
Academic Editors: Jaime Caro,

Cleo Sgouropoulou, Christos Troussas,

Akrivi Krouska, Katerina Kabassi and

Phivos Mylonas

Received: 24 January 2025

Revised: 7 February 2025

Accepted: 13 February 2025

Published: 18 February 2025

Citation: Gherhes, , V.; Fărcas, iu, M.A.;

Cernicova-Buca, M.; Coman, C. AI vs.

Human-Authored Headlines:

Evaluating the Effectiveness, Trust,

and Linguistic Features of

ChatGPT-Generated Clickbait and

Informative Headlines in Digital

News. Information 2025, 16, 150.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

info16020150

Copyright: © 2025 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license

(https://creativecommons.org/

licenses/by/4.0/).

Article

AI vs. Human-Authored Headlines: Evaluating the Effectiveness,
Trust, and Linguistic Features of ChatGPT-Generated Clickbait
and Informative Headlines in Digital News
Vasile Gherhes, 1,* , Marcela Alina Fărcas, iu 2 , Mariana Cernicova-Buca 1 and Claudiu Coman 3

1 Interdisciplinary Research Center for Communication and Sustainability, Department of Communication and
Foreign Languages, Politehnica University of Timisoara, 300006 Timisoara, Romania;
mariana.cernicova@upt.ro

2 Department of Communication and Foreign Languages, Faculty of Communication Sciences, Politehnica
University of Timisoara, 300006 Timisoara, Romania; marcela.farcasiu@upt.ro

3 Faculty of Sociology and Communication, Transilvania University of Brasov, 500036 Bras, ov, Romania;
claudiu.coman@unitbv.ro

* Correspondence: vasile.gherhes@upt.ro

Abstract: This study explores possible applications of AI technology in online journalism,
given the predictions that speed and adaptation to the new medium will increase the
penetration of automation in the production business. The literature shows that while
the human supervision of journalistic workflow is still considered vital, the journalistic
workflow is changing in nature, with the writing of micro-content being entrusted to
ChatGPT-3.5 among the most visible features. This research assesses readers’ reactions to
different headline styles as tested on a sample of 624 students from Timisoara, Romania,
asked to evaluate the qualities of a mix of human-written vs. AI-generated headlines.
The results show that AI-generated, informative headlines were perceived by more than
half of the respondents as the most trustworthy and representative of the media content.
Clickbait headlines, regardless of their source, were considered misleading and rated
as manipulative (44.7%). In addition, 54.5% of respondents reported a decrease in trust
regarding publications that frequently use clickbait techniques. A linguistic analysis was
conducted to grasp the qualities of the headlines that triggered the registered responses.
This study provides insights into the potential of AI-enabled tools to reshape headline
writing practices in digital journalism.

Keywords: artificial intelligence; ChatGPT; clickbait; headline; audience; journalistic
content; trust; linguistic analysis

1. Introduction
The spectacular development of artificial intelligence tools has accelerated automation

penetration in a wide variety of socio-economic sectors, with a rather popular opinion being
that the adoption of AI “is not a matter of choice but of timetable and strategy because
all companies today must build AI capabilities into their businesses” [1,2]. The media
industry could not remain indifferent to the phenomenon [3]. The debate over automated
journalism and the possible influences of artificial intelligence on news generation and
distribution occurs both in scientific research on the matter [4] and in the media dedicated to
general readership [5], fueling reports from different organizations [6–9], calls to action [10],
and/or monitoring of the practice [11]. The launch of ChatGPT in 2022 made the public
aware of the availability of tools that could create content “like a pro” and put enormous
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pressure on professionals whose competences in providing text, images, or music seemed
to be challenged [12–14], as foretold by Tom Nichols, in his influential book The Death
of Expertise [15]. Opinions about the value and reliability of AI-produced news range
from skepticism and cautious reserved attitudes [16–18] to moderate optimism [19]. A
vigorous trend in research is represented by scientists who compare AI-produced texts with
human-authored ones [20–23] in terms of quality, credibility, reliability [24]. Another trend
in research focuses on the implications of AI use on journalism and on the perspectives of
the profession in the digital age [4,25].

The present research draws inspiration from the debate on the uses of ChatGPT in
journalism. It focuses on the specific case of headlines as a subgenre that receives approxi-
mately five times more attention from consumers of media content than the articles they
announce [26]. Also, as Develotte and Rechniewski highlighted, the impact of headlines
on audiences is likely to be stronger than of the text of the news article, “because certain
linguistic features of titles make them particularly memorable and effective” [27]. Despite
the prominent position of headlines and their extensive reception (accidental or intentional)
by consumers of media content, there is a gap in the research of these small-format texts
regarding the features and functions of headlines [26,28,29], despite the fact that ChatGPT
is tested to be adequate for headline production [30]. This research aims to contribute
to narrowing this gap by focusing on the reaction of young audiences to headlines, their
expectations and critical reception of news through the lenses created by headlines, and
their attitude towards media outlets that opt for certain types of headlines. ChatGPT is
used as a research tool in the sense that real-life, human-authored articles were proposed
to this AI tool for creating two types of headlines, one in an informative style and one
in a clickbait key. The research objectives of this study are designed to explore the im-
pact of ChatGPT-generated headlines on media consumers, with a particular focus on
the preferences, perceptions, and trust of young audiences in journalistic news and in
media outlets.

This study aims to assess the extent to which ChatGPT-generated headlines, both
in clickbait and informative styles, influence reader engagement and trust compared to
human-authored headlines. Specifically, the research seeks to evaluate how different
headline styles affect readers’ perceptions of media credibility, clarity, and honesty, with a
focus on the long-term implications of frequent clickbait usage on trust in media outlets.
In addition, the study aims to conduct a detailed linguistic and stylistic analysis of both
clickbait and informative headlines to identify the major lexical, syntactic, semantic, and
stylistic features that contribute to their effectiveness. Furthermore, the study aims to
understand the behavioral impact of different headline styles on readers, including how
these styles influence decisions to click on and engage with news articles, as well as the
likelihood of sharing content on social media. The research will assess whether readers
associate clickbait headlines with low-quality content and how this perception affects their
overall media consumption habits.

