation was that he was directly responsible for the death that
occurred during the accident. The second headline, TwoMen Bound to Higher Court in Auto Theft, appeared atop a story about a
car accident inwhich the plaintiffs were injured. Even though the natural interpretation of the headline suggests the plaintiffs
were the perpetrators, the court dismissed the libel complaint. The ruling quoted the content of the story which made clear
that the plaintiffs were not the persons referred to in the headline. Remarkably, in both cases, the decision of the court was
based on the same assumptions, namely that (1) the headline and the article must be read as a unit, and (2) the headline
should be a fair index of the story content.

We suggest that in both headlines, the disparaging information in question had the status of a conversational implicature. It
was not expressed explicitly, but inferred from the headlines. Both headlines contained insufficient information, with gaps
filled by the reader and resulting in unflattering inferences, which were promptly canceled by the content of the article. The
discrepancy in court rulings can be explained by different treatment of the truth status of those conversational implicatures.
The first court considered the “headline-article” unit dishonest, while the second court deemed it fair. Both courts had a valid
rationale behind their rulings. Strictly speaking, misleading implicatures cannot be considered lies because they are not
statements, but cancelable implicit assumptions. On the other hand, implicatures can be very suggestive and as such, they can
certainly produce long-lasting impressions, as noted in Pasternack (1986), W€anke (2007: 250), and W€anke (2013). In lin-
guistics, likewise, there is no single opinion concerning the truth value of conversational implicatures and their impact on the
truth-conditional content of the utterance (Carston, 2004: 5e15; Meibauer, 2005; for full discussion, see Weissman and
Terkourafi, 2019). Thus, Meibauer (2005) is compelled to introduce an extended definition of a lie in order to account for
misleading conversational implicatures, while Weissman and Terkourafi (2019), based on a behavioral experiment, suggest
that they are an intermediate phenomenon between assertive lies and the truth. This unclear status of conversational
implicatures vis-a-vis their truth value allows journalists to create catchy yetmisleading headlines without being held formally
responsible for the discrepancy between expectations suggested by the headline and the actual content of the article.

Possibly for this reason, with the advent of the Internet, this double-edged type of headline was repurposed for wide
distribution on online news outlets. Consider, for example, the headline 70-year-old man sets World Record marathon time,
which creates an expectation of sensational news about a seventy-year old man who beat the world record set by young
men.1 Yet what the article really states is that a man called Gene Dykes from Bala Cynwyd in Pennsylvania set a new record
for men aged 70 to 75. The headline is an example of clickbait. Clickbait headlines promise more than the article actually
delivers: “put simply, it is a headline which tempts the reader to click on the link to the story” (Frampton, 2015). This term is
often applied pejoratively to headlines “which are sensationalised, turn out to be adverts or are simply misleading”
(Frampton, 2015).

For the purposes of our research, we define clickbait as an ambiguous misleading headline, aimed at exploiting the
readers’ curiosity gap (Loewenstein, 1994). They allow two unequally conspicuous interpretations, where the first natural
interpretation is false with respect to the content of the article, while the second interpretation is correct with respect to the
content, but becomes evident only after reading the article.While not exactly false, clickbait is not entirely honest either. Since
two interpretations are available, and the sensational interpretation is cancelable, they are not, strictly speaking, dishonest.
Yet they consciously create false expectations to entice the reader.

The pervasiveness of clickbait and its manipulative nature have created demand for automatic clickbait detection. For
example, in 2014, Facebook called upon programmers to create plugins which could automatically identify and filter out
clickbait from user feeds. Since then, there has beenmuch research aimed at solving this problem (Anand et al., 2016;Wei and
Wan, 2017; Chakraborty et al., 2016; Potthast et al., 2016, among others). Yet, to the best of our knowledge an up-to-date,
effective clickbait-filtering software has yet to be implemented. Among other things, this may be related to the lack of
research about the distinctive linguistic features of clickbait headlines. Psychologically, clickbait has been attributed the
properties of sensationalism, emotionalism, enticement, and dramatization (Molek-Kozakowska, 2013; Blom and Hansen,
2015), yet it is unclear how these characteristics can be formalized for the purposes of automatic computational process-
ing. Current computational research relies on lexical analysis to detect clickbait: thus, certain words (mostly polysemous)
have been demonstrated to occur in clickbait more frequently than in honest headlines (Wei and Wan, 2017). However,
clickbait appears to be based on considerably more universal linguistic mechanisms than the use of certain words, and their
successful detection requires understanding of those mechanisms. To our knowledge, there are no studies that contain
comprehensive linguistic analysis of clickbait headlines.

At the same time, although clickbait is a widespread phenomenon, some studies show that it is not ubiquitous, and its
usage varies across media (Marquez, 1980). Chakraborty et al. (2017) claim that certain readers are repelled by clickbait and
consequently avoid sharing clickbait tweets. This suggests that there are certain limitations to clickbait efficiency, and they are
not always the best strategy to attract the readers’ attention. However, our survey of prior studies reveals no experimental
1 Retrieved from https://www.fox29.com/news/70-year-old-man-sets-world-record-marathon-time.
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studies aimed at identifying these limitations. Therefore, our study, based on the analysis of Russian online media, is aimed at
filling these gaps and investigating linguistic and pragmatic mechanisms employed in creating and interpreting clickbait
headlines, as well as their efficiency.

We have three hypotheses regarding clickbait. First, we surmise that the main device employed in creating false expec-
tations regarding the content of the article is generalized conversational implicature, or GCI (Grice, 1975; Levinson, 2000).
Second, we hypothesize that the curiosity gap exploited in clickbait occurs due to the contradiction between the expectation
introduced by the false GCI and the background knowledge of the readers. Third, we expect to find that clickbait headlines are
not uniformly efficient in attracting clicks and that the readers’ reactions to them are influenced by various pragmatic factors.

We use a number of methods to test our hypotheses, primarily an analysis of the pragmatic mechanisms of clickbait within
the framework of Gricean conversational maxims and implicatures, along with corpus methods. In order to identify the
linguistic structures associated with clickbait, we compiled and annotated a representative corpus of Russian online media
headlines (Sections 2 and 3). Furthermore, our analysis of clickbait efficiency pragmatics required the design and imple-
mentation of an online experiment (Section 4).

2. Corpus of Russian News Headlines

For gaining an accurate insight into the entire range of linguistic devices employed in creating clickbait, as well as into their
use by different media, we created, annotated and analyzed a representative Corpus of Russian News Headlines (available in
our Repository).2

We analyzed headlines from 19 Russian Internet media covering a wide range of political views and orientations, from
conservative to centrist and liberal, from pro-governmental to neutral and oppositional. Our sample is also diverse in scale:
we consider both federal and regional news sources, including extremely popular and relatively unknown media. Finally, our
media sample targets different audiences: younger, middle-aged and older people, well-educated and less-educated readers,
as well as the whole population irrespective of age and education.

The news sources are as follows: lenta.ru, life.ru, NewsVolga, riafan.ru, vesti.ru, Vzglyad, Zhizn, Izvestiya, Kommersant,
MBK media, Mir Novostey, Novaya Gazeta, Provladimir, RBC, Ridus, 47 news, Report€er, TOPNEWS, Bloknot (see Fig. 1).
Fig. 1. News outlets in the Corpus of Russian News Headlines.
The Corpus comprises headlines dating from June 2018 to August 2020. As of now, it contains 1327 headlines. Our
headline sample is balanced with respect to topics (sports, economics, politics, society, etc.), genres (interviews, editorials,
investigative reports, etc.), andnewsprominence (equal proportions of headlines fromfrontpagenewsand the restof the feed).

Each headline in the corpus has a detailed annotation. Metadata include publication date, link to the webpage with the
headline and the article, a broadly defined topic (sports, economics, politics, etc.), and a short summary of the article which
was published under the headline in question. Linguistic annotation evaluates the type of the headline with respect to the
content of the article (honest, clickbait, or dishonest) as well as the linguistic mechanism employed in its creation (for more
details see Section 3). All the headlines have been annotated manually by two independent annotators; if their opinions
differed, a third independent annotator was brought in.

