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Facebook generates a significant share of news organizations’ traffic. An average of 25 to 40 percent of 

external referrals came from the social media platform in the last year, according to an analysis of over 

2,500 online media sites in Parse.ly’s network.1  

Given the importance of social media for news organizations, it is not surprising that efforts to maximize 

social media traffic are widespread. It is easy to find tips on how to write headlines that will go viral on 

social media. These suggestions range from using numbers in headlines2 to using language that will 

spark an emotional response3 to using specific words like “you” and “your.”4 

In the realm of politics, our focus in this report, it is unclear what works to generate more Facebook 

engagement. We investigate two aspects of political coverage to understand whether they make any 

difference: the positivity or negativity of news headlines and images, and the focus of news headlines on 

issues or campaign strategy.  

Images can be more positive or negative. Consider the following: 

           Note: These example images were not used in the tests. 

  

  

*Note: This preliminary report is being shared prior to academic publication to encourage discussion and 
suggestions for revision. 
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Headlines can be more positive or negative as well. Consider the following: 

Trump Asserts Independence from his Allies 

Clinton Maintains Lead in Latest Poll 

Trump Attacks his Allies 

Clinton’s Lead Shrinks in Latest Polls  

Note: These example headlines were not used in the tests. 

Headlines can emphasize campaign strategy (e.g. who is ahead and behind and how the candidates are 

maneuvering to gain an electoral advantage) or issues (e.g. the political topics and policies discussed by 

candidates and the public). The following headlines illustrate the difference: 

Trump Draws Large Audiences in Pennsylvania  

Clinton Courts Women at Latest Rally 

Trump’s Emphasizes Immigration in Pennsylvania  

Clinton Discusses Abortion at Latest Rally  

Note: These example headlines were not used in the tests. 

How do these factors affect Facebook engagement? The Center for Media Engagement partnered with a 

national news organization and the social media testing platform Naytev to find out. We analyzed what 

predicts clicks, comments, and reactions (e.g., like, love, haha, wow, sad, and angry). We looked at all 

three outcomes because Facebook’s proprietary algorithm prioritizes posts that generate more clicks, 

comments, and reactions in the News Feed.5  

We conducted 118 tests on Facebook that garnered 2,670,886 impressions during the 2016 primary and 

general election. The news organization created posts using Facebook’s sponsored ads system and the 

Naytev platform, which randomized the displayed headline and image.  

In some tests, people saw one of two different images and one of three versions of a headline. In other 

tests, people saw one of three different images and one of two versions of a headline. For each test, we 

analyzed whether the headline or image that was the most negative/positive, or the headline that was 

most strategic/issue-focused generated a different level of engagement than the other headline(s) or 

image(s). All images and headlines were accurate reflections of the news content contained in the 

article. 

In 69 tests conducted between April 12 and October 19, 2016, the newsroom varied the positivity and 

negativity of the image and headline.  

In 49 tests conducted between October 17 and November 9, 2016, the newsroom varied the 

positivity/negativity of the image and the issue/strategy focus of the headline. 

NEGATIVE IMAGES INCREASE CLICKS, POSITIV E IMAGES INCREASE REACTIONS 

Many academics and journalists have argued that negativity attracts news users. It may violate our 

expectations,6 physiologically arouse us7 and draw our attention to deviance.8 There is some evidence 

outside of a social media setting that news negativity draws clicks.9  

Yet social media might be different. When online, people may not always engage with the most negative 

news.10 Sharing positive information can help people bond socially.11 Further, individuals in social spaces 

http://www.naytev.com
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tend to manage the impression they make on other people.12 They want to be perceived in a positive 

light – and commenting on or reacting to negative news may present an undesirable impression.  

So, what wins out on social media? Positive or negative news? 

• Our analysis shows that negative images yield more clicks. The most negative image in a test 
garnered 12% more clicks than the other images.13  

• Positive images yield more reactions. The most positive image in a test resulted in 27% more 
reactions than other images.14 

• Commenting was unaffected by positive/negative images. The number of comments did not 
vary depending on whether a positive or negative image was used. 

• The positivity or negativity of the headline made no difference in clicking, commenting, or 
reacting. 

We also analyzed whether these patterns varied depending on whether the headline or image included 

a prominent Democrat (e.g. Clinton or Obama) or a prominent Republican (e.g. Trump). There were no 

differences. 

ISSUE-FOCUSED HEADLINES REDUCE CLICKS, INCREASE REACTIONS AND COMMENTS 

In political campaign season, news coverage often focuses on the campaign strategy and horserace at 

the expense of issue coverage, perhaps because, as some academic research suggests, “the horserace 

sells.”15 Strategy coverage more generally includes news mentioning political motives, metaphors of 

sports or wars, potential campaign outcomes, candidate or party strategy for winning, or other content 

that focused more on the “how” of a campaign rather than political issues.16 Yet news coverage that 

educates about issues is essential during campaigns so that voters can learn where political candidates 

stand before making a vote choice. We analyzed how voters responded to issue and horserace 

coverage.17 

• Our results show that issue-focused headlines reduced clicks. The most issue-focused headline 
in a test yielded 30% fewer clicks to the news article than the other headlines.18 

• Issue-focused headlines increased reactions and comments. The most issue-focused headline in 
a test increased reactions the news post by 27%19 and increased comments on the news post by 
31%.20 

We also analyzed whether these patterns varied depending on the issue emphasized. The results held 

across various issues like immigration, healthcare, and the economy. 

IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS  

We find that negative images increase clicks, but decrease reactions. Issue-focused headlines decrease 

clicks, but increase reactions and comments. As a result of this analysis, it may be tempting to increase 

the use of negative images and strategy-focused headlines as a way to boost clicks. There are additional 

considerations: 

• Decades of scholarly studies suggest that strategy and negative political coverage can have 
detrimental effects on news audiences, ranging from political cynicism to decreased trust in the 
media and political institutions. 21  
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• Facebook’s algorithm prioritizes commenting and reacting in addition to clicks, meaning that 
focusing solely on clicks misses the full potential of the platform. 

• If a newsroom’s goal is to generate a more engaged social media audience, then positive images 
and issue content may be the way to go. 

As with any study, there are limitations. The research was conducted during one election cycle and with 

one newsroom, so it isn’t possible to know whether the same findings would hold in different 

circumstances. The findings related to what articles people choose to click on, however, do echo what 

others using different methods and not looking at social media have found, increasing our confidence 

that these are persistent patterns.  

The analysis here shows that what prompts clicks doesn’t always increase other forms of engagement, 

like commenting and reacting. Our hope is that this white paper can expose some of the trade-offs 

facing newsrooms as they determine their social strategy. 

METHODOLOGICAL DETAILS  

The Center for Media Engagement at The University of Texas at Austin, with the help of a national 

newsroom, conducted 118 experiments on Facebook between April 12 and November 9, 2016. The tests 

were conducted using Naytev, a platform that allows newsrooms to test the success of different 

headlines, images, and status updates on Facebook.  

In nearly all tests, a journalist input a news article along with either three headlines and two images or 

two headlines and three images into Naytev’s platform.22 Naytev automatically created six different 

experimental conditions – pairing each headline and each image one time – to post to Facebook’s 

sponsored ad system. Facebook then sent the ads to the News Feeds of a “look-alike audience,” 

meaning an audience of Facebook users who are similar to the newsroom’s Facebook page followers 

who do not already follow that Facebook page.  

Each test ran for approximately 48 hours and received between 2,798 and 55,613 unique impressions, 

for a total of 2,670,886 impressions over all tests. We collected the aggregate number of impressions – 

that is, the number of people who received each headline/image combination on their news feed – as 

well as the aggregate number of clicks on the article, reactions (like, angry, sad, etc.) to the post, and 

comments on the post. We collected no personal data on Facebook users. 

Given that positivity and negativity could be subjective, we went through an extensive process to 

determine which image or headline was most positive and most negative. We utilized amazon.com’s 

Mechanical Turk crowdsourcing platform. mTurk workers were given two images from each test and 

asked to indicate which one was more unfavorable. When the test involved three different images, we 

averaged the percentage of workers indicating that each image was more unfavorable across the pairs.  

Before doing this work, we fielded a qualification task where workers were asked to evaluate three pairs 

of images to identify which image was more unfavorable. The pairs contained images where one was 

clearly more negative than the other. The workers also evaluated three pairs of headlines for which was 

more unfavorable. We originally fielded the qualification task among all workers and then specifically 

targeted conservatives to ensure that we had a balanced political profile among those completing the 

coding task.  
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Of the 1,746 workers who completed the qualification survey, 825 answered all six of the test questions 

correctly and were invited to complete the actual task. Those successfully completing the qualification 

were then invited to code the images. Each mTurker was permitted to code at most 50 image pairs and 

each image pair was coded by 50 mTurk workers. In total, 241 mTurkers evaluated an average of 44 

image pairs (SD = 13, Range = 1 to 50). Workers were told, “Putting aside your opinion of who or what is 

shown in each image, pick which image is more unfavorable.” When comparing two images, on average 

50 percent rated each image as more unfavorable (SD = 0.29, Range = 0.04 to 0.96). 

We used a similar procedure to evaluate the relative favorability for headlines, with one major 

difference. Whereas the subject of the images was clear, the headlines sometimes evoked multiple 

people. This made it difficult to determine which headline was more unfavorable. For example, a 

headline saying that “Candidate A is ahead of Candidate B in the polls” is good news for Candidate A, but 

not for Candidate B. For this reason, we catalogued each person or entity that was identified in a way 

that allowed us to determine favorability within each headline. We then asked the mTurk workers to 

code pairs of headlines for which was more favorable for each subject identified in any of the headlines 

within an experiment. We then used data for the referent that yielded the highest unfavorable 

percentage in the analyses described below.  

In total, 318 mTurk workers completed 13,700 headline comparisons. On average, each mTurk worker 

completed 43 comparisons (SD = 14, Range = 1 to 52). When comparing two headlines, on average 50 

percent rated each image as more unfavorable (SD = 0.29, Range = 0.04 to 0.96). 

We then weighted the ratings by the mTurk workers to match the partisanship of the U.S. population 

based on data from the 2016 ANES. This allowed us to control for the possible influence of partisanship 

when computing the results. The general conclusions, however, are the same regardless of whether we 

do this step.  

All statistical analyses were conducted using meta-analytic techniques. Statistical details are included in 

the footnotes of this report.  
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