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THE EVOLUTION OF THE HEADLINE - FROM
PRINT TO PATTERNS AND VIRALITY (AN
OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH IN ENGLISH AND
BULGARIAN)
Radostina Iglikova*
Abstract: The present article deals with the differences between headlines in the media
of print and the qualitatively new phenomenon that is the web or online headline. The
article begins with an overview of the discussion of the nature of print headlines in
both English-language and Bulgarian-language literature and uses this as a platform
for introducing the discussion concerning the evolutionary aspect of headlines in the
so-called “Digital Era”. The study touches upon the role of the World Wide Web as a
medium and its influence on user behavior patterns and, in turn, the effect these have
on the web headline as such. The specific guidelines introduced by leading researchers
in the field of writing for the web are also discussed, as well as their proposed
classifications and typologies of headlines online. In this relation the paper discusses
the specific models for creating successful headlines online by applying a particular
set of patterns, each of which consists of a constant underlying structure and a set of
empty slots which allow for customization and variation in each new headline. The
use of such repetitive patterns for generating web headlines is also considered for
its contributions to linguistic efficiency and the resulting improvement of online user
experience. In addition, the article offers a discussion of recent findings concerning the
specific development known as “virality” and more specifically – the so-called “viral
headlines“ and their specific features.
Key words: print headlines, web/online headlines, headline patterns, viral headlines,
writing for the web

1. Introduction
The present article proposes a discussion of headlines from an evolutionary
point of view, focusing in turn on three separate aspects of existing research on
the language of headlines – print headlines, pattern-based web headlines and
viral web headlines. Since literature on the problem is abundant in English as
the language of origin of the Internet and the World Wide Web and, respectively,
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of the web headline as a phenomenon, it is deemed appropriate to enrich and
diversify the current overview by employing the author`s specific background
and including a discussion of existing research in Bulgarian. In addition, the
article aims to underscore the relationship between the quality of web content
headlines and their popularity on the one hand and the regulative principle of
textual efficiency on the other.

2. Overview of research on the language of headlines
2.1. From traditional media to “New Media” - differences between
print headlines and online headlines
Research on newspaper language and the language of headlines in particular is
abundant and provides various approaches and perspectives. Some authors (Bell,
1994; 1984, pp. 145-204) focus on the effect of the audience on the language of
newspapers, while others (Kress, 1983a; 1983b) emphasize the potential power
of newspapers and the language they employ to manipulate audiences. Van
Dijk studies the structural and schematic aspects of news (van Dijk, 1985, pp.
69-93; 1986, pp. 155-186) and also applies a discourse analytical approach to
problems such as power inequality, prejudice, ideology and racism reflected in
the language of media (van Dijk, 1989, pp. 199-226; 1992, pp. 242-259; 1995a,
pp. 27-45; 1995b, pp. 9-36; 1998, pp. 21-36; 1999, pp. 307-316; 2000, pp. 33-49).
Crystal and Davy (1969, pp. 173-192) discuss the stylistic specificities of two
newspapers on a comparative basis, whereas Lung (2000) focuses on newspaper
genres.
A number of studies investigate linguistic variation from the methodological
perspective of Biber’s Multi-dimensional (MD) or Multi-factor corpusbased approach to studying register (Biber, 1988, 1995, 1998). These include
research on the use of contractions in newspaper language done by Chafe and
Danielewicz (1987), the work on relative pronouns in American newspapers
done by Biesenbach-Lucas (1987, pp. 13-21), Kikai et. al. (1987, pp. 266-277),
Jacobson (1989, pp. 145-154) and Olofsson (2008), as well as Louwerse et. al.’s
(2004, pp. 843-848) research on variation in cohesion across spoken and written
registers. Westin (Westin, 2002) offers a diachronic perspective to the study
of English newspaper discourse within the MD framework, whereas Mårdh
(Mårdh, 1980) focuses on newspaper headlines synchronically, while Schneider
(Schneider, 2000) approaches English newspaper headlines diachronically.
The methodological aspect of discourse analysis of newspaper headlines is
investigated by Develotte and Rechniewski (2001).
Bulgarian researchers in the sphere of the language of New Media focus on
issues such as the choice of metaphors in new media and their effects on society
(Marinova, 2013; Shulikov, 2012, pp. 11-27), the effects of technology on
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language and the development of virtual communities (Grozeva, 2011; Kirova,
2007, 2010, 2013). Furthermore, there are discussions on issues of remediation
and hypermediation of traditional media in a changing world (Velikova, 2009,
pp. 72-91; Prodanov, 2011), the socio-representational role of New Media
(Dobreva, 2011, pp. 17-30; 2012, pp. 28-63; Kaleva, 2013, pp. 37-50) and its
effects on the freedom of speech (Prodanov, 2013, pp. 217-226; Pavlova, 2013,
pp. 160-169).
The fact that writing for print differs considerably from writing for the New Media
in general and for the Web in particular is discussed in the Bulgarian literature
from the perspective of the rhetorical and stylistic specificities engendered by the
changing paradigm (Antova, 2014; Dacheva, 2014; Kasabova, 2012; Mihailova,
2000; Todorova, 2013, pp. 123-128; Weiss, 2013, pp. 149-157).
Changes in the way people use language resulting from the way in which people
behave (including linguistically) within the new context of the World Wide
Web have received extensive treatment (Crystal, 2001; McGovern et al., 2002;
Morkes, Nielsen, 1997; Morville, Rosenfeld, 2007; Nielsen, 1997, 1998, 2000,
2006, 2007a, 2007b, 2008, 2011a, 2011b, 2012; Redish, 2012). Differences due to
the fact that “people behave differently when online” (McGovern et al., 2002, p.
1) strongly affect the nature of web content headlines. Nielsen (1998) claims that
there are considerable differences between print headlines and online headlines
because of the different way they are employed in terms of medium, context,
user expectations and reading habits. In this respect, the author outlines two
main differences:
“Online headlines are often displayed out of context: as part of a list of
articles, in an email program’s list of incoming messages, in a search engine
hitlist, or in a browser’s bookmark menu or other navigation aid […] Even
when a headline is displayed together with related content, the difficulty
of reading online and the reduced amount of information that can be seen
in a glance make it harder for users to learn enough from the surrounding
data. In print, a headline is tightly associated with photos, decks, subheads,
and the full body of the article, all of which can be interpreted in a single
glance. Online, a much smaller amount of information will be visible in the
window, and even that information is harder and more unpleasant to read,
so people often don’t do so” (Nielsen, 1998).