It is important to note that the honesty of a headline is not the same as the veracity of an article. Interestingly, fake news
articles usually have honest headlines: e.g., the headline A Creepy Half Human Half Dog Found at a Village in France at http://
www.viral-next.com does indeed introduce a story about a family of half-human, half-dog creatures. In contrast to honest
headlines, clickbait and dishonest headlines create wrong expectations about the content of the article. Dishonest headlines
create unequivocally wrong expectations with respect to the content of the article. For instance, the headline in (1) tops an
article that says that a Muscovite picnicking in a park was stabbed with a skewer yet survived.

(1)
2 T
work
Moskvi�ca zakololi �sampurom

‘A man from Moscow was stabbed (to death) with a steel skewer’ (lenta.ru, 15.07.2018)
However, the verb zakolot’ explicitly states that the stabbing results in death and, thus, its use is dishonest with respect to
the content of the article. Dishonest headlines are relatively rare and constitute not more than 2% in the corpus, possibly
because they explicitly violate the golden rule of journalism “Do not tell lies”.
he link to our Repository: https://github.com/AlexanderOrloff/Pragmatic-mechanisms-of-manipulation-in-Russian-online-media-how-clickbait-
s-or-does-not-.

93

http://www.viral-next.com
http://www.viral-next.com
https://github.com/AlexanderOrloff/Pragmatic-mechanisms-of-manipulation-in-Russian-online-media-how-clickbait-works-or-does-not-
https://github.com/AlexanderOrloff/Pragmatic-mechanisms-of-manipulation-in-Russian-online-media-how-clickbait-works-or-does-not-


V. Apresjan, A. Orlov Journal of Pragmatics 195 (2022) 91e108
Conversely, clickbait headlines use implicit means to create enhanced expectations about the article content. They have
two unequally conspicuous interpretations, where the first natural interpretation is false with respect to the content of the
article, while the second interpretation is correct with respect to the content, but becomes evident only after reading the
article. Their share in our corpus is considerably larger, 23%.

The proportion of honest vs. clickbait/dishonest headlines varies for different news outlets. In our sample, we
have not found a single outlet totally without misleading headlines, but not one where its share was more than
50% either. The proportion of different headline types for different news outlets is presented in Table 1 in our Repository.
Our statistics demonstrate that the use of clickbait is less frequent in highly reliable news sources (reliability is
calculated based on expert evaluation and quotability). Lower rates of clickbait also correlate with article length: longer
articles tend to be topped by honest headlines. Clickbait mostly occurs in news outlets that tend to publish non-analytical
content or news digests, have low number of quotations and/or are judged by experts as unreliable (Table 2 in the
Repository).
3. The pragmatic mechanisms of creating clickbait headlines

In order to create catchy headlines, journalists employ certain tactics that allow them to grab attention yet still remain on
the right side of the golden rule of journalism (i.e. do not explicitly lie). These principles are fairly universal and broadly
employed in the language of the media. One principle is described as reliance on implicit contextual meanings that are
naturally inferred from an utterance or an image (see McQuarrie and Phillips, 2005 on indirect persuasion in advertising;
Pollay, 1991; Rossiter and Percy, 1983; Tanaka,1994;White,1981 on the use of images in advertising to convey inferences that
cannot be legally verbalized; Díaz P�erez, 2000: 44). The second principle is based on the ambiguity of linguistic expressions,
due to homonymy or polysemy (see Alexander, 1986 on the use of puns and metaphors in headlining; Attardo, 1990, 1993 on
the violation of Gricean maxims in jokes).

Our sample of clickbait headlines yielded examples relying on both these principles. We analyze these principles as
manifestations of one larger universal mechanism based on Gricean conversational implicatures. Conversational implicatures
normally occur in contexts where one or more of Grice's cooperative maxims are violated, i.e. the maxim of Quantity (give as
much information as is needed, no less and no more); the maxim of Quality (be truthful), the maxim of Relevance (say things
that are pertinent to the discussion), or the maxim of Manner (avoid obscurity and ambiguity). Grice (1975) introduced two
types of conversational implicatures, particularized implicatures (PCIs), which are context-specific, and generalized impli-
catures (GCIs), which do not require background knowledge and are “calculable from the use of the words themselves”
(Weissman and Terkourafi, 2019). As demonstrated in Meibauer (2005: 1382), this opposition is important in distinguishing
different types of false implicating, which refers to situations when the speaker “conversationally implicated that q, but
actively believed that not q”.

In our paper, we demonstrate that clickbait headlines are based on false generalized conversational implicatures asso-
ciated with a range of typical linguistic structures.

The distinction between GCIs and PCIs is important in the analysis of headlines because, unlike utterances in other
discourse genres, they are devoid of previous context and are therefore unlikely to contain PCIs. They are interpreted as stand-
alone utterances and are “calculable from the use of the words themselves”. At the same time, the majority of implicature-
based clickbait headlines appeal to certain background knowledge of the readers, which comes into contradiction with the
false inferences implied by GCIs, thus exploiting the readers’ curiosity gap. These GCIs are canceled by the content of the
article, allowing the author to remain technically honest. False inferences from GCIs in clickbait headlines concern certain
fundamental categories, such as quantity, quality, causality, fact, and existence.

We would like to make an important conceptual clarification. While we do not dispute the classical definition of
conversational implicatures as implicit meanings not tied to any particular lexical items (unlike conventional implicatures),
we have nevertheless observed that certain types of conversational implicatures in our headlines sample tend to occur in
particular linguistic conditions. This phenomenon is not unheard of: a well-known case of conversational implicatures
associated with particular language structures are scalar implicatures (Horn, 1972, 1989). They may occur, for example, in the
context of existential quantifiers, such as some in Some students can afford off-campus housing, which implicates ‘Not all
students can afford off-campus housing’. News headlines are a genre which is particularly prone to relying on implicatures
suggested by specific linguistic contexts, possibly because headlines are frequently constructed on the basis of certain pre-
determined templates developed by the news outlets for their authors.

In the next sections, we formulate typical false inferences generated by GCIs that occur in clickbait headlines, examine
different types of linguistic structures associated with those GCIs, and explore pragmatic phenomena underpinning the
interpretation of clickbait.
3.1. False cause-effect inference

Cause-effect GCIs are widely used in headlines. We have encountered a distinct construction type conducive to causal GCIs
both in clickbait and in honest headlines.

Causal GCIs in our sample are triggered by an unexpressed Cause argument of a predicate. Consider the following example:
94
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(2)
3 W
roles

4 W
ne p
Putin nagradil kri�cav�sego “Slava Ukraine” horvata

‘Putin awarded the Croatian soccer player who shouted “Glory to Ukraine”’ (lenta.ru, 15.07.2018)
The headline refers to a much-publicized incident during the FIFAWorld Cup 2018 in Russia. Domagoj Vida, a defender on
the Croatian team, shouted this slogan following the Croatian victory over Russia. In the context of extremely strained re-
lations between Russia and Ukraine, the incident received wide coverage in the press and was heavily commented upon.

What draws attention to this headline? On the one hand, the headline yields the inference that the Croatian player was
awarded for shouting “Glory to Ukraine.” On the other hand, the headline appeals to the readers’ background knowledge and
logic which contradicts this interpretation, thus creating a curiosity gap. The article cancels this interpretation by telling the
reader that the Croatian soccer player Domagoj Vida (who shouted “Glory”) received the award from Putin (as the president of
the hosting country) along with the rest of the Croatian team, for earning silver in the FIFA World Cup.

A meaning that is implicit and cancelable has the status of an implicature. Why does it occur in this headline? This
implicature results from flouting the maxims of Quantity (the headline does not give reason for the award) and Relevance (it
includes information which is not pertinent to the award). The headline contains the verb nagradit’ ‘to award’, which has a
semantic argument of Cause (the reason for the award).3 When this argument is not overtly expressed, as in (1), where no
reason for award is given, the reader is bound to search for explanation elsewhere in the sentence. This explanation is
provided by the attribute ‘shouting “Glory to Ukraine”’ which otherwise appears irrelevant to the utterance.