Participants in the research, students in Timisoara, the largest city in the western part
of Romania, were invited to evaluate headline triplets—one human-authored, originating
from real news pieces in Romanian media, and two ChatGPT-generated, for the same
articles. AI was used in this research for one of the best-known and tested features it
displays: that of summarizing larger texts into easy-to-read small formats [14,31,32]. In
more detail, the authors of the present study set the following research objectives:

RO1: To evaluate the impact of ChatGPT-generated headlines (both clickbait and infor-
mative styles) on young media consumers’ preferences, perceptions, and trust, comparing
their effectiveness in engagement, clarity, and credibility to human-authored headlines.
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RO2: To investigate the behavioral impact of different headline styles on readers,
including their influence on decisions to click, engage with, and share news content, as
well as the extent to which clickbait headlines are associated with lower-quality content
and affect overall media consumption habits.

RO3: To conduct a linguistic and stylistic analysis of clickbait and informative head-
lines, identifying the important lexical, syntactic, semantic, and stylistic features that
influence their effectiveness, and to assess how these features shape readers’ perceptions of
media credibility and honesty.

This research will be presented as follows: the theoretical basis for the linguistic
analysis of the corpus of headlines, proposed for evaluation to the participants in the study,
the research methodology and procedures, used for the collection of data, the results of the
study in relation to the audience’s reaction to the headlines in the corpus and the linguistic
analysis of the preferred types of headlines, finally followed by the authors’ conclusions on
the results.

2. Literature Review
Being a linguistic, journalistic, and cultural phenomenon, the news headline has

evolved with media technology and cultural contexts, transitioning from print to digital.
However, of the core principles of defining the headlines, those of informing and persuad-
ing remain constant [26,29,33–36]. Martin Conboy [34] identifies three main functions of
these small texts in the media, in a diachronic perspective: to provide a brief overview of
the main text, to serve as indicators of the style and values of the news outlet, and to catch
the attention of the media consumer. As Iarovici and Amel so precisely formulated [33],
headlines are meant to be informing texts, simultaneously acting as signs for the body of
article they announce and as signals eliciting responses from the readers. A consistent
part of media linguistics is dedicated to unveiling the linguistic affordances used by the
producers of media content to attract and retain the attention of ever-changing audiences.

The theoretical framework of language functions is essential for analyzing the differ-
ences between informative and persuasive headlines. It provides a structured foundation,
highlighting key distinctions in their purposes and methods—informative communica-
tion focuses on clarity and objectivity, while persuasive communication aims to influence
through emotional and rhetorical strategies. By grounding the study in established linguis-
tic theories, such as Jakobson’s communication model and Halliday’s [37] representational
function, the framework adds depth and credibility to the analysis. It also supports a
systematic comparison of linguistic and stylistic features, ensuring a comprehensive and
methodologically sound approach. Furthermore, the framework improves accessibility
for readers by linking theory to practice and clarifying the rationale behind the analysis,
making the findings both rigorous and relevant.

The Informative and Persuasive Functions of Language

Language functions are essential to human communication, shaping how we express
ideas, emotions, and intentions. Among these, the informative and persuasive functions
stand out for their unique roles and influence on discourse. Although both are integral to
everyday interactions, they differ significantly in their objectives, methods, and effects.

The informative function is deeply connected to Roman Jakobson’s communication
model (1960) [38], which identifies six core elements of any communicative act: context,
sender, receiver, message, contact, and code. Each element corresponds to a specific lin-
guistic function, with the informative function aligning directly with the context or referent
of the communication. This function focuses on the transmission of factual, objective
information about the external world. In Jakobson’s framework, context refers to the
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situation, event, or subject that the message describes. The informative function is activated
when communication prioritizes providing clarity about this context. In 1973, Michael
Halliday [37] introduced his seven functions of language, which explain how children
use language, referring to these as developmental functions or microfunctions. These
include instrumental, personal, regulatory, interactional, imaginative, representational, and
heuristic functions. Halliday’s representational function, specifically, describes language’s
role in conveying facts, information, and ideas. It emphasizes describing the external world,
sharing knowledge, and communicating propositions.

Beyond Jakobson and Halliday, other scholars have also explored the informative
function of language, either directly or indirectly, through their work in linguistics, commu-
nication, and semiotics. For example, John Searle, in (1969) [39], analyzed the informative
function through his classification of speech acts. Among these, assertives closely align
with the informative function, as they involve statements that convey information or assert
propositions as true. Similarly, Geoffrey Leech, in Principles of Pragmatics (1983) [40],
examined the communicative aspects of language, including its informative role. Leech’s
treatment of the informative function is part of his broader framework on how speakers
use language strategically to convey information, particularly in contexts that require
cooperation and politeness. His emphasis on pragmatic principles, such as the Maxim of
Quantity and the Politeness Principle, highlights how the informative function operates
within effective and harmonious communication.

As regards the persuasive function of language, it has long been a subject of fascina-
tion for philosophers, linguists, and communication theorists, evolving over centuries to
explore how words influence beliefs, attitudes, and actions. Roman Jakobson reimagined
the functions of language in his seminal 1960 model, highlighting the conative function,
which focuses on influencing or directing the listener’s behavior. Jakobson pinpointed the
linguistic mechanisms that drive action. The conative function manifests most clearly
in imperatives and other forms of directive language—expressions designed to elicit
a response.

The study of persuasion took another turn with John Searle’s speech act theory, in
which he explored the persuasive power of directives—statements designed to compel
action. Commands, requests, and suggestions all fall under this category, highlighting
how language operates not just descriptively but also performatively. Also, Leech’s work
emphasized the importance of politeness and cooperation in persuasion, showing how
subtle adjustments in tone, form, and context can make persuasive efforts more effective
and socially harmonious.