Redish also observes that “[H]eadlines online have to do even more than
headlines in print. On paper, you usually see the headline and the article together
on the same piece of paper. Online and especially on a mobile, the headline
often appears first by itself as a link” (2012, p. 157).
The quality of headlines is crucial as they provide the first contact and impression
the user has with the content. As Orendorff (2014) points out, “[T]he headline
is the most important element of any page. It isn’t just your audience’s first
impression; sometimes it is their only impression.”
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The specific behavioral patterns of web users can thus be seen as ultimately
advised by a (conscious or intuitive) striving for efficiency (Iglikova, 2016, p.
204; 2017, pp. 70-74) – online people “look at headings and subheadings first;
they scan for hyperlinks, numerals and keywords” (McGovern et al., 2002, p.
1). In other words, Web users value processing the largest possible amounts of
content with the least possible effort and for the shortest amount of time possible
in an environment so rich in information and potential candidates for their
limited time and attention. This emphasizes the potential of headlines to “make
or break” user experience – “[O]n the Web, you live or die by your headings (or
headlines as they are called in newspapers and magazines). A good one makes
it easier for readers to find your article, and much more likely that they will read
what you have written” (McGovern et al., 2002, p. 5).
While headlines in print media occur along with the text they introduce
(including illustrative material etc.), headlines on the web occur in isolation.
They appear in a variety of contexts:
as listed results generated by search engines such as Google, for
example;
• on the homepages (start pages) and landing pages (web pages on web
sites containing related links, classified and organized according to
some principle - as belonging to a category within the website, as
results from a search query within the website executed by the user, as
being the most recently added or most frequently read, etc.); here they
serve as hyperlinks to their respective content;
• on content pages, along with the actual content they refer to.
Of all three situations of occurrence of headlines on the Web, only the last
one - the content page - provides users with simultaneous access to both the
headline and the related content. In this case, headlines on the web resemble
print headlines the most in that the information they provide is supplied and
supported by the content; this means that users in this specific case can rely on an
additional source of information apart from the headline itself. The presence of
two simultaneously available sources of information, one of which is the actual
content and the other simply serves to introduce it, would potentially lower the
requirements towards the headline in terms of clarity and perspicuity, since the
user has already been granted access to the body of content, and information
missing in the headline can be immediately supplied.
•