This implicature is conversational because it is not part of the meaning of any particular lexical item in the headline. It is
generalized rather than particularized because it does not require any background knowledge. It is calculable from the use of
the verb nagradit’ ‘to award’, though it is not part of its meaning. Such implicatures occur with awide range of predicates that
have an argument of Cause (award, punish, pity, be angry at, be grateful to, etc.). A causeeeffect relationship is automatically
implicated when the Cause argument is unexpressed and the sentence contains some otherwise irrelevant or superfluous
elements. At the same time, such GCIs are easily cancellable even within the same utterance, if the Cause argument is
explicitly expressed by a regular causal construction, consider: They awarded the brave officer, implicature ‘for bravery’ vs. They
awarded the brave officer for his long and honorable service.

Causal implicatures of this type are typical for clickbait headlines, but are also widely used in honest headlines. Apart from
leaving a certain curiosity gap, they are preferable to direct statements of cause-effect relations because they are syntactically
more concise, e.g.:

(3)
 Zelenskij raskritikoval ne puskav�sego k nemu ljudej prokurora4
‘(Ukrainian president) Zelensky criticized the interfering prosecutor; lit. the not letting-people-in-to-him prosecutor’ (lenta.ru, 31.07.2019).
Indeed, the article talks about Zelensky's criticism of the Cherkassy (Ukranian city) public prosecutor for preventing
people from attending the meeting with the President.

3.2. False factuality and actuality inferences

False factuality inferences frequently occur in structurally ambiguous constructions with speech verbs. One of the most
popular false factuality headline structures employs the construction X rasskazal ob Y-e ‘X told/spoke/informed about Y.LOC’.
Consider the following headlines:

(4)
 Francija rasskazala ob otmene sankcij ES protiv Rossii
‘France spoke about lifting EU sanctions against Russia’ (lenta.ru, 26.06.2019).
(5)
 Na Ukraine rasskazali o katastrofi�ceskix posledstvijax razru�senija Krymskogo mosta

‘In Ukraine, they spoke about the disastrous consequences of the destruction of the Crimean bridge’ (Vzglyad, 02.10.2019).
The natural interpretation of these headlines is that sanctions have been lifted and that the Crimean bridge was destroyed
with disastrous consequences, which would indeed be sensational news. However, the articles merely speak about the
conditions under which the sanctions may eventually be lifted and the potential consequences if the bridge ever fell, which is
considerably less dramatic.

The inferences generated by the headlines contradict the readers’ background expectations (sanctions are not expected to
be lifted any time soon, while the Crimean bridge is functioning), thus creating a curiosity gap, as specified above.

Yet although misleading, these titles are not entirely dishonest because, in fact, they allow for two readings. The mech-
anism of this ambiguity is as follows. Many Russian speech verbs of communicating information, such as rasskazat’ ‘to tell/to
speak about’, distinguish between two different semantic and syntactic arguments, Topic and Content:

(6)
 �Cto on rasskazal tebe o Ma�se?
‘What (Content) did he tell you about Masha (Topic)?’
e partly rely on Dowty's understanding of thematic roles and argument selection (Dowty, 1991), with certain additions to the inventory of semantic
suggested in (Apresjan, 2010: 370e377).
ith the Cause argument explicitly expressed, the Russian sentence becomes syntactically more complex: Zelenskij raskritikoval prokurora za to, �cto tot

uskal k nemu ljudej ‘Zelensky criticized the prosecutor for the fact that the latter did not let people in to see him’.
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Topic is always expressed by a locative PP with o ‘about’, whereas Content can be expressed by �cto ‘that’ construction or by
a locative PP with o ‘about.’ When both Topic and Content are expressed by a locative PP, they cannot occur in a sentence
simultaneously. Thus, potentially, a single locative PP with a speech verb is ambiguous between Topic and Content in-
terpretations. Usually, non-verbal nouns are understood as Topic, whereas verbal nouns are understood as Content:

(7)
5 A
6 I

Apre
7 N
On rasskazal nam o Ma�se

‘He told us (something) about Masha (Topic)’
(8)
 On rasskazal nam o priezde Ma�si

‘He told us about Masha's arrival (Content)’ ¼ ‘He told us that Masha had arrived’
However, (8) can be re-interpreted as Topic because one can inquire about the details, which would then constitute the
Content argument:

(9)
 �Cto on rasskazal o Ma�sinom priezde?
‘What (Content) did he say about Masha's arrival (Topic)?’
Clickbait headlines that contain speech verbs and locative PPs with verbal nouns explore this potential ambiguity. The
reader naturally interprets locative PPs with verbal nouns as expressions of Content argument, and, thus, reports of inter-
esting or sensational facts (such as the lifting of sanctions). However, such headlines frequently top articles that talk about the
impossibility or conditionality of situations mentioned in the headlines, cancelling the initial interpretation. Therefore, this
type of clickbait flouts the maxim of Manner (by using an ambiguous construction) and thus creates a GCI, false in the case of
clickbait.

At the same time, the construction X rasskazal ob Y-e ‘X told about Y.LOC’ is frequently used in honest headlines, where the
PP is correctly interpreted as Content, consider:

(10)
n
s

Klimkin rasskazal o ljubvi Borisa D�zonsona k kotletam po-kievski

‘Klimkin spoke about Boris Johnson's love for chicken Kiev’ (lenta.ru, 30.07.2019)
The article communicates that Ukraine's Minister of Foreign Affairs Klimkin treated Boris Johnson to chicken Kiev which
the latter loved, thus confirming the GCI contained in the headline. Verbal nouns may be preferred in headlines over full
propositions for stylistic reasons: they sound more concise and energetic.5

Certain verbal nouns in this construction may create another special type of false inference, namely, the inference of
actuality. Consider the following headline about the former Olympic champion in figure skating Alina Zagitova:

(11)
 Zagitova rasskazala ob uxode iz figurnogo katanija v drugoj vid sporta
‘Zagitova spoke about having left/leaving figure skating for another sport’ (versia.ru, 29.07.2019).
(11) is naturally interpreted as referring to either an upcoming or recent change in Zagitova's career, i.e., about a change
that has an immediate effect on the current situation. As in other clickbait headlines, this inference clashes with the readers'
background knowledge of Zagitova's profession, prompting a curiosity gap. Yet what the article really states is different: the
figure skater says that in her life there was an episode when she temporarily switched to another sport when her mother
transferred her to gymnastics at the age of six. However, after the girl had expressed her dismay, she was able to return to
figure skating, which is her current occupation.

The false actuality GCI occurs as a result of flouting the maxim of Relevance: we presume that the event referred to in the
headline retains its relevance at the current moment; otherwise, why would it be spoken about? Obviously, it is used to
exaggerate the importance of the news content.

Actuality implicatures trivially arise in Russian perfective verbs (as well as their derivative nouns) and are easily
cancellable6:

(12)
 On
s our
Bog
jan's
orma
otkryl
anonymous rev
uslavsky (2018:3
(2009:540) defi
lly, action with
okno

He
 open.PST.PERF
 window

‘He opened the window’ (implicature: ‘The window is open’)
(13)
 On
 otkryl
 okno
iewer sug
9), the im
nition of ‘
an annulle
i

gested
plicatu
weak
d resu
zakryl7
He
 open.PST.PERF
 window
 and
 close.PST.PERF

‘He opened the window and closed it’
Uxod ‘leaving, departure’ is a change-of-state perfective noun and thus triggers a false GCI of actuality in the construction
rasskazat’ ob uxode ‘to tell about leaving’.
, the reason may not only be stylistic: generally, headlines tend to avoid commas.
re of a fully achieved result in Russian telic perfective verbs is described as slabyj smysl ‘weak sense’, following
senses’ as semantic components cancelable under certain conditions.
lt is expressed in Russian by past imperfective: On otkryval okno ‘He opened (and then closed) the window’.
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3.3. False universality inference

Universal quantitative inferences are usually prompted by GCIs in headlines with generic plural NPs without quantifiers,
such as.