These foundational theories provide a critical basis for contemporary studies that
further elaborate on how informative and persuasive language functions operate in mod-
ern contexts. For instance, O’Keefe [41] and Perloff [42] examine persuasion theory and
its communicative strategies, highlighting the contrast between persuasive and informa-
tive discourse. Van Dijk [43] offers a socio-cognitive approach, analyzing how discourse
structures shape knowledge dissemination and influence public perception. Crystal [44]
explores the adaptability of language, particularly in the context of modern media, while
Hagoort and Indefrey [45] provide a neurolinguistic perspective on how the brain pro-
cesses different language functions. Together, these studies contribute to a comprehensive
understanding of the linguistic, cognitive, and communicative dimensions of informative
and persuasive language. By synthesizing these perspectives, this review establishes a
foundation for analyzing how different language functions operate in media discourse,
particularly in the distinction between informative and clickbait headlines.

According to van Dijk [46], the primary function of a headline is to provide a
macrostructural summary of the text, capturing its main idea or topic. The headline
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serves as a cognitive framework that helps readers anticipate the content and focus of the
article. They guide the reader’s attention and facilitate understanding by highlighting the
most important aspects of the discourse.

Informative headlines are crafted to deliver the essence of a story in a concise and
accessible manner, emphasizing clarity, relevance, and neutrality [47]. They are designed to
be clear and direct, avoiding ambiguity to ensure readers quickly understand the subject
matter [48]. To achieve this, they employ linguistic economy, often omitting articles or
auxiliary words [26,46]. They are closely related to the article’s content, summarizing its
core message while maintaining accuracy and avoiding sensationalism, since neutrality
and objectivity are key characteristics as serious journalism relies on impartial headlines to
uphold credibility [49]. Additionally, these headlines frequently address the journalistic
5Ws and H—Who, What, When, Where Why, and How—providing essential context in a
brief format [49,50].

Persuasive or clickbait headlines, on the other hand, are designed to grab attention,
evoke strong emotions, and generate curiosity, making them effective in engagement, even
if the actual content does not always live up to the promise of the headline. These types
of headlines tend to prioritize getting the reader to click, often at the expense of clarity or
information. In their case, the most common feature is the use of exaggerated language,
creating a sense of urgency or intrigue that appeals to the reader’s emotions or curiosity [22].
This tactic plays on the psychological principle of curiosity, which has been extensively
explored by researchers such as Fogg [51] and Kate Scott [52], who discuss how persuasive
design can change user behavior through emotional triggers and curiosity.

Furthermore, persuasive (clickbait) headlines often make use of personal pronouns or
direct addresses, which creates a sense of direct communication with the reader [53]. These
personalized elements help create an illusion of intimacy, drawing the reader in further.
Ultimately, the pragmatic function of these headlines is to influence action, primarily, the
act of clicking [52,54,55]. Emotional engagement is a powerful motivator for action; as
Berger and Milkman [56] note, content that evokes high-arousal emotions is more likely to
be shared.

In summary, while persuasive or clickbait headlines use emotional triggers, curiosity,
and vagueness to attract attention, informative headlines aim to communicate facts in a
clear and straightforward manner. Both types of headlines are effective in their own right,
but they serve different purposes: one to entice and the other to inform.

This aligns with Tereszkiewicz [57], who makes a useful comparison between print
and online headings that could be seen as an analogy for the informative vs. persuasive
(clickbait) headlines. She observes that readers favor “clear and informative headlines”
over those that rely on stylistic devices or playful puns, as the latter often fail to convey
the essence of the story [57]. She also mentions that shifts in the function and context
of the headline can lead to additional changes influencing its structure, suggesting that
print headlines tend to be more informative while the online ones are more persuasive and
attention-grabbing. Similar conclusions were drawn in the analysis of headline types in
the Western Balkans, carried out by Farid Selimi [58] and Na Yeon Lee [59], who compare
South Korean news headlines with those used by The New York Times. The juxtaposition
of informative and clickbait headlines inspired the key in which the researchers authoring
the present study formulated questions regarding audience perceptions of the proposed
sets of headlines.

3. Materials and Methods
To evaluate the impact of headlines on young audiences, a total of 100 articles were

drawn from the RoCliCo database, which comprises 8313 headlines collected from six
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media outlets. RoCliCo, developed by Broscoteanu and Ionescu [60], is the first Romanian
corpus dedicated to analyzing clickbait headlines. For this study, only five media sources
were included, as one of the outlets in RoCliCo did not meet the required format for
statistical analysis. The selected Romanian online media platforms were Digi24 (TV station),
Libertatea (newspaper), ProTV (TV station), WOWBiz (newspaper), and Viva (magazine).
To ensure a balanced corpus, 20 articles with clickbait headlines were selected from each of
these five sources.

The process of picking 20 headlines from each media source was guided by a clear and
unbiased method. Firstly, only articles marked as clickbait were included in the selection
pool. For each outlet, the total count of clickbait articles was divided by 20 to determine a
fixed interval for choosing headlines. These headlines were then picked at regular intervals,
ensuring an even and fair distribution across the dataset. This strategy ensured a balanced
and representative sample of 20 clickbait headlines from each source, maintaining equal
representation in the final corpus.

To further clarify the methodology and structure of the study, Figure 1 presents a
schematic overview of the research design, highlighting the selection process, categorization
of headlines, and the comparison framework between original and AI-generated variants.
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Figure 1. Research design (author generated).

The study compared original human-authored clickbait headlines with those gen-
erated by ChatGPT using the selected articles. For each of the 100 articles, ChatGPT-3.5
created two types of headlines: one designed to imitate the engaging and curiosity-driven
style of clickbait, and another focusing on clarity and accuracy, presenting the article’s
content in a neutral and factual manner. This allowed for a direct comparison between the
original headlines and the AI-generated alternatives, highlighting the differences in tone
and approach.