Similarly, any existing ambiguity (intentional or not) can be immediately
resolved by reference to the content. In this sense, headlines would not have
to perform the function of labels and exhibit the clarity and perspicuity this
function involves, due to the fact that users do not need to guess what the
headline (i.e., the label) in question actually stands for. Therefore, headlines
which occur in print along with the content they introduce can afford to be
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ambiguous or intentionally confusing and indeed often rely on this strategy in
order to raise readers’ interest and provoke particular actions on their part. This,
among others, is their goal in competing with other sources of content for the
attention of readers, and this is what makes them effective.
Headlines on the Web, however, occur in the aforementioned at least three
different contexts and need to satisfy the specific requirements of each of
those contexts. An important factor in shaping headlines is the specific nature
of the World Wide Web and the ways in which the information it stores can
be accessed by users. Due to the vast quantity of available content, all the
information cannot be presented at once, but instead needs to be layered and
accessed in stages. Regardless of the particular type of information-seeking
behavior a user exhibits (Cove, Walsh, 1988, pp. 31-37; Caramel et. al., 1992, pp.
865-883; Catledge, Pitkow, 1995, pp. 1065-1073; Morville, Rosenfeld, 2006, pp.
35-38; Stolley, 2011, p. 73; Enge, 2015, pp. 41-42) they access this information
via an interface in the form of the architecture and navigation of web sites.
The architecture refers to the specific ways in which the available content is
organized (in categories, by tagging), while the navigation provides the means
for accessing the already organized content. Web site navigation includes
elements such as menus, categories, links, search tools etc. These are the routes
through which users access the underlying content.
Due to the specificities of the World Wide Web as a medium, the first source of
information available to users about the content a particular website (or websites,
if a search engine is used) offers is the headline. Before users actually reach the
content itself and the contents page where it is located, they need to complete
a process of selection based only on the "label" of the actual content, i.e., the
headline. In this sense, users rely on headlines in their process of selection
among competing alternatives (Iglikova, 2017, p. 71). As a result of this fact
and its practical importance, a lot of effort has been dedicated to researching
the effectiveness of headlines - i.e., what features a headline needs to possess
in order to achieve the goal of its creators - attract users to the content they
provide.

2.2. Research on writing for the web. Patterns for creating web
headlines
Literature on writing for the Web (Krug, 2006; Nielsen, 2008; Redish, 2012;
Stolley, 2011) proposes guidelines for creating successful texts. Literature in
the field points out the importance of following these guidelines in order to
compensate for the “impatience” of web users, the extremely limited resources
of time and attention people are ready to spend on any piece of web content.
All these guidelines are aimed at promoting processing ease, i. e. efficiency, the
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processing of the largest possible amount of content in minimum time and with
minimum (physical and mental) effort.
The existence of patterns for creating headlines with analogous structures is an
important means of ensuring the high quality of web headlines (Iglikova, 2017,
p. 72). Patterns serve as templates or models used for creating specific headline
occurrences. Firstly, these patterns include sets of constant elements which build
up the basis of the pattern itself. Secondly, they have empty “slots” or positions
to be filled by elements in order to produce concrete occurrences. In addition to
the constant elements which build it, each pattern contains information about
the structural relations among its constant as well as variable constituents.
Thus, when users recognize a pattern, they can reactivate previous knowledge
and experience about the processing operations this particular pattern involves
and apply it to the current occurrence. Approaching actual occurrences in this
manner ensures economy of processing resources which would have otherwise
been necessary in establishing a new structure. Instead, users can focus only
on the variables, i.e. the new elements which fill the slots provided by the
recognized pattern. This way the use of patterns enhances efficiency by allowing
for analogous processing of numerous actualizations and specific occurrences.
The repetitive and consistent use of patterns for creating web content headlines
also enhances efficiency and processing ease as it enables the acquisition of
the pattern by the user: “[W]hen users learn the structure of content and see
patterns in how content is organized and accessed, they become more proficient
in searching and browsing of a site” (Baehr, Schaller, 2010, p. 115).
The blank “templates” or patterns can be organized into several categories.
Morrow (2012, pp. 6-8) offers the following classification:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Threat Headlines – focusing on people’s fears and apprehensions;
Zen Headlines - promising users a solution to a problem or a (number
of) way(s) to make their life easier;
Piggyback Headlines – relying on the reputation of a famous person/
organization etc.;
Mistake Headlines – focusing on possible mistakes people are likely to
make in certain situations;
How to Headlines – offering practical tips and instructions;
List Headlines – promising a specific number of options for readers to
consider/choose from;
The headline classification proposed by Bly (2005, pp. 22-25) includes
eight basic types:
Direct Headlines – “state the selling proposition directly, with no
wordplay, hidden meanings, or puns”;
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Indirect Headlines – “[T]he indirect headline makes its point in a
roundabout way. It arouses curiosity, and the questions it raises are
answered in the body copy”;
• News Headlines – “[I]f you have news about your product, announce
it in the headline”;
• How-to Headlines – “[H]ow-to headlines offer the promise of solid
information, sound advice, and solutions to problems”;
• Question Headlines – “[T]o be effective, the question headline must
ask a question that the reader can empathize with or would like to see
answered … Question headlines should always focus on the reader’s
self-interest, curiosity, and needs”;
• Command Headlines – “the first word in the command headline is a
strong verb demanding action on the part of the reader”;
• Reason-Why Headlines – signals a “list of … features”; “Reason-why
headlines need not contain the phrase “reason why.” Other introductory
phrases such as “6 ways,” “7 steps,” and “here’s how” can do just as
well”;
• Testimonial Headlines – include a quote from a user; “[Q]uotation
marks around the headline and the body copy signal the reader that the
ad is a testimonial”.
An interesting observation on the tendency for web headlines to share similar
structures which lack originality (Finberg, 2011) attributes this feature partly
to the efforts of online media “to manage the complexity of a 24-hour news’
cycle” (a development also discussed in Bulgarian Media Studies literature, see
Prodanov, 2015). As a result of these pressing specificities of the information
cycle online, “many websites have template-driven publishing systems”which
are essential to timely publishing but have “little flexibility” (Finberg, 2011).
•