(14)
8 S
Rossijane perestanut sdavat’ pokazanija s�c€et�cikov

‘Russians will stop supplying meter readings’ (iz.ru, 12.09.2018).
The headline refers to the fact that in order to be billed for the correct amounts of water, electricity, and gas, people have to
supply their meter readings to the appropriate institutions. Its natural interpretation is that all Russians or the majority of the
Russians would stop doing that from 2018 onwards, whichwould be awelcome piece of news, yet one that runs counter to the
readers' experience, again exploiting the curiosity gap. However, the article upsets this expectation: the headline refers only
to the occupants of new buildings, which will be equipped with systems of automatic meter-reading, and thus to a very small
fraction of Russians. An honest headline would read as ‘Tenants of new buildings won't have to supply meter readings,’which
would be only moderately interesting to a general reader.

This GCI is a classic example of a regular scalar implicature that occurs when themaxim of Quantity is violated (in this case,
information about the exact subset of a larger set is missing). Such GCIs also occur in headlines with collective nouns:

(15)
 Zapad priznal, �cto izoljacija Rossii provalilas'
‘The West admitted that Russia's isolation has failed’ (topcor.ru, 11.12.2018).
The natural reading of this headline is that all or many of Western countries do not consider Russian isolation a successful
strategy (a major piece of news), whereas in fact the quoted article refers to a single opinion expressed in the newspaper The
Financial Times (much less dramatic).

Such implicatures are a fairly frequent device in creating clickbait. They are based on a very simple structure: X's are Y's or X
is Y (if X is a collective noun). They explore a universal property of generic and collective NPs to refer, in the absence of
determiners or quantifiers, to a class, set or object as awhole. Yet this universal or near-universal interpretation has the status
of an implicature because it can easily be cancelled:My students help me (implicature ‘all of my students’) vs.My students help
me, but not all of them.8

Scalar implicatures are a popular manipulative device because they allow journalists to exaggerate without lying. Similar
scalar implicatures occur in certain locative contexts; e.g. the headline V Norvegii priznali pravo Kryma vernut'sja v sostav Rossii
‘In Norway, they acknowledged the right of the Crimea to reintegrate into Russia’ (lenta.ru, 16.03.2021) titles the article about
the opinion of a single Norwegian politician, while creating an expectation of universality.

Scalar implicatures are not impossible in honest headlines:

(16)
 Po�cemu oppozicionerov ne pustili na vybory v Mosgordumu
‘Why haven't dissenters/opposition politicians been registered for the elections to the Moscow City Duma’ (RBC, 13.07.2019)
The article indeed refers to the majority of the opposition candidates, thus confirming the expectation of universality.
Interestingly though, it appears that GCIs of this type are more frequently employed in creating clickbait rather than

honest headlines, i.e. structures with generic NPs without numerals often top articles that inform about small rather than
large numbers of set members. In a sample of 100 headlines from lenta.ru and Ridus, 77 headlines with this structure were
clickbait, and only 23 were honest (Table 3 in the Repository). Articles that contain information about large numbers usually
have more explicit headlines, especially if precise quantities or percentages can be provided: bol'�sinstvo rossijan ‘most Rus-
sians,’ polovina moskvi�cej ‘half of Muscovites,’ 75 procentov �zitelej ‘75 per cent of the residents.’

3.4. False quality inference

False quality inferences in our headline sample are mostly represented by the structure X zagovoril po-russki ‘X started
speaking Russian.’ Consider the following headline with this construction:

(17)
 Ronaldu zagovoril po-russki
‘Ronaldo switched to speaking Russian’ (lenta.ru, 29.09.2018)
The natural reading of this headline implies free-flowing speech and, thus, a fairly high level of language mastery.
However, this (fairly sensational) interpretation is canceled by the content of the article, which states that the famous football
player only spoke several words in Russian in his Instagram live stream: Spokojnoj no�ci, Rossija ‘Good night, Russia’ and Davaj,
davaj ‘Go ahead’.

This template is regularly employed in clickbait headlines about foreign celebrities, because it creates sensational ex-
pectations that are contrary to the readers’ common sense. Consider the following headlines about “Russian skills” of other
famous athletes:

(18)
 V Moskve Tajson u�s€el ot OMONa i zagovoril po-russki
‘Tyson escaped from riot police and switched to speaking Russian in Moscow’ (lenta.ru, 06.09.2005) (Mike Tyson actually asked Nalevo? ‘To the left?’)
ee McCawley (1981: 264) on the interpretational differences between generic NPs and NPs with a universal quantifier.
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(19)
9 O
of the
(impl
Brazil'skij futbolist priexal v Rossiju i zagovoril po-russki

‘A Brazilian soccer player arrived in Russia and switched to speaking Russian’ (press.lv, 03.20.2018) (about Carlos Casemiro, who used the words
‘vodka’ and ‘borshch’)
The implicature of good quality arises as a result of flouting the maxim of Quantity: the headlines do not specify the degree
of language mastery. Such GCIs regularly arise in several semantic classes of Russian predicates. They comprise denotations of
skills and competences,9 such as umet’ ‘to know how to do smth.’, vladet’ ‘to have mastery of,’ razbirat'sja ‘to know about
smth.,’ znat’ ‘to know,’ soobra�zat' ‘to think (straight),’ govorit’ po-ispanski ‘to speak Spanish.’ When used without a modifier,
these verbs are naturally interpretedwith positive assessment znat’ russkij ‘to knowRussian (well)’, govorit’ po-russki ‘to speak
Russian (well)’. However, this good quality implicature can be cancelled by a negative modifier ploxo: ploxo znat’ ‘to know
badly’, ploxo govorit’ ‘to speak badly’.

Another class of verbs that trigger GCIs of positive assessment are verbs denoting evaluation. Consider the following
example:

(20)
 Rossija ocenila ideju snjat' fil'm ob otravlenii Skripalej
‘Russia assessed/evaluated/appreciated the idea to make a movie about the Skripals’ poisoning’ (lenta.ru, 04.11.2019)
In the absence of modifiers, the verb ocenit' ‘to evaluate’ is understood as ‘evaluate highly, appreciate’: ‘Russia appreciated
the idea of filming the story of the Skripals’ poisoning’. This understanding comes across as deliberately provocative to anyone
with the necessary background knowledge, and is certainly not true with respect to the article, which quotes numerous
concerns on the Russian part about the potential film. However, the headline does not lie: the positive meaning in ocenit' is an
implicature and is cancelled by a negative adverb: nizko/otricatel'no ocenit' ‘evaluate negatively, look unfavorably’.

3.5. False referential inference

Quite a regular device of creating a more sensational headline than is warranted by the actual content of the article, is
referential ambiguity. We discovered two main types of clickbait headlines that explore referential ambiguity. One type of
referentially ambiguous clickbait headlines occurs with verbs and constructions denoting termination. Consider the following
headline:

(21)
 V Rossii perestanut prodavat' povarennuju sol'
‘They will stop selling table salt in Russia’ (mir24.tv, 08.02.2018).
The natural expectation about the content of the article is that salt will become unavailable in Russian shops. However, the
real content is much less dramatic: the product will change its name. According to a new law, salt that is sold in shops, will be
called pi�s�cevaja sol' ‘edible salt’, and not povarennaja sol' ‘table salt’.

This type of clickbait explores referential ambiguity of the NP povarennaja sol’ ‘table salt.’ It can be interpreted either
referentially, and denote a class of objects, or as an autonym (self-referring expression), and thus introduce the name of an
object. The NP is naturally interpreted referentially, resulting in the sensational information that salt will disappear from the
shops. However, the interpretation that is truewith respect to the content of the utterance is self-reference: the article merely
talks about changing the labels.