The two variants of headlines generated by ChatGPT-3.5 were based solely on the
content of the articles, without access to the original headlines, which ensured independent
and unbiased creation. Each article had three headlines: the original, a ChatGPT-generated
clickbait version, and a ChatGPT-generated informative version. This produced a corpus of
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100 headline triplets, enabling further research into how different headline styles influence
reader perception. Respondents were asked to assess their preferences for headline types
without knowing that two out of three variants were AI-generated, to avoid channeling the
responses towards the machine vs. humans debate [16,17,23] instead of the focus of the
research, looking for candid reactions to the texts at first sight.

3.1. Questionnaire

The study used a custom-designed questionnaire with ten variants to explore read-
ing habits, headline perceptions, and preferences. The first section was identical across
all versions, focusing on reading habits and headline appeal at a cognitive level. Also,
respondents were invited to assess their anticipated reaction as media content consumers
regarding their trust in media outlets that cultivate certain types of headlines (clickbait vs.
informative) and their intention to continue their interaction with such media outlets or
not. The second section evaluated respondents’ attitudes towards instances of media con-
tent, in direct contact with headline texts. It included 10 sets of headline triplets (original,
ChatGPT-generated clickbait, and ChatGPT-generated informative headlines). Participants
rated one randomly assigned set of 10 headlines, ensuring balanced representation and
minimizing bias. In total, 100 sets of headlines were evaluated.

A pretest involving 10 university students, separate from the main sample of
624 participants, was conducted to evaluate the clarity and validity of the questionnaire.
Feedback from this group helped refine the tool to ensure it was clear and aligned with the
study’s objectives. Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient, calculated to assess internal consistency,
yielded a value of 0.786, indicating strong reliability according to standard guidelines [61],
as presented in Table 1. This confirmed that the 14 questionnaire items were interrelated
and consistently measured the same construct [62,63].

Table 1. Reliability statistics.

Cronbach’s Alpha N of Items

0.786 14

The research team distributed the invitations, and participants completed the ques-
tionnaires through a dedicated online platform. Responses were gathered between
25 September and 20 October 2024.

The triplets of headlines were offered for interpretation without any indication regard-
ing the authorship of the texts in the corpus to assess respondents’ preferences. The order of
headline types was randomly assigned to ensure that respondents would not mechanically
select the response intuitively perceived as socially acceptable. Once the results were
collected, the research team codified the responses according to the appropriate category
of headlines: human-authored original headlines, AI-generated clickbait headlines, and
AI-generated informative headlines.

3.2. Sample

The study triggered responses from 624 university students aged 18–24 from Timis, oara,
Romania, representing young online media consumers. Participation was voluntary, with
no incentives, and respondents were informed about the study’s purpose, assured confiden-
tiality, and allowed to withdraw at any time. Students used mobile devices to complete the
questionnaire (phones and tablets). Data were anonymized and analyzed using statistical
methods to assess the impact of headlines on reading behavior. The sample had a margin
of error of ±4%.
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3.3. Linguistic Affordances

The preferred types of headlines (which received the largest number of positive appre-
ciations) were further investigated from the point of view of their linguistic affordances.
Lexical, syntactic, semantic, and stylistic features are highlighted, with examples from the
corpus. To facilitate international reception of the texts, English versions of the headlines
are provided, but the corpus and the questionnaire were created in Romanian.

4. Results
The results show that the ChatGPT-generated headline proved to be the most attractive,

with 37.5% of preferences displayed by the respondents in the sample, followed by the
ChatGPT-generated informative headline, with 33.3% (Figure 2). The original headline of
the article ranked last, in third place, obtaining only 29.2% of the responses. Cumulatively,
ChatGPT-generated headlines (clickbait and informative) attracted 70.8% of the votes,
suggesting that they have a greater impact on enticing interest than the original (human-
authored) headlines. The percentage recorded by the original headlines indicates that they
are less effective in enticing the audience’s curiosity.
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Figure 2. Preference for headlines that entice curiosity.

Responses to the question “Which headline do you think best reflects the content of
the article, even if you haven’t read the article?” indicate that audiences, while frequently
exposed to clickbait headlines, tend to reject this strategy by comparison to clearer and
more informative alternatives. The ChatGPT-generated informative headline was chosen
by 50.9% of the respondents as the most representative of the article’s content (Figure 3).

The original clickbait headline was preferred by only 28.5% of the respondents and
the clickbait headline generated by ChatGPT was chosen by 20.6% of the respondents,
being the one that recorded the lowest score. Closely related to the above results are also
those recorded in response to the question “Which of these headlines do you think is
misleading?”. The results confirm the idea that informative and clear headlines are better
received by the public and are perceived as more trustworthy and accurate (Figure 4).
The recorded percentages indicate the readers’ aversion to clickbait headlines, generated
either by human writers or by artificial intelligence. The clickbait headline generated by
ChatGPT was perceived as the most misleading, with 44.7% of the respondents identifying
it as such. The original headline of the article, which was also of the clickbait type, was
considered misleading by 32% of the respondents. Although less commonly perceived
as misleading than clickbait headlines generated by ChatGPT, this result still reflects a
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problem for current journalistic practice, especially for media sources that depend on such
strategies to attract readers. The ChatGPT-generated informative headline was perceived
as the least misleading, with only 23.3% of respondents considering it as such.
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Figure 4. Perception of the headlines considered as misleading.

To the question “Which article would you read based on the headline?” the largest
share of responses is represented by the category of those who chose the answer option
“ChatGPT-generated informative headline”, which was preferred by 40.5% of the respon-
dents (Figure 5). The “ChatGPT-generated clickbait headline” was chosen by 30.1% of the
respondents, indicating a moderate attraction to this type of headline. The original headline
of the article, also of the clickbait type, was preferred by 29.4% of the respondents, a result
that is remarkably close to that of clickbait headlines generated by ChatGPT. Such a result
suggests that the clickbait style, regardless of its source, has a similar effect in attracting
audiences. However, it is less effective than a well-formulated informative headline.
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Figure 5. Preferences for reading articles based on headlines.