2.3. Research on virality and the efficiency of web headlines
A study (Lee, 2014) based on 3016 headlines from 24 top content sites provides
evidence regarding the most popular words and phrases featuring in the most
popular headlines, i. e., the so-called “viral” headlines (see fig. 1 and fig. 2
below):
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Fig. 1 – List of most popular words in viral headlines (Lee, 2014)

Fig. 2 – List of most popular phrases in viral headlines (Lee , 2014)
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A different study by Lai and Farbrot investigates the effect of using questions
in headlines and claims that “questions in headlines are significantly more
effective than declarative headlines in generating readership” (Lai, Farbrot,
2014). A study by Conductor (Safran, 2013) which isolates “the five general
ways in which headlines are written” has different findings. The five “high-level
headline types” include “Normal” (declarative statement) structure, question,
“How to” structure, structure featuring a number and, finally, a reader-addressing
structure (ibid.). When ordered according to users’ preferences, these headlines
achieved scores which established the “number” structure as the most popular
among successful headlines (36 %), followed by the reader-addressing structure
(21 %), the “How to” structure (17 %), the “normal” structure (15 %) and finally,
in last place, the question with 11 % (see fig. 3):

Fig. 3 – Overall headline preferences (Safran, 2013)

The same study ranked these five basic structures or patterns for creating
headlines according to gender preferences. The results show that while overall
preference for the five headline structure types is gender neutral, females are
much more affected by numeral-containing headlines and “How to” headlines
than males (a preference of 39 % and 18 % respectively among females opposed
to the 32 % and 17 % among males), whereas males are more prone to click on
reader-addressing headlines, normal headlines and questions (22 %, 17 % and
12 % as opposed to 20 %, 13 % and 10 % respectively among females (see fig.
4):
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Fig. 4 – headline preferences by gender (Safran, 2013)

These findings also pertain to the adherence to the principle of efficiency in web
content headlines, as the authors of the study explain the results in terms of the
clarity of the headline, i. e. “the more the headline resonated, the more explicit
the headline was as to what the reader was going to get out of reading the article”
(Safran, 2013). This definition is synonymous with the principle of efficiency
which has to do with achieving processing ease through the consistent use of
patterns and the compacting of surface structure within a highly demanding
context where “the modern internet user is forced to be more discerning about
the headlines they click on, and is hyper cognizant of where they are investing
their time” (ibid.).
Another study based on 65 000 paid link titles (Bennett, 2013) compares
headlines in terms of their use of positive and negative superlatives and points
out the following – “compared with headlines that contained neither positive
(“always” or “best”) nor negative (“never” or “worst”) superlatives, headlines
with positive superlatives performed 29% worse and headlines with negative
superlatives performed 30% better”.
In line with the aforementioned findings, English-Bulgarian research on the
relationship between virality and headline patterns also includes two casestudies by the author of the present article. The first one offers a comparison
of headlines from 3 different websites in terms of the specific numerals used
and their frequency of occurrence and aims at providing an interlinguistic,
comparative aspect to the analysis of numerals and the phenomenon of virality
(Iglikova, 2016, pp. 203-211). The second case study is a comparative, corpus-
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based case study of the patterns employed in English-language and Bulgarianlanguage viral headlines pertaining to one particular topic (the taste of Coca-Cola
at McDonald’s) and provides a descriptive analysis of a specific phenomenon
and a comparison of the approaches to creating headlines on English-language
websites on the one hand, and on Bulgarian websites, on the other (Iglikova,
2017, pp. 71-84).

3. Conclusion
The relevance and growing importance of integrating research from various
fields dealing with the language of New Media in general and the language of
headlines on the web is undeniable. It has to do with the multifaceted nature
of the World Wide Web and its transformation of various kinds of traditional
media. For this purpose, the present article attempts to offer an overview
of available research concerning the topic and in this way to enable certain
continuity and consistency of further research. The article also provides an
overview of Bulgarian research on the topic, which is deemed to be necessary
for the integration of local, cultural- and language-specific findings within the
overall global picture of “digitally born” texts online.
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