Potentially, any proper name or product name is ambiguous between autonymous vs. referential reading, with strong
preference for the latter. False GCIs occur in these contexts as a result of flouting the maxims of Manner and Quantity by failing
to use quotation marks or otherwise marking that the headline talks about names and not about real-life objects. A curiosity
gap is created by the information about sudden and improbable disappearances of familiar and important objects, vaguely
hinting at disasters, or drastic social and economic changes.

Referentiality vs. autonymy ambiguity is usually explored in headlines of the articles about different kinds of renaming and
rebranding; the headlines often have the form X-a bol'�se net ‘X is no more.’ Consider one more typical example:

(22)
 Astany bol'�se net: v �eto nikto ne veril do konca
‘Astana is no more: no one believed in it until the end’ (znaj.ua, 23.03.2019)
The headline references the fact that the capital of Kazakhstan, Astana, has been renamed “Nur-Sultan”, although
ostensibly the headline talks about the disappearance of the city.

This type of construction can be used honestly when it refers to the disappearance of actual objects rather than to their
renaming, as in the following headline:

(23)
 V Rossii bol'�se net vnutrisetevogo rouminga
‘Russia ends domestic roaming; lit. There is no more domestic roaming in Russia’ (vedomosti.ru, 09.08.2018)
The headline in (23) is honest and refers to the actual elimination of roaming charges on the territory of the Russian
Federation.
ur notion of false quality GCIs is similar to Apresjan's notion of a ‘weak sense’ (Apresjan, 2009:540): “such a semantic component in the assertive part
meaning of a lexeme, which is cancelled by contradicting semantic components expressed by a separate lexeme” (our translation), as in He has taste
icature ‘good taste’), but canceled in He has bad taste.
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Another type of clickbait based on false reference occurs in the absence of possessive expressions (personal pronouns or
genitive NPs) required to establish unambiguous denotation. Consider the following example:

(24)
10 B
Desjatki passa�zirov vygnali iz samol€eta iz-za vesa

‘Dozens of passengers were kicked out of the plane because of (excess) weight’ (lenta.ru, 30.07.2018)
The syntactically natural interpretation involves kicking out passengers because of their excessive weight (a major and
unusual occurrence), while the readers' background expectations suggest that such a flagrant act of discrimination is unlikely.
The article speaks about excessive weight of the plane which resulted in disembarking the passengers, thus disproving the
false inference. In fact, the NP ‘weight’ is referentially ambiguous between ‘passengers’ and ‘plane’. In the absence of a
possessive pronoun ego (‘its’), ‘weight’ is interpreted as co-referring with ‘dozens of passengers’. Therefore, false GCI occurs as
a result of flouting the maxim of Quantity. This type of clickbait explores the well-known fact of Russian language, namely, the
absence of possessive expressions in contexts where co-reference is easily established, e.g. On ljubit mamu ‘He loves Mom’¼>
‘He loves his Mom.’

3.6. Other types of false inferences

Sometimes headlines use lexical ambiguity to create a second, more interesting understanding, than the onewhich is true
with respect to the article. Consider the following headline:

(25)
 Kirkorov i Pugach€eva vossoedinilis' posle razvoda
‘Kirkorov and Pugacheva reunited after their divorce’ (Mir Novostej, 26.08.2019)
It concerns two Russian pop-singers that were at some point married yet later divorced. The first understanding of this
headline, which contradicts the background knowledge of the readers and invokes the curiosity gap, is that they have for
some reason got back together or even re-married. However, the article cancels that reading, as it only states that the two exes
met at some musical festival.

The clickbait explores the polysemy of the Russianword vossoedinit'sja, which can mean either ‘to re-establish relations of
unity’ or ‘to start being in the same space again’. The first meaning is preferred by the reader because it is more frequent,
additionally actualized by a reference to the previous divorce and generally refers to a more unusual and interesting event.
This false inference is triggered by the implicature, which results from flouting the maxims of Manner and Quantity by using a
lexically ambiguous expression and failing to introduce a modifier to facilitate disambiguation, such as ‘briefly re-united at a
festival’.

Generally, in headlines exploiting lexical ambiguity, the readers prefer interpretations based on more central meanings or
usages of polysemous words. It is impossible to classify all the potential resulting GCIs, but they tend to refer to unusual or
important events and situations. However, the true readings are usually based on more marginal meanings that invoke less
interesting interpretations. Wordplay, as presented in the example above, is a fairly rare device of creating clickbait. Although
this wordplay explores lexical ambiguity, we do not consider it pun-based. Pun-based headlines normally hint at two in-
terpretations simultaneously and aim at humorous effect. Although puns are very popular in headlines and titles (Alexander,
1986; Tanaka, 1994; Van Mulken et al., 2005), they do not intend to mislead and therefore are not employed in clickbait.

On the whole, our corpus study confirmed both our hypotheses regarding the mechanisms of clickbait formation and
interpretation. First, all the clickbait headlines in our corpus (their total number is 309) are indeed based on GCIs, sometimes of
more than one type. The distribution of the inference types is as follows10: cause-effect (36, or 11.6%), factuality (26, or 8.4%),
actuality (65, or 21%), universality (72, or 23.3%), quality (27, or 8.7%), referentiality (52, or 16.8%), other inferences (171, or
55.3%). Second, all the clickbait headlines explore a curiosity gap prompted by a contradiction between derived inferences and
the readers’ background expectations, which are based either on some well-publicized facts or on common sense reasoning.

Overall, the pragmatic mechanisms exploited in clickbait (GCIs resulting from flouting Gricean maxims) serve to hint at
considerably more impactful events than the ones actually reported in the articles. At the same time, the dramatic increase in
impact may undermine the credibility of clickbait, since such headlines contradict the background knowledge and natural
expectations of the readers. Thus, clickbait headlines are to an extent controversial: they pique the readers’ curiosity by their
promise to reveal something momentous and unexpected, but they also might avert the readers by their insufficient credibility.
The next question, therefore, is: are they effective, i.e. do they serve their primary purpose of actually increasing the clicks?

4. Are clickbait headlines effective?

In order to assess whether clickbait headlines do indeedwork and add popularity to the headlines, we conducted an online
experiment which included different types of headlines, both honest and clickbait, and checked their clickability. Our hy-
pothesis was that clickbait headlines are not uniformly efficient in attracting clicks and that the readers’ reactions to them are
influenced by various pragmatic factors.

The set-up of the experiment is described below.
ecause each headline can employ more than one GCI, the total sum is more than 309.
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4.1. The set-up of the experiment

4.1.1. Participants
Our online experiment was conducted via Toloka, an application on the largest Russian search engine Yandex (https://

toloka.yandex.com/). It allows users to conduct online field surveys formulated as different kinds of assignments. The total
number of our research subjects was 2010. Out of this number, we selected 1140 participants who successfully completed all
the filler tasks in the experiment.

The age of our respondents ranged from 18 to over 50, with the following distribution of age groups (Chart 1).
Chart 1. Respondents' age.
Most of our respondents had a university degree, with much smaller fractions ranging from “only high school” to “uni-
versity student” and “vocational school” (Chart 2).
Chart 2. Respondents' education.
In terms of gender, our participants break into almost equal parts, with men slightly outnumbering women (Chart 3).
Chart 3. Respondents' gender.
4.1.2. Experiment design
We selected ten different pieces of news, two in each of the following broad news topics e Politics, Celebrities/Beauty,

Society, Incidents, and Sports. Each of the news pieces was represented by one honest headline and one clickbait. Clickbait
headlines contain different types of false GCIs resulting from flouting different Gricean maxims.

We prepared two sets of stimuli for two equal subgroups of respondents. Each set contained ten headlines, five honest and
five clickbait, as well as a filler task. The participants were presented with five headlines on the page (two pages total) and
asked to check the headlines that theywould click if encountered in a news outlet. They could also choose the option “I would
not click any”. The filler task (on a separate page and in the same format) asked respondents to select, from a list of five, the
headlines that contained the names of winter months. The filler task was the same for both sets of stimuli.