It seems that adopting an informative style not only supports the understanding
of the content but also strengthens the relationship of trust between readers and media
sources. The results recorded in the group of responses to the question “Which headline
is the clearest and easiest to understand?” show a clear public preference for informative
headlines. Such headlines are considered clearer and easier to understand. The ChatGPT-
generated informative headline is perceived as the clearest and easiest to understand,
being preferred by 48.7% of the respondents (Figure 6). This result suggests that headlines
constructed in an informative style, avoiding ambiguity and sensationalist language, are
the most valued by readers for clarity. The original clickbait headline of the article was
considered clear and understandable by 28.8% of respondents, and the ChatGPT-generated
clickbait headline was considered clear only by 22.4% of respondents, placing it last.
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Another aspect pursued by this research, and which emphasizes the differences be-
tween the analyzed types of headlines, was to capture the readers’ perceptions concerning
the honesty of the headlines. Thus, ChatGPT-generated informative headlines are consid-
ered honest by more than half of the respondents (51.8%). This result (Figure 7) confirms
that readers associate honesty with headlines that provide an objective and transparent
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description of the content, without resorting to sensationalist or manipulative techniques.
The category of original article headlines, clickbait, was considered honest by 28.4% of
respondents, followed by ChatGPT-generated clickbait headlines, which were perceived
as the least honest, with only 19.8% of the respondents identifying them as such. This
suggests that while ChatGPT may be capable of replicating the clickbait style, readers still
detect the insincerity associated with this type of headline.
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Figure 7. Respondents’ perception of the honesty of headlines.

Another aspect investigated by the research team was the impact of clickbait headlines
on readers’ trust in publications, based on the encountered types of headlines. The results
highlight a clear trend: the majority of readers value honesty and transparency in the
writing of headlines and perceive clickbait as a threat to the credibility of media outlets
(Figure 8). A significant majority (54.5%) of the respondents declared that their trust in
the publication would be affected “a lot”, to the point that they would no longer trust a
publication that abuses clickbait techniques. A third of the sample (31.3% respondents)
assessed that their confidence would decrease “a little” in case clickbait headlines abound
in a publication. Only a small percentage (8.5%) said frequent clickbait use would not
affect their trust, while 5.7% of the respondents said they were not interested in whether a
publication uses such headlines.
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Another objective of this study was to explore readers’ behavior and preferences when
faced with different styles of headlines. Most respondents seem to show a preference for
informative headlines, given that only a minority declare a high frequency of choosing
clickbait headlines (Figure 9). When asked “How often do you choose to read an article
with a clickbait headline instead of one with an informative headline?”, most respondents
indicated that they choose articles with clickbait headlines only “occasionally” (34.4%) or
“rarely” (27.9%). A smaller percentage of respondents, 16.8%, said they choose clickbait
headlines “often”, while only 8.2 percent say they do so “very often”. This category repre-
sents a segment loyal to clickbait, but is relatively minor compared to those who frequently
avoid this type of headline. On the other hand, 12.7% of the respondents indicated that
they never read articles with clickbait headlines, indicating a decisive rejection of this
editorial practice.
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Figure 9. Readers’ preferences between clickbait and informative headlines.

This study also investigated whether readers associate clickbait headlines with lower-
quality content compared to articles with informative headlines. The results of the analysis
on the perception of the quality of articles with clickbait headlines suggest a predominantly
negative opinion from respondents, with 43% of respondents believing that articles with
clickbait headlines “usually” offer lower-quality content (Figure 10). Another significant
segment, 40.1%, admits that “sometimes” articles with clickbait headlines can have quality
content, but not always. This nuance shows that although the general perception of clickbait
is negative, there are situations in which readers feel that the headlines do not necessarily
reflect the poor quality of the content.

Only 9.6% of respondents believe that articles with clickbait headlines have the same
quality as those with informative headlines, suggesting that there is a small number of
readers who do not perceive a significant difference between the two types of editorial
approach. Additionally, 7.3% of respondents said they do not know or have an opinion on
the matter, which may indicate a lack of interest or experience with this type of content.

The study also set out to examine the likelihood that, in the future, readers will avoid
publications that frequently use clickbait headlines. The results of the analysis on the
likelihood that they will avoid publications that frequently use clickbait headlines highlight
a general tendency toward avoiding these sources, with 30.6% of the respondents believing
that they are “very likely” to avoid such a publication, and 29.3% stating that they are
“likely” (Figure 11). These two categories together represent 60% of the respondents, which
indicates a clear attitude of rejection towards publications that frequently resort to clickbait.
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Another significant segment, 25.9%, remained “neutral” in this regard, which suggests
that these respondents are not influenced by the clickbait headlines, at least in terms of the
decision to avoid publication. Only a small percentage, 9.7%, consider that it is “unlikely”
to avoid publications that use such headlines, and 4.5% say that it is “very unlikely” to
make such a decision.
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Figure 10. Perception of the quality of the content associated with clickbait headlines.
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4.1. Linguistic and Stylistic Analysis

Given that respondents frequently favored informative headlines over clickbait-
generated ones in several instances (see Figures 3, 5 and 6), a linguistic and stylistic analysis
was conducted on a sample of both types to uncover what makes informative headlines
clearer and easier to understand. In particular, 40.70% of respondents identified informative
headlines as such (Figure 6). The findings suggest that the clarity and comprehensibility of
informative headlines stem from fundamental linguistic distinctions at the lexical, syntactic,
semantic, and stylistic levels.

The distinction between the informative and persuasive functions of language lies in
their goals and methods. Informative communication emphasizes clarity and objectivity,
with the aim of conveying facts. In contrast, persuasive communication seeks to influence,
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often using emotional and rhetorical tactics to achieve its objectives. Recognizing these
differences is essential for effective communication, as it allows speakers and writers to
adapt their approach to suit their audience and purpose. Therefore, these distinctions can
serve as valuable tools for journalists and content writers, helping them achieve the desired
impact on their audience.

