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ABSTRACT
Sensationalized headlines have become a prevalent strategy in modern journalism to attract readers, but their impact on news consumption and opinion formation among students remains a critical area of study. This research examines how exaggerated or emotionally charged headlines influence students' engagement with news, their perception of credibility, and their subsequent opinion formation. Through a mixed-methods approach combining surveys, focus group discussions, and experimental exposure to sensational vs. factual headlines the study assesses differences in attention, recall, and emotional response. Findings suggest that sensationalized headlines significantly increase click-through rates but often lead to misinformed judgments and reduced trust in news sources. Additionally, emotional arousal from such headlines may overshadow critical analysis, reinforcing confirmation bias. The study highlights the need for media literacy education to help students navigate sensationalism and develop discerning news consumption habits.  
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background of the Study
The digital era has transformed the landscape of news consumption. With the increasing accessibility of the internet, the proliferation of smartphones, and the dominance of social media platforms, traditional news consumption habits have shifted dramatically. Today, digital platforms serve as the primary source of information for many, particularly among younger audiences. For students, who are often referred to as digital natives, these platforms offer an endless flow of news and information that is easily accessible and consumable. In this context, headlines play a critical role in news consumption as they are often the first, and sometimes the only, part of a news article that is read. As Boczkowski and Mitchelstein (2013) note, the digital age has not only increased the speed of news dissemination but also intensified the pressure on news outlets to capture reader attention quickly, leading to the rise of more sensationalized content.
Headlines have always been a crucial aspect of journalism, serving as the “gateway” to news content. However, the rise of online news has intensified the competition among media outlets to attract readers. In this competitive digital environment, sensationalized headlines have become a common tool used to capture attention and drive traffic. Sensationalized headlines are designed to be eye-catching and to evoke an emotional response, often relying on exaggeration, hyperbole, or emotionally charged language. Scholars such as Cassidy (2007) and Hermida (2010) have argued that the shift from print to digital media has contributed to the increasing prevalence of sensationalism as news outlets compete for clicks and engagement.
The phenomenon of sensationalism in media is not new. It dates back to the “yellow journalism” of the late 19th century, where newspapers employed dramatic and exaggerated headlines to attract readership. However, the digital landscape has amplified this trend, with sensationalized headlines being a powerful driver of online traffic and social media engagement. According to Dor (2003), headlines are critical in shaping readers’ perceptions because they serve as cognitive shortcuts, allowing individuals to make quick judgments about a news story. This is particularly relevant for students, who are still in the process of developing their critical thinking and media literacy skills.
In the digital environment, the emotional and attention-grabbing nature of sensationalized headlines often leads to what scholars call “clickbait”—headlines designed primarily to generate clicks, regardless of the content’s accuracy or depth. Grabe, Zhou, and Barnett (2001) emphasize that sensationalism can trigger strong emotional responses, such as fear, anger, or curiosity, making stories more memorable. For students, who frequently engage with news on social media platforms, these emotional responses can significantly influence their perceptions and opinions. This influence is further compounded by the way social media algorithms prioritize sensational and high-engagement content, leading to what Pariser (2011) described as “filter bubbles,” where users are repeatedly exposed to similar sensational content, reinforcing existing biases and limiting exposure to diverse perspectives.
The rise of digital and social media has also changed the way students interact with news. Studies by Mitchell et al. (2018) and Newman et al. (2019) show that younger audiences, including students, are more likely to consume news through mobile devices and social media platforms than through traditional media. The design of these platforms encourages quick, surface-level engagement, with users often scrolling rapidly through content and pausing only when a headline catches their eye. This tendency can result in a superficial understanding of complex issues, as headlines are often the primary, and sometimes the only, source of information students consume.
Research by Fisher, Keum, and Youniss (2015) suggests that students who rely on digital platforms for news are more susceptible to sensationalized headlines because of their heavy use of social media and the fragmented nature of online content consumption. This susceptibility can have significant consequences for students’ civic engagement and understanding of public affairs. Sensational headlines can distort the importance of news events, leading to misinformed opinions and a skewed sense of reality. Furthermore, Dahlgren (2009) argues that sensationalism contributes to the “dumbing down” of news content, where entertainment value is prioritized over informative content, potentially diminishing students’ ability to critically engage with current events.
Sensationalized headlines not only shape what students read but also how they interpret news events. The concept of Agenda-Setting Theory, introduced by McCombs and Shaw (1972), suggests that the media influences public perception by highlighting certain topics over others. Sensationalized headlines often drive attention to specific issues while framing them in ways that encourage emotional engagement, which can have a direct impact on opinion formation. Furthermore, Framing Theory, as articulated by Goffman (1974) and Entman (1993), posits that the way information is presented influences how people interpret events. Sensationalized headlines, by framing stories with dramatic or emotionally charged language, play a significant role in shaping students’ initial interpretations and attitudes.