Each news piece was used in the experiment twice: once in the first set of stimuli, another in the second set of stimuli. If it
appeared in the form of an honest headline in the first set, it appeared in the form of a clickbait in the second.

For example, in the category “Incidents”, we had two pieces of news. The first referred to a flight delayed by an excessively
heavy airplane; in order to facilitate the takeoff, the crew had to unload several pieces of luggage and disembark several
passengers. The honest headline, presented in the second set, was.

(26)
 Samol€et American airlines ne smog vzletet’ iz-za perevesa baga�za
‘American Airlines plane could not take off because of excess baggage’
The clickbait headline, included in the first set, was.
(27)
 Pilot American Airlines vygnal 3 �zen�s�cin iz samol€eta iz-za li�snego vesa

‘American Airlines pilot kicked out 3 women because of excessive weight’.
It contains a false referential inference (Section 3.5).
Both sets of stimuli are presented in Section 4.2.
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4.2. Results and discussion

The total number of clicks for clickbait headlines in our experiment is 1908, while for honest headlines it is 1454. We used
chi-squared test in R (R Core Team, 2016), to estimate the significance of this differencewith the null hypothesis that the number
of clicks will be equal for clickbait and honest headlines. On the whole, clickbait headlines significantly exceed honest headlines
in clickability, p< 0.00001. Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected. However, although generally clickbait headlines improve
clickability, they are not always preferred over honest headlines. In two out of ten pairs there were no significant differences
between clickbait and honest headlines, and in three cases, honest headlines gained significantlymore clicks (see Table 1). In the
following paragraphs, we consider the reasons why in some cases, clickbait may be a failing strategy.
Table 1
Total number of clicks for each piece of news.

the EU’s sanctions 

lifting EU’s sanctions 

Festival “Zhara” 
The total number of clicks for each news piece is represented in Table 1 in the Repository, which we reproduce here (we
provide English translations of the actual Russian headlines; the Russian originals are in Appendix 1). We used chi-squared
test to estimate differences in clickability for individual pairs of headlines (clickbait vs. honest). We used the total number of
people who saw the headline as a base for comparison. In this experiment, the p-value was set at p < 0.05. The numbers in
bold mark statistically significant differences in the number of clicks between honest headlines and clickbait for the same
pieces of news; the headlines in colors are the ones that were largely preferred over their counterparts. Green cells are
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successful honest headlines; pink cells are successful clickbait headlines. For each clickbait we specify the flouted maxim and
the type of a false GCI. Detailed statistics for each pair of stimuli are provided in Appendix 2.

Why are some clickbait headlines successful, and others not? Judging from the data, the success of a clickbait is not
determined by its pragmatic mechanism, i.e. the type of the flouted maxim and the resulting GCI. We contend that there
are broader pragmatic factors at play which influence the attractiveness of a news piece to the reader. They are specified
below.

First, the number of clicks appears to be influenced by the interest that the topic presents to the public. News about
celebrities or news about universally important topics, such as life, death, everyday life generally score higher than news
about lesser-known political figures or minor political, scientific, or social events. This means that the topic of a piece of
news has to be (1) relevant to a sufficiently large audience (broad appeal) and (2) be sufficiently impactful (importance).
Thus, if an honest headline commands sufficient audience and importance, its clickbait version does not generally enhance
the number of clicks for the piece of news. Moreover, clickbait headlines can reduce the number of clicks by being too
obviously untrue. However, if the clickbait allows the piece of news to be “promoted” to a larger audience and/or impor-
tance level, it is likely to increase the number of clicks; the effects of each clickbait headline are listed in Table 1. Below we
provide several examples.

The following headlines refer to the topic which is fairly sensitive to a large chunk of the Russian population, namely,
Western sanctions:

(28)
 Francija ne isklju�caet vozmo�znost' otmeny sankcij ES protiv Rossii
‘France does not exclude the possibility of lifting the EU's sanctions against Russia’ (honest)
(29)
 Francija rasskazala ob otmene sankcij ES protiv Rossii

‘France spoke about lifting EU's sanctions against Russia’ (clickbait)
Compared to (29), (28) increases the importance of the event by hinting at its factual status. However, the initial level of
importance (possibility of lifting the sanctions) is already fairly high, and in a way, there is little room for improvement: the
clickbait enhances the number of clicks only slightly (261 clicks on honest, 289 clicks on dishonest).

The following headlines illustrate an appeal to an evenmore universally relevant topic (death), additionally spiced upwith
exotic flavor (China for Russian readers):

(30)
 V Kitae vved€en zapret na poxorony v grobax
‘They banned burying people in coffins in China’ (honest)
(31)
 V Kitae vved€en zapret na poxorony umer�six

‘They banned burying the dead in China’ (clickbait)
The clickbait contains false GCIs resulting from lexical polysemy. Russian pohorony ‘burial, funeral, interment’ may refer
either to the entire send-off ceremony, including all the rituals and burying or burning the body (preferred interpretation), or
just to the interment, or burying in the ground (interpretation correct with respect to the article).

Both headlines received a higher-than-average number of clicks, with slight but statistically significant preference of the
honest headline (289 clicks for honest vs. 235 clicks for clickbait). This differencemay be due to the fact that the clickbait is too
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obviously implausible. Also, the honest headline might generate additional interest due to potentially contrastive reading of v
grobax ‘in coffins’: they banned burying in coffins and insist on burying in something else. The reader may become curious to
the alternative ways of burial.

Another example of an annoyingly obvious clickbait that fails to serve its purpose is the following:

(32)
 Kri�stianu Ronaldu zagovoril po-russki posle �CM-2018
‘Cristiano Ronaldo started speaking Russian after FIFA WC-2018’
It is so transparently unrealistic that it fails to impress. It only has 118 clicks, compared to its honest counterpart, which
draws 197 clicks, apparently due to Ronaldo's celebrity status:

(33)
 Kri�stianu Ronaldu ostavil po�zelanie na russkom dlja svoix fanatov v Instagram
‘Cristiano Ronaldo posted his best wishes in Russian for his fans on Instagram ’
On the other hand, when a clickbait is not glaringly false (though not exactly credible either) and increases the potential
audience and/or impact of a piece of news, it is effective.

The following clickbait headline is about another soccer player, a famous Russian forward Artyom Dzyuba who scored
many goals at FIFA-2018. It is twice as popular as its honest counterpart:

(34)
 Futbolist Dzjuba prokommentiroval svoj otkaz ot rossijskogo gra�zdanstva v pol'zu amerikanskogo
‘Soccer player Dzyuba commented on his renunciation of Russian citizenship in favor of American (citizenship)’ (clickbait)
The headline is interpreted as an indication of the factual status of Dzyuba's change of citizenship from Russian to
American. However, as the following honest headline demonstrates, Dzuyba has not only kept his Russian citizenship, but
would not even consider ever changing it:

(35)
 “Ja ne mogu predstavit’ togo, �ctoby ja u�s€el igrat’ v sbornuju drugoj strany.” Interv'ju s Art€emom Dzjuboj.
‘“I cannot imagine playing for another country's team”. Interview with Artyom Dzyuba’ (honest)
Why does it work? First, Dzyuba's celebrity status creates a certain level of initial interest, which the clickbait exploits by
adding importance to the event in question: changing one's citizenship is a major event.

Second, the headline is not obviously false: it is not unheard of to change one's citizenship to play for another country, yet
it comes as something unexpected, piquing the readers' curiosity. And third, the majority of headlines with such structure are
honest, and this particular form ‘X commented on Y’ is fairly frequent.