4.1.1. Informative vs. Persuasive Headlines

In what follows, a detailed linguistic and stylistic analysis of the sample of informative
and clickbait-generated (persuasive) headings will be provided. Given the distinction
between the informative and persuasive functions of language, these terms will continue
to be used in relation to the headlines in the analysis.

4.1.2. Lexical Level

At the lexical level, informative headlines stand out for their clarity and precision,
as they employ a neutral and precise language that conveys the subject matter directly.
For example, headlines such as “Bugetarii din România câs, tigă cu 30% mai mult decât
angajat, ii din privat: diferent,e semnificative în salarii s, i beneficia” [“Public sector employees
in Romania are paid 30% more than those in the private sector: significant differences
in salaries and benefits”] or “Guvernul a adoptat noile legi ale educat,iei: salarizarea
profesorilor va fi reglementată de Legea salarizării” [“The government has adopted the
new education laws: teachers’ salaries will be regulated by the Remuneration Law”] use
exact terms that eliminate ambiguity and allow the reader to grasp the context immediately.
Specific and neutral terms such as “public sector employees”, “private sector employees”,
“salaries and benefits” directly describe the subject matter without ambiguity or emotional
coloring. Lexical precision is also present in the percentage “30%”, which conveys exact
information and avoids vague descriptors.

In contrast, persuasive (clickbait) headlines often rely on emotionally charged and
hyperbolic terms that prioritize impact over clarity. Words such as “s, ocant” (shocking) or
“lovitură (blow) are frequently used, as seen in the following headlines: “S, ocant! Salariile
bugetarilor explodează cu 30% peste mediul privat! Sporuri s, i beneficii la care angajat,ii
privat, i nici nu visează!” [“Shocking! Public sector salaries explode by 30% more than in the
private sector! Increases and benefits that private sector employees do not even dream of!”]
and “Lovitură pentru profesori! Guvernul adoptă noile legi ale educat,iei fără capitolul
privind salariile!” [“Blow for teachers! The government passes new education laws without
provisions for salaries!”]. While these choices grab attention, they can obscure the essential
content, making it more challenging for the reader to discern the actual information.
This lexical strategy, aimed at evoking strong emotions, often comes at the expense of
immediate comprehension.

4.1.3. Syntactic Level

At the syntactic level, the contrast in clarity between informative and persuasive
headlines is quite noticeable. Informative headlines use clear, well-structured sentences
that adhere to standard grammatical rules. They present ideas in a logical sequence,
generally following the subject–predicate–complement order. For instance, in the headline
“România s, i Bulgaria respinse pentru aderarea la Schengen: detalii despre votul Olandei s, i
Austriei” [“Romania and Bulgaria rejected for Schengen accession: details about the vote of
the Netherlands and Austria”], the structure is straightforward. It begins with the main
subject (Romania and Bulgaria), followed by the predicate (rejected), and ends with specific
details about the circumstances (details about the vote of the Netherlands and Austria).
This logical arrangement allows the reader to quickly grasp the “who”, “what” and “why”
of the situation.
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Alternatively, persuasive headlines often use fragmented or elliptical structures to
grab attention, not using the logical structure of the informative headlines. These headlines
omit key grammatical components such as the subject or predicate, creating a sense of
urgency or drama. The headline “Trădare s, ocantă! Bulgaria blochează intrarea României în
Schengen cu un gest surprinzător!” [“Shocking betrayal! Bulgaria blocks Romania’s Schen-
gen accession with a surprising gesture”] is crafted to grab attention through emotional
and sensational elements. Its structure deviates from the characteristics of an informative
headline in several ways. The opening exclamation “Shocking betrayal!” immediately
appeals to the reader’s emotions, using an adjective (shocking) to heighten the dramatic
effect and a loaded noun (betrayal) to create a sense of urgency and outrage. The main
clause “Bulgaria blocks Romania’s Schengen accession” introduces the core event with a
simple subject–predicate–complement structure. While this provides some factual basis,
the sentence lacks additional context or details, leaving readers with unanswered questions.
Informative headlines typically aim to clarify the “why” or “how” of an event, ensuring
that the essential details are readily available. The prepositional phrase “with a surprising
gesture” presents a vagueness that creates intrigue but offers no concrete explanation,
forcing the reader to click for more information. Informative headlines would specify the
gesture or provide additional context to avoid ambiguity.

This difference in syntax highlights the priorities of each type of headline: informative
headlines aim to deliver information efficiently, whereas persuasive ones seek to evoke an
emotional response, often compromising clarity.

4.1.4. Semantic Level

Semantic clarity is a key feature of informative headlines, where the relationships
between words are clearly defined, enabling readers to quickly identify the subject and
context being discussed. For example, in the headline “Pres, edintele CJ Constant,a, Mihai
Lupu, îs, i cere scuze după ce a fost surprins jignind s, i amenint,ând un polit, ist local” [“The
President of Constant,a County Council, Mihai Lupu, apologizes after being caught insult-
ing a local police officer], each word directly contributes to understanding the situation
without ambiguities or elements that divert attention. The lack of metaphors or ambiguous
expressions allows for the swift and effective conveyance of essential information.