In the social media era, the spread of sensationalized headlines has accelerated. Hermida (2014) and Pennycook and Rand (2019) highlight that the algorithmic nature of social media platforms prioritizes content that generates high engagement, often favoring sensationalized headlines over more measured reporting. This is especially concerning for students who may lack the critical media literacy skills to discern credible information from sensationalized content. As a result, there is a growing need to explore how these headlines impact news consumption patterns and the formation of opinions among students, a demographic that is not only heavily engaged with digital media but also at a formative stage of developing civic and social awareness.
Moreover, the influence of sensationalized headlines is not limited to individual news stories but can extend to broader societal impacts. Jibril and Boukes (2020) discuss how sensationalism can create a climate of fear or anxiety, especially when headlines focus on crime, disasters, or health crises, potentially affecting public mood and behavior. In educational settings, sensationalized headlines can also influence how students perceive academic or social issues, impacting their engagement with topics that are critical for their personal and academic development. The way news is presented can influence not only what students know but how they process information and form opinions about the world around them. This underscores the importance of investigating the role of sensationalized headlines in shaping news consumption habits and opinion formation among students.
This study seeks to explore these dynamics by focusing on how sensationalized headlines affect students’ choices in news consumption, their interpretations of news events, and the overall formation of their opinions. By examining the specific ways in which sensationalism influences young audiences, this research aims to provide valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities of media consumption in the digital age, ultimately contributing to a better understanding of how students engage with and interpret the news.
1.2 Statement of the Problem
The problem this study seeks to address is the influence of sensationalized headlines on news consumption and opinion formation among students. In the digital age, students are frequently exposed to a barrage of news stories, often with sensationalized headlines that prioritize clicks over accuracy. This trend raises concerns about the potential for misinformation, bias reinforcement, and the overall quality of public discourse among young people. Sensationalized headlines may lead to distorted perceptions of news events, making it difficult for students to engage with credible and balanced information. The lack of research specifically targeting the impact of sensationalized headlines on student audiences justifies the need for this study.
The influence of sensationalized headlines on news consumption and opinion formation among students is an emerging concern in the digital media landscape. The prevalence of sensationalized headlines raises questions about their impact on the credibility of information and the ability of young audiences to form informed opinions. Many students rely on digital platforms as their primary source of news, where sensationalized content is often prioritized due to its attention-grabbing nature. This trend may lead to a shallow understanding of complex issues, reinforce existing biases, or contribute to the spread of misinformation. The lack of research specifically targeting how sensationalized headlines impact students underscores the need for this study, which seeks to fill this gap by examining the behavioral and cognitive effects of such headlines on young audiences.
1.3 Objectives of the Study
1. To examine how sensationalized headlines influence news consumption patterns among students
2. To assess the role of sensationalized headlines in shaping initial interpretations and opinions on news topic
3. To determine whether sensationalized headlines constitute to bias reinforcement and selective exposure among students

1.4 Research Questions
The study has the following research questions:
1. How do sensationalized headlines impact the frequency and nature of news consumption among students?
2. In what way do sensationalize headlines shape students’ perceptions and opinions on various news topic?
3. Do sensationalized headlines reinforce pre-existing biases among students?
1.5 Significance of the Study
The findings generally show that there is a significant relationship between purpose of using social media and influencing sensational title headlines on news consumption and information behavior among students.
1. Understanding Youth Media Behavior: The study will offer insights into how sensationalized headlines influence the news consumption behavior of students. As young people are at a crucial stage of developing their critical thinking skills, understanding the impact of sensationalism can help educators and parents address the potential consequences of emotionally charged content on young audiences.
2. Media Literacy and Education: The findings will provide a foundation for enhancing media literacy education. Schools and universities can use the insights from this study to develop curricula that teach students to critically evaluate news content, particularly in discerning credible information from sensationalized reports.
3. Journalistic and Ethical Implications: The research will offer valuable data on the ethical considerations of sensationalism in journalism. News outlets can use the findings to balance the need for attracting readership with responsible reporting, encouraging media professionals to reconsider headline strategies that prioritize engagement over accuracy.
1.6 Scope of the Study
This study focusses on students within the age range of 16-24 years, enrolled in secondary schools, colleges, and universities. The research will primarily target digital media platforms, including news websites, social media platforms, and news apps, as they are the primary sources of news for students. The study will analyze the impact of sensationalized headlines on students’news consumption patterns, opinions, and critical engagement. It will include both qualitative and quantitative methods, using surveys, interviews, and content analysis to collect and analyze data. The geographical focus of the study may be limited to a specific region or country depending on available resources.