Sometimes, clickbait headlines boost both the importance and the potential audience size. Consider, for example, the
following pair of headlines:

(36)
 Immigranty rasska�zut moskvi�cam o tom, kak mo�zno besplatno ezdit’ na ob�s�cestvennom transporte i gde snimat’ kvartiry de�sevle vsego
‘Immigrants will tell the Muscovites how to use public transportation for free and where to rent the cheapest flats’ (honest)
(37)
 Rossijan nau�cat ezdit' besplatno na ob�s�cestvennom transporte

‘Russians will be taught how to use public transportation for free’ (clickbait)
The first headline appeals to a smaller audience (mainly Muscovites) than the second one and has a lower level of impact
(Muscovites will receive information about how certain people avoid paying for transportation and rent cheap apartments).
The second headline targets a wider audience (all Russians) and has a higher impact level (the Russians will gain the skill of
using transportation for free). Consequently, the proportion of clicks is four times as high for the clickbait (102 : 427 clicks).

On the other hand, the number of clicks for highly specialized topics or topics requiring special knowledge generally
cannot be enhanced by the use of clickbait strategies. For example, both headlines about the Russian politician Valentina
Matvienko (incumbent Chair of the Russian Federation Council) collected a roughly equal (and relatively low) number of
clicks.

(38)
 Matvienko vs€e �ze soglasilas' stat' gubernatorom Peterburga. Bol�soe interv'ju
‘Matvienko after all agreed to become the governor of Saint-Petersburg. Big interview’ (honest)
(39)
 Matvienko rasskazala ob otkaze Putinu i vspomnila o lu�c�six godax �zizni

‘Matvienko spoke about her refusal to/rejection of Putin and recalled the best years of her life’ (clickbait)
The clickbait headline flouts themaxim of Manner. It explores the lexical polysemy of the word otkaz ‘refusal, rejection’ by
hinting (wrongly) at a rejection of a marital proposition from President Putin, while the article actually reports his offer of a
governor's post, not of his hand and heart. The headline also contains a false inference of actuality (Section 3.2) implying that
the rejection was final, whereas in fact, the article states that after several refusals, Matvienko did accept the offered post.
However, the curiosity gap created by these false inferences is insufficient to save the day because Matvienko obviously does
not have enough pull as the main topic of the article. Although a federal level politician, she is not a real shaker and mover of
the Russian politics. The audience who might be interested in the news about Matvienko is fairly narrow, and sufficiently
informed not to fall prey to the clickbait.

Our hypothesis regarding the unequal efficiency of clickbait in different cases was, on the whole, confirmed. Under certain
pragmatic circumstances, clickbait headlines do indeed significantly increase clickability, and on the whole, clickbait head-
lines draw more clicks than honest ones. This result echoes the statistical data provided by traffic-analysis platforms (Table 5
in the Repository) that demonstrate that the use of clickbait is correlated with more pageviews per visit and longer times
spent on the news website. Clickbait headlines are most effective when they promote a piece of news to a higher level of
importance, either by increasing the audience or the potential impact, or both.
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However, our experiment also demonstrates that if a piece of news addresses a topic which already has a broad appeal and
is sufficiently important, it will not benefit from clickbait. Likewise, clickbait headlines heading news pieces that target
narrow audiences with specialized knowledge do not enhance clickability. Moreover, in both cases, a glaringly unbelievable
headline can reduce the number of clicks.

5. Conclusion

The goal of our study was to identify linguistic structures and pragmatic mechanisms employed in creating clickbait in
Russian online media, as well as test the effectiveness of clickbait headlines experimentally. We compiled, annotated and
analyzed a corpus of Russian clickbait headlines, with the total of 1327 headlines from19 Russian online news outlets.We also
designed and ran an online experiment with 2010 participants.

Our key novel finding is that the main device employed in creating clickbait is false generalized conversational impli-
cature, resulting from flouting Gricean maxims of Quantity, Manner, or Relevance, which is canceled by the content of the
article. The main types of false GCIs that we discovered in our dataset are associated with particular linguistic structures,
which can be useful in automatic detection of clickbait headlines. Thus, we demonstrated that clickbait headlines are based
not only on particular lexical items, but on greater chunks of text, and considerably expanded the range of clickbait markers
currently available in computational research of headlines (Anand et al., 2016; Wei and Wan, 2017; Chakraborty et al., 2016;
Potthast et al., 2016). We also showed that the curiosity gap essential to the clickbait headlines in our dataset exploits the
contradiction between the false expectations introduced by the GCIs and the background knowledge or expectations of the
readers. In this respect, we were able to formalize certain intuitions about the emotional impact of the clickbait, previously
voiced in psychological research on clickbait (Molek-Kozakowska, 2013; Blom and Hansen, 2015). Finally, we evaluated the
effectiveness of clickbait and showed that in order to attract clicks, they have to satisfy certain pragmatic requirements. While
not exactly credible, effective clickbait headlines must not be obviously false and must work to increase the audience and
importance of insufficiently interesting news pieces on topics that do not require specialized knowledge and thus possess
potential universal appeal. Therefore, we provided experimental explanation to the fact, noted in (Marquez, 1980;
Chakraborty et al., 2017) that clickbait, although pervasive, is not omnipresent: in many situations, an honest headline is a
much better strategy in winning over the reader.

Additionally, our study contributes to the general understanding of the phenomenon of false implicature. The use of false
implicature as a textual device has not been studied outside of jokes or stand-alone utterances (Meibauer, 2005). We have
demonstrated that false implicatures are a principal manipulative device in the genre of clickbait headlines. We have not
encountered a single outlet that avoids clickbait altogether, which suggests its relative acceptability. This is probably due to
the mixed truth status of false implicatures. Provided they are cancelled by the further context (i.e., by the news piece they
top), they do not explicitly violate the golden rule of journalism not to lie.

Our study has certain natural limitations: our findings are based on the Russian data, and are, therefore, not immediately
generalizable on the typological level, either linguistically or culturally. Future research might address the mechanisms of
clickbait headlines in other languages. Our expectations are that the pragmatic, implicature-based nature of the clickbaitmight
prove fairly universal, yet the specific linguistic structures conducive to the occurrence of GCIs will partly vary across different
languages. Also, we expect that the actual media usage of clickbait headlines vs. honest headlines might be culturally deter-
mined. While we have not yet conducted any extensive research into this issue, we have compiled a mini-corpus of English-
language headlines based on American online news outlets. Our preliminary observations on American headlines tend to
support the suggested implicature-based structure of clickbait headlines, but argue theirmuch lowerusage, as compared to the
Russianmedia. Thus, clickbait headlines in other languages and cultures remain a promising avenue for future research.
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Appendix 1. Stimuli
Politics Honest: Francija ne isklju�caet vozmo�znost' otmeny sankcij ES
protiv Rossii ‘France does not exclude the possibility of
lifting the EU’s sanctions against Russia’

Honest: Matvienko vs€e �ze soglasilas' stat' gubernatorom
Peterburga. Bol�soe interv'ju ‘Matvienko after all agreed to
become the Mayor/Administrator of Saint-Petersburg. Big
interview’

Clickbait: Francija rasskazala ob otmene sankcij ES protiv
Rossii ‘France told about lifting EU’s sanctions against Russia’

Clickbait: Matvienko rasskazala ob otkaze Putinu i vspomnila
o lu�c�six godax �zizni ‘Matvienko told about her refusal to
Putin and recalled the best years of her life’

Celebrities/Popular Art Honest: Festival' “�Zara” priglasil k sebe i Puga�covu, i Kirkorova
‘Festival “Zhara” invited both Pugachova and Kirkorov’

Honest: Brazilskaja model' na�sla bystryj sposob vizual'no
uveli�cit' svoju grud' ‘Brazilian model found a quick way to
visually enlarge her breasts’

Clickbait: Puga�cova i Kirkorov vossoedinilis' posle razvoda
‘Pugacheva and Kirkorov reunited/ came together again
after their divorce’

Clickbait: Model' iz Brazilii otkryla novyj sposob
bezboleznennogo uveli�cenija grudi ‘Model from Brazil
discovered a new way of painless breast enlargement’

Society Honest: V Kitae vved€en zapret na poxorony v grobax ‘They
banned burying people in coffins in China’