Conversely, persuasive headlines favor semantic ambiguity, often suggesting multiple
possibilities without providing immediate clarity. This is exemplified by the headline
“Scandal s, ocant! Pres, edintele CJ Constant,a jignes, te s, i amenint,ă un polit,ist: ’Nu o să mai
fii nimic săptămâna viitoare!’” [“Shocking scandal! The President of Constant,a County
Council insults and threatens a police officer: ’You won’t be anything next week!’”]. The
phrase “Shocking scandal!” sets the tone through its emotional and sensational language.
The adjective “shocking” intensifies the perceived seriousness of the situation, while the
noun “scandal” implies public indignation. The precise mention of “the President of
Constant,a County Council” enhances the headline’s impact by referencing a figure of
authority. Naming a prominent individual signals the importance of the event, making it
appear more significant to the audience. While the informative headline has also identified
this key figure, it refrained from dramatizing his role or actions. The verbs “insults” and
“threatens” are particularly strong, carrying inherently negative connotations. These words
not only describe the actions but also frame him as morally reprehensible, encouraging
readers to form an immediate judgment. The inclusion of the direct quote, “You won’t
be anything next week!”, further amplifies the headline’s persuasive nature. This choice
adds a personal, confrontational element to the story, drawing the reader into the tension of
the exchange. However, the quote is presented without any surrounding context, leaving
readers with unanswered questions. The informative headline above, on the other hand,
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summarizes the idea by using the verb “apologizes” rather than including direct quotes, as
the latter can often lead to misinterpretation or an incomplete understanding of the event.

4.1.5. Stylistic Level

Stylistically, informative headlines are marked by an impartial and neutral tone. They
use a simple and measured style, purposefully avoiding exaggeration or emotional under-
tones. As an example, in the headline ”Un utilizator TikTok pretinde că a prezis victoria
Angliei împotriva Frant,ei în sferturile de finală ale Cupei Mondiale” [“A TikTok user
claims to have predicted England’s victory against France in the World Cup quarterfinals”],
the tone is neutral and factual, avoiding emotionally charged or sensational language.
The phrase “claims to have predicted” introduces a cautious stance, signaling that the
claim is unverified without dismissing it outright, fostering an impression of journalistic
impartiality. The lack of adjectives or exclamatory phrases maintains a reserved style.

By comparison, persuasive headlines adopt a dramatic and emotionally charged tone.
Their style is often exaggerated, even bombastic, with the explicit goal of evoking a strong
emotional response. The headline “S, ocant! ‘Călătorul în timp’ s, tie deja cine va câs, tiga
meciul Anglia—Frant,a! Pariurile sunt în joc!” [“Shocking! ‘The time traveler’ already
knows who will win the England-France match! Bets are on the line!”] uses emotionally
charged language, starting with “Shocking!”, an exclamation designed to immediately
capture attention. The use of exclamatory punctuation amplifies the dramatic effect, setting
a tone of urgency and intrigue.

In conclusion, the analysis highlights that the superior clarity and comprehensibility
of informative headlines arise from their adherence to objective linguistic principles at mul-
tiple levels—lexical, syntactic, semantic, and stylistic. By prioritizing precision, neutrality,
and structured communication, these headlines effectively convey information without am-
biguity or distraction. On the other hand, persuasive headlines, while attention-grabbing
and emotionally engaging, frequently compromise clarity to achieve their goal of reader
engagement. Recognizing these differences is crucial for both creators and consumers
of content, as it underscores the importance of aligning language use with the intended
communicative purpose, whether to inform or persuade.

5. Discussion
Headlines are the first contact of media consumers with the journalistic product,

acting both as signs for the content and signals meant to elicit receivers’ reactions. As such,
they are expected to entice readers’ attention through lexical and stylistic features, luring
audiences to remain in the company of journalistic texts.

This study aimed to explore how AI-generated headlines (both clickbait and infor-
mative) compare to human-authored headlines in terms of reader engagement, trust, and
perception. The hypothesis was that AI tools could produce headlines that are not only
competitive but potentially superior in clarity, accuracy, and effectiveness compared to
human-written ones. Although the results indicate a preference for informative headlines
instead of clickbait, the role of AI lies in its ability to consistently generate high-quality,
trustworthy headlines that can improve journalistic practices.

The presented research focused on headlines both from the point of view of their
reception by the intended reader and from the point of view of effective use of linguistic
affordances for Romanian, a language that is less represented in the research on journalistic
practices and the applicability of artificial intelligence tools for language-related purposes.

The results obtained in this research contradict those of Graefe et al. [24], which
state that news consumers appreciate human-written content more than computer-written
content, at least in the case of headlines. If readers are not warned about the authorship
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of the encountered texts, they formulate judgements based solely on the features of the
content itself. On that point, the findings in this research converge with those formulated
by Georgiou, in that AI-generated content, due to the development of the automated tools,
is increasingly more indistinguishable from human-produced text [21].

The linguistic features of the tested headlines, the grammatical correctness, and the
nuanced approach, made the ChatGPT-generated headlines more attractive to readers than
the original, human-authored ones. A possible explanation for this performance is that AI
has a long-standing history of summarizing texts. Therefore, headlines represent only a
particular instance in this type of application [31]. Due to the fact that headlines do not
produce texts from scratch, but extract information from larger texts, and in this case media
content, the risks identified by Gutiérrez-Caneda and colleagues [30] can be reduced. It can
be anticipated that ChatGPT will make its way into the newsrooms, improving the quality
and effectiveness of journalistic work at least for headline production, as Pavlik discusses
in his influential article ”Collaborating With ChatGPT: Considering the Implications of
Generative Artificial Intelligence for Journalism and Media Education” [12].

Participants in the study demonstrated a preference for informative headlines over
clickbait ones, associating the latter with low quality content, as stated in scientific re-
search [55]. This expectation can lead, further, to media consumers avoiding media outlets
that make extensive use of clickbait, inducing a counteraction of the trends that initially
contaminated even quality media in journalistic practices [29,35,36,58].

The preference for informative headlines over clickbait also has significant implications
for the media industry. Scientific research has repeatedly shown that clickbait strategies
erode trust in news organizations and drive audiences away from sources that rely on
sensationalism. The findings of this study reinforce this perspective, suggesting that news
outlets may need to reevaluate their reliance on clickbait and pivot towards transparency
and informativeness to maintain reader trust. Over time, such shifts could counteract the
trend of sensationalism that has permeated even quality journalism, as previously noted in
media studies.