1.7 Definition of Terms
1. Sensationalized Headlines: Headlines that use emotionally charged language, exaggeration, or provocative wording to attract attention, often prioritizing engagement over accuracy.
2. News Consumption: The act of accessing, reading, watching, or interacting with news content through various media platforms.
3. Opinion Formation: The process by which individuals develop attitudes, beliefs, or viewpoints about a topic based on information or experiences.
4 Media Literacy: The ability to critically analyze, evaluate, and interpret media content, particularly in terms of credibility, accuracy, and bias.








CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.0 INTRODUCTION
This chapter present review of relevant literature regarding the influence sensationalized title headline on news consumption and opinion formation among student.
2.1. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
2.1.1. Concepts of Sensationalized Headline 
The concept of sensationalized headlines refers to news titles crafted to grab attention through emotional, exaggerated, or dramatic language. These headlines prioritize evoking strong reactions such as shock, fear, or curiosity to increase readership or engagement, often at the expense of accuracy or context. Sensationalized headlines rely on techniques like clickbait, ambiguity, or hyperbolic phrasing to make stories appear more significant or urgent. While effective for driving traffic, they raise ethical concerns, as they can mislead readers, spread misinformation, and erode trust in journalism. The following are different scholars’ definitions of sensationalized headlines.
Bednarek and Caple (2012), These scholars define sensationalized headlines as employing linguistic strategies to amplify the significance of a story. By using evaluative and emotional language, along with dramatic vocabulary, these headlines create an exaggerated sense of urgency or importance. This approach aligns with the media’s need to prioritize attention-grabbing content but risks distorting the narrative’s integrity by focusing more on sensational appeal than substance.
Fileable (2024), Sensationalized headlines are attention-grabbing titles designed to provoke strong emotional reactions, often through exaggeration or distortion of facts. Their primary objective is to increase engagement, particularly on digital platforms. However, this practice frequently misleads audiences and contributes to the spread of misinformation. Fileable notes the potential erosion of public trust in media caused by this sensationalist approach, emphasizing the ethical concerns it raises for journalistic credibility.
Molek-Kozakowska (2012), Molek-Kozakowska views sensationalized headlines as a manifestation of journalistic practices that frame events as extraordinary to capture audience interest. These headlines frequently rely on emotionally charged language and emphasize deviant or unusual aspects of stories. While they succeed in drawing attention, they can oversimplify complex issues, undermining readers’ ability to engage critically with the full context.
Livingstone (1998), Livingstone examines sensationalism within the broader context of market-driven journalism. Sensationalized headlines cater to fragmented audiences by blending commercial imperatives with storytelling techniques. This practice often sacrifices factual accuracy and nuanced reporting in favor of driving traffic, reflecting the media’s alignment with audience preferences over journalistic ethics.
Dempster (2023), Dempster highlights the ethical dilemmas posed by sensationalized headlines, which prioritize attention-grabbing elements over factual accuracy. Rooted in the commercial pressures of modern journalism, these headlines aim to maximize engagement but often distort the underlying narrative. This trend compromises journalistic credibility and erodes public trust, as the audience becomes skeptical of exaggerated or misleading claims.
Coddington (2019), Coddington emphasizes the role of sensationalized headlines in digital journalism, particularly in the context of clickbait. These headlines provoke curiosity or emotional reactions to drive online traffic. However, they often fail to deliver substantive content that aligns with the headline’s claims, creating a disconnection between audience expectations and actual reporting. This practice raises questions about journalistic responsibility in a competitive digital environment.
Yellowbrick Media Analysis (2024), Sensationalized headlines are linked to the commercialization of news, aiming to amplify emotional engagement and urgency to attract readers. While effective for increasing viewership, this approach often undermines journalistic integrity. Yellowbrick Media highlights the ethical challenges of balancing audience appeal with the responsibility to provide accurate and context-rich reporting, pointing to the broader consequences of sensationalism on public discourse and societal trust in the media.
2.1.2. Characteristics of sensationalized headlines 
Sensationalized headlines aim to attract maximum attention by employing specific characteristics designed to provoke curiosity and emotion. Below is a detailed explanation of these features:
1. Emotional Appeal
Sensationalized headlines often use emotionally charged language to create a strong reaction, such as fear, outrage, or excitement. For example, phrases like “You Won’t Believe What Happened Next!” manipulate readers into engaging with the content based on emotional triggers rather than rational interest.