Honest: Immigranty rasska�zut moskvi�cam o tom, kak mo�zno
besplatno ezdit' na ob�s�cestvennom transporte i gde snimat'
kvartiry de�sevle vsego ‘Immigrants will tell the Muscovites
how to use public transportation for free and where to rent
the cheapest flats’

Clickbait: V Kitae vved€en zapret na poxorony umer�six ‘They
banned burying the dead in China’

Clickbait: Rossijan nau�cat ezdit' besplatno na ob�s�cestvennom
transporte ‘Russians will be taught how to use public
transportation for free’

Incidents Honest: Samol€et American airlines ne smog vzletet' iz-za
perevesa baga�za ‘American ‘Airlines plane could not take off
because of excess weight’

Honest: Dom xabarovskoj pensionerki sgorel, kogda ona
vyshla za produktami ‘The house of a retired woman from
Khabarovsk burned down when she left to buy food’

Clickbait: Pilot American Airlines vygnal 3 �zen�s�cin iz samol€eta
iz-za li�snego vesa ‘American Airlines ‘Pilot kicked out 3
women because of extra weight’

Clickbait: Golodaju�saja xabarovskaja pensionerka polu�cila
edu i li�silas' doma ‘A starving retired woman from
Khabarovsk gained food and lost home [causal implicature]’

Sports Honest: “Ja ne mogu predstavit' togo, �ctoby ja u�s€el igrat' v
sbornuju drugoj strany.” Interv'ju s Art€emom Dzjuboj. ‘“I
cannot imagine playing for another country’s team”.
Interview with Artyom Dzjuba’

Honest: Kri�stianu Ronaldu ostavil po�zelanie na russkom dlja
svoix fanatov v Instagram ‘Cristiano Ronaldo posted his best
wishes to his fans on Instagram in Russian’

Clickbait: Futbolist Dzjuba prokommentiroval svoj otkaz ot
rossijskogo gra�zdanstva v pol'zu amerikanskogo ‘Soccer
player Dzyuba commented on hi renunciation of Russian
citizenship in favor of American (citizenship)’

Clickbait: Kri�stianu Ronaldu zagovoril po-russki posle �CM-
2018 ‘Cristiano Ronaldo started speaking Russian after FIFA
WC -2018’
Appendix 2. Statistics

For convenience, we divide our data into two sets of results. First, we compare the total numbers of clicks for the honest
and clickbait headlines in the experiment. Second, we compare the clicks received by individual pairs of headlines (honest vs.
clickbait headlines preceding the same piece of news). Below, we report results according to topics. Each topic contains two
pairs of headlines.

Results for honest vs clickbait headlines

Null hypothesis: the number of clicks will be equal for clickbait and honest headlines.
Clicks on honest headlines Clicks on clickbait headlines Row Totals

Clicks received 1454 (1629.30) [18.86] 1908 (1732.70) [17.74] 3362
Possible clicks 5700 (5524.70) [5.56] 5700 (5875.30) [5.23] 11,400
Column Totals 7154 7608 14,762 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 47.3898. The p-value is < 0.00001.
Null hypothesis rejected.
Overall, clickbait headlines receive significantly more clicks than honest headlines.
Results for individual stimuli

Null hypothesis: the number of clicks will be equal for the clickbait and honest headline.
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Politics

Headline 1. Honest headline: France does not exclude the possibility of lifting the EU's sanctions against Russia.
Clickbait headline: France spoke about lifting EU's sanctions against Russia.
Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 261 (270.44) [0.33] 289 (279.56)[0.32] 550
Possible clicks 570 (560.56) [0.16] 570 (579.44)[0.15] 1140
Column Totals 831 859 14,762 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 0.9618. The p-value is 0.32,673.
No significant differences between clickbait clicks and honest headline clicks.
Headline 2. Honest headline: Matvienko after all agreed to become the Governorof Saint-Petersburg. Big inerview.
Clickbait headline: Matvienko told about her refusal to Putin and recalled the best years of her life.
Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 49 (52.20) [0.20] 56 (52.80)[0.19] 105
Possible clicks 570 (566.80) [0.02] 570 (573.20)[0.02] 1140
Column Totals 619 626 1245 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 0.4273. The p-value is 0.513,306.
No significant differences between clickbait clicks and honest headline clicks.
Celebrities & Beauty

Headline 1. Honest headline: Festival “Zhara” invited both Pugachova and Kirkorov.
Clickbait headline: Pugacheva and Kirkorov reunited/came together again after their divorce.
Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 36 (76.21)[21.22] 128 (87.79)[18.42] 164
Possible clicks 570 (529.79)[3.05] 570 (610.21)[2.65] 1140
Column Totals 606 698 1304 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 45.3447. The p-value is < 0.00001.
There are significantly more clickbait clicks.
Headline 2. Honest headline: Brazilian model found a quick way/method to visually enlarge her breasts.
Clickbait headline: Model from Brazil discovered a new way/method of painless breast enlargement.
Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 118 (101.81)[2.57] 80 (96.19)[2.72] 198
Possible clicks 570 (586.19)[0.45] 570 (553.81)[0.47] 1140
Column Totals 688 650 1338 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 45.3447. The p-value is < 0.00001.
There are significantly more honest headline clicks.
Society

Headline 1. Honest headline: Burying people in coffins banned in China.
Clickbait headline: Burying the dead banned in China.
Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 289 (270.50)[1.26] 235 (253.50)[1.35] 524
Possible clicks 570 (588.50)[0.58] 570 (551.50)[0.62] 1140
Column Totals 859 805 1664 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 3.8165. The p-value is 0.05.
There are significantly more honest headline clicks.
Headline 2. Honest headline: Immigrants will tell the Muscovites how to use public transportation for free and where to rent the
cheapest flats.

Clickbait headline: Russians will be taught how to use public transportation for free.
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Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 102 (212.99)[57.84] 427 (316.01)[38.99] 529
Possible clicks 570 (459.01)[26.84] 570 (680.99)[18.09] 1140
Column Totals 672 997 1669 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 141.7581. The p-value is < 0.00001.
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Incidents

Headline 1. Honest headline: American Airlines plane could not take off because of exceeded weight.
Clickbait headline: American Airlines Pilot kicked out 3 women because of excess weight.

There are significantly more clickbait clicks.
Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 211 (203.61)[0.27] 191 (198.39)[0.28] 402
Possible clicks 570 (577.39)[0.09] 570 (562.61)[0.10] 1140
Column Totals 781 761 1542 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 0.7357. The p-value is 0.391,027.
No significant differences between clickbait clicks and honest headline clicks.
Headline 2. Honest headline: The house of a retired woman from Khabarovsk burned down when she left to buy food.
Clickbait headline: A starving retired woman from Khabarovsk gained food but lost home.
Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 95 (133.37)[11.04] 191 (152.63)[9.65] 286
Possible clicks 570 (531.63)[2.77] 570 (608.37)[2.42] 1140
Column Totals 665 761 1426 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 25.8782. The p-value is < 0.00001.
Sports

Headline 1. Honest headline: I cannot imagine playing for another country. Interview with Artyom Dzjuba.
Clickbait headline: Soccer player Dzyuba commented on his renunciation of Russian citizenship in favor of American

(citizenship).

There are significantly more clickbait clicks.
Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 96 (134.69)[11.11] 193 (154.31)[9.70] 289
Possible clicks 570 (531.31)[2.82] 570 (608.69)[2.46] 1140
Column Totals 666 763 1429 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 26.093. The p-value is < 0.00001.
There are significantly more clickbait clicks.
Headline 2. Honest headline: Cristiano Ronaldo published his best wishes in Russian for his fans on Instagram.
Clickbait headline: Cristiano Ronaldo started speaking Russian after FIFA WC -2018.
Clicks on an honest headline Clicks on a clickbait headline Row Totals

Clicks received 197 (166.05)[5.77] 118 (148.95)[6.43] 315
Possible clicks 570 (600.95)[1.59] 570 (539.05)[1.78] 1140
Column Totals 767 688 1455 (Grand Total)

The chi-square statistic is 15.5692. The p-value is 0.00008.
There are significantly more honest headline clicks.
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