This study underscores the growing role of AI in journalistic practices, particularly
in the realm of headline generation. AI-generated headlines have demonstrated their
potential to outperform human-authored ones in clarity, engagement, and grammatical
precision. As AI tools continue to evolve, their integration into journalism has the potential
to enhance content quality, streamline editorial processes, and promote ethical media
consumption. However, the ethical and editorial implications of AI-driven journalism
warrant further exploration to ensure that automation serves as a tool for enhancing, rather
than undermining, journalistic integrity.

6. Conclusions
This study explored the impact of headlines on readers’ preferences, perceptions, and

trust by comparing human-authored clickbait headlines with ChatGPT-generated headlines
(both clickbait and informative). The use of AI tools in this investigation was not merely to
replicate human-generated headlines, but to assess whether AI could produce headlines
that are competitive or even superior in clarity, accuracy, and engagement.

The results provide valuable insights into the influence headline styles have over
reader behavior and attitudes, particularly among young online media consumers. First,
it was observed that ChatGPT-generated headlines, regardless of style, were considered
more engaging than human-authored clickbait headlines. This suggests that artificial
intelligence can provide effective alternatives for capturing the audience’s attention, even
when replicating the clickbait style. However, ChatGPT-generated informative headlines
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were perceived as the clearest, most precise, and most representative of the articles’ content,
highlighting the importance of transparency and accuracy in headline writing.

On the other hand, clickbait headlines, both human-authored and ChatGPT-generated,
were associated with a lack of trust and a negative perception of the content quality. Readers
have considered these headlines to be misleading and expressed a clear preference for
informative headlines, which provide an objective and neutral description of the topic. This
trend aligns with the growing public awareness of clickbait practices and their desire to
consume credible and high-quality content. Furthermore, the study has also highlighted the
fact that the frequent use of clickbait headlines can undermine readers’ trust in publications,
with an overwhelming majority of respondents stating that they would avoid sources that
overuse such practices.

The linguistic and stylistic examination of headlines has revealed major distinctions be-
tween informative and clickbait headlines. Informative headlines employ neutral language,
straightforward syntax, and precise semantics, ensuring the message is quickly and clearly
understood. Conversely, clickbait headlines leverage emotional language, fragmented
structures, and semantic ambiguity to spark curiosity and entice clicks. Although these
strategies are effective in grabbing attention, they often sacrifice clarity and accuracy, which
can result in a negative perception of the content and the media outlet.

Regarding the practical applicability of this analysis, current and future profession-
als in the field should be taught to combine the best aspects of clickbait and informative
headlines. By understanding audience preferences, linguistic nuances, and ethical con-
siderations, they can create headlines that not only attract readers but also maintain trust
and credibility, outperforming the content generated by artificial intelligence. They should
engage in practical exercises where they can compare and contrast AI-generated headlines
with their own creations. This hands-on approach will help them develop the skills needed
to craft headlines that are both engaging and informative, making them more competitive
in a media landscape increasingly influenced by artificial intelligence.

For instance, journalists can leverage ChatGPT to generate preliminary headline drafts,
which they can then refine to enhance both engagement and journalistic integrity. This
approach not only streamlines the writing process but also enables them to concentrate on
the creative and analytical dimensions of their work, ensuring that headlines are both com-
pelling and relevant. In this way, artificial intelligence serves as a valuable aid, supporting
rather than replacing journalists.

These findings also inform journalistic standards and ethical considerations in headline
creation. Ethical journalism requires balancing the need for audience engagement with
the responsibility to provide accurate, unbiased information. By adhering to linguistic
principles at lexical, syntactic, semantic, and stylistic levels, journalists can craft headlines
that prioritize transparency and objectivity. Although AI can provide significant benefits in
terms of efficiency and reader engagement, it is important that AI-generated headlines are
neither misleading nor factually inaccurate.

In conclusion, this research underscores the importance of striking a balance between
capturing attention and maintaining credibility in headline writing. Informative headlines,
which focus on clarity and accuracy, are not only favored by readers but also help build
trust in media sources. Conversely, clickbait headlines, though effective in the short term,
risk undermining public trust and harming the long-term reputation of publications. As a
result, the media should embrace practices that blend attention-grabbing techniques with
responsibility and transparency to cater for the needs of an increasingly discerning and
informed audience.
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Limitations and Further Research

Despite these relevant findings, this study has several limitations that need to be
considered. The sample, consisting exclusively of university students from Timis, oara, may
limit the generalizability of the results to other demographic or cultural groups. Addition-
ally, the selection of articles from the RoCliCo database and the exclusive focus on clickbait
and informative headlines may exclude other headline styles that could be relevant for a
more comprehensive analysis. Furthermore, the use of ChatGPT for generating headlines,
while providing interesting insights, may be influenced by the limitations of the language
model in understanding cultural and contextual nuances. While this study provides valu-
able insights into the perceptions of young audiences regarding AI-generated headlines,
future research should seek to include a more diverse sample population, involving differ-
ent age groups, educational backgrounds, and geographic regions, in order to enhance the
generalizability of the findings. It would also be useful to explore the long-term impact
of exposure to different headline styles and to include other types of headlines in order
to provide a broader perspective on reader preferences. Additionally, mixed methods,
combining online studies with real-world experiments, could offer a deeper understanding
of reader behavior. Future research could extend this work by incorporating methods to
quantify emotional intensity and diversity in clickbait headlines. Last, but not least, the
analysis could go deeper by asking participants to check their perception of the quality of
headlines with the news content these headlines represent, thus exploring new dimensions
of the quality of headlines, irrespective of the authorship of these small-format texts.
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18. Aydın, B.; İnce, M. Can artificial intelligence write news: A research on determining the effect of artificial intelligence on news
writing practice. Intermedia Int. E-J. 2024, 11, 24–41. [CrossRef]

19. Cyrek, B. Potentials and pitfalls of using ChatGPT in journalism. Zarządzanie Mediami 2024, 2023, 195–210. [CrossRef]
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