1. Exaggeration
Such headlines tend to magnify the impact or importance of an event. Words like “epic,” “unbelievable,” or “disastrous” amplify the story’s stakes, often presenting ordinary events as extraordinary.
1. Ambiguity and Curiosity Gaps
Headlines leave out key details to spark curiosity, forcing readers to click or read further. For instance, a headline like “This Simple Trick Changed Everything!” doesn’t specify the subject or outcome, enticing readers to seek answers.
1. Use of Superlatives and Absolutes
Sensational headlines rely heavily on words like “best,” “worst,” “never,” or “always” to make bold claims. These absolutes often oversimplify nuanced stories, presenting them in an exaggerated or one-sided way.
1. Misleading or Out-of-Context Framing
Headlines may cherry-pick information or twist facts to fit an attention-grabbing narrative. For example, a headline could state, “Celebrity A Destroys Celebrity B,” when the actual story is a mild disagreement.
1. Clickbait Techniques
Clickbait-style headlines make grand promises, often unrelated to the story’s actual content. They lure readers with intrigue or shock but fail to provide substantive or relevant information upon further reading.
1. Sensory and Visual Words
Vivid descriptions, such as “explosive,” “horrifying,” or “jaw-dropping,” paint mental images that captivate audiences. These sensory triggers enhance emotional engagement.
1. Simplification of Complex Issues
Sensationalized headlines often reduce complex stories to simplistic, sensational narratives. For instance, they may distort political events or scientific findings into easily digestible but inaccurate summaries.
2.1.3. Significance of Sensationalized Headlines 
· Attracting Attention
Sensationalized headlines are designed to stand out in an oversaturated media environment. Their eye-catching nature increases the likelihood of click-throughs and engagement. In an era of fast consumption, readers often skim headlines, and those that provoke emotion or curiosity can dominate attention.
· Shaping Public Opinion
Headlines often serve as the first point of contact with the news, framing how people perceive a story. By emphasizing extreme or dramatic details, sensational headlines can influence public opinion by highlighting emotional or controversial aspects, which may overshadow more nuanced perspectives. This can lead to biased or polarized views.
· Driving Engagement
These headlines are a key driver of social media sharing, where users frequently share sensational content because it evokes strong reactions. The viral nature of sensational stories boosts interaction, encouraging readers to comment, debate, and share the content, further amplifying the story’s reach.
· Commercial Success
In the media industry, sensationalism is often used as a commercial strategy. Media outlets prioritize generating revenue through ad impressions or subscriptions, and sensationalized headlines maximize clicks, leading to increased profitability. The pressure to maintain high engagement often incentivizes outlets to prioritize shock value over in-depth reporting.
· Impact on Credibility and Trust
While sensationalized headlines can generate attention, they also contribute to concerns about the erosion of journalistic integrity. The emphasis on emotional appeal and distortion of facts can lead to misinformation and public skepticism about the media. This has broader implications for media literacy, as audiences may become more prone to accepting sensationalized narratives over factual, well-researched stories.
2.1.4. Concept of News Consumption 
News consumption refers to how individuals’ access, interpret, and engage with news content. Traditionally, this process involved newspapers, television, and radio. However, with the advent of the internet and mobile devices, the landscape has shifted dramatically. Social media platforms and news websites now dominate as primary sources of news, offering users the ability to consume content at their own pace and according to personal preferences.
This shift has led to both positive and negative outcomes. On the one hand, digital platforms have democratized access to information, allowing people to stay informed anytime and anywhere. However, the rise of clickbait and sensationalized headlines has raised concerns about the quality of information consumed. The speed at which news is disseminated can also lead to misinformation and an overemphasis on emotional or sensational content over factual reporting.
Moreover, the proliferation of digital media has contributed to the emergence of echo chambers, where individuals are exposed primarily to content that aligns with their existing views. This can limit the diversity of information and perspectives, impacting critical thinking and public discourse. As a result, media literacy has become a key focus in discussions about news consumption, emphasizing the need for users to critically evaluate the sources and content they engage with.
News consumption is a widely studied topic, with scholars offering varying definitions based on evolving media environments. According to Pew Research, news consumption refers to the “information about current events, which can be consumed by audiences in a variety of media spaces, that facilitates civic and political engagement” . This perspective underscores the role of news in informing the public, thereby enhancing participation in democratic processes.
Other scholars have emphasized the shift in how people consume news in the digital era. For example, Lee et al. (2017) argue that news consumption has become a highly personalized and fragmented activity due to the rise of social media and mobile platforms, where users curate their information flow, often leading to more selective exposure. Additionally, some studies focus on “news repertoires,” which refer to the combination of different media outlets people use to stay informed, noting the importance of both traditional and digital sources in shaping news consumption habits.
news consumption is no longer confined to passive reception of media but is now an active, personalized, and dynamic process where individuals choose the platforms and sources that align with their interests and preferences, influencing their engagement with news and shaping their views.
In addition to the definitions mentioned, several scholars highlight the evolving nature of news consumption in the digital age. Stroud (2011) defines news consumption as the active process by which individuals select, interpret, and engage with information, with a particular focus on the role of online platforms and social media in shaping how news is delivered and received. According to Stroud, people are no longer passive recipients of information; instead, they actively curate and filter the news content that aligns with their interests, often leading to echo chambers where individuals are exposed only to information that reinforces their existing beliefs.
Further, Tewksbury and Althaus (2000) argue that news consumption involves a complex interaction between media outlets and consumers. They propose that individuals’ news consumption is influenced by both the medium (e.g., digital vs. traditional) and the content (e.g., the framing of issues). This dynamic process means that news consumers not only select content but also interpret it through their personal biases and experiences, which is particularly evident in the digital landscape where personalized algorithms play a significant role in shaping what news is shown.
Vargo et al. (2018) also add to this discourse by examining how audiences’ engagement with news content has shifted from passive consumption to active participation. They note that digital news platforms have fostered new forms of interaction, such as sharing, commenting, and discussing news online. This has made news consumption a more interactive, communal experience, wherein the audience’s opinions and engagement can amplify or challenge the narratives presented by media outlets.
In summary, news consumption is a multifaceted process shaped by individual choices, digital platforms, and personal biases. The ability to filter, share, and interact with news content has fundamentally altered how information is disseminated and consumed. This shift has both positive aspects, such as increased engagement and accessibility, and challenges, such as the risk of misinformation and ideological echo chambers.
2.1.5. Overview on Opinion Formation 
Opinion formation refers to the process by which individuals develop, shape, and refine their beliefs, judgments, and attitudes about particular issues, events, or topics. This process is dynamic and influenced by cognitive mechanisms, social interactions, personal experiences, and external sources of information, such as media, education, and peer influences. According to Kelley and Eagly (1989), cognitive processes are essential in forming opinions, as individuals analyze available information, weighing evidence and reasoning before coming to conclusions. This process can be influenced by social factors as well, including peer pressure, family, and cultural norms, which may push individuals toward conforming to group opinions or maintaining their own beliefs.
The role of media and external information sources is critical in shaping opinion formation. The Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) highlights two routes through which individuals can form opinions: the central route, which involves careful, thoughtful consideration of information, and the peripheral route, which relies on more superficial cues, such as the credibility or attractiveness of the source. The media often plays a pivotal role in triggering opinion formation by presenting information in various ways, either fostering deep, reasoned reflection or influencing audiences through emotional appeal and sensationalized content. Iyengar and Kinder (1987) argue that the media’s framing of issues can significantly influence how individuals perceive political and social topics, shaping their opinions even without direct exposure to detailed or factual information.
Cognitive biases also play an essential role in how opinions are formed. Tversky and Kahneman (1974) discussed how biases like confirmation bias, where individuals seek out information that aligns with their pre-existing beliefs, can reinforce existing opinions. This can lead to more entrenched views and a reduced likelihood of changing one’s perspective, even when presented with contrary evidence. Similarly, Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory suggests that people often rely on the opinions of others in their social circles, seeking validation from peers or society at large, which can further shape their beliefs and attitudes. The presence of group identity also plays a strong role in opinion formation, as individuals often identify with their social groups and adopt similar views, reinforcing group cohesion.
Moreover, the political and social context in which people live significantly impacts their opinion formation. Framing Theory (Entman, 1993) posits that the way issues are framed in media, such as the language used or the specific angle taken, can affect public opinion. For instance, political messages framed in a way that emphasizes a sense of urgency or crisis may prompt stronger emotional reactions, influencing individuals’ opinions on policy or social issues. The spiral of silence theory (Noelle-Neumann, 1974) also suggests that people may withhold their opinions if they perceive them to be in the minority, resulting in a skewed sense of public opinion and reinforcing dominant societal views.
In conclusion, opinion formation is a multifaceted process influenced by an interplay of cognitive mechanisms, media, social networks, and individual experiences. As opinions are continuously shaped and reshaped by these factors, it becomes essential for individuals to engage in critical thinking and media literacy. With the growth of social media and digital platforms, where personalization and algorithm-driven content further influence opinions, understanding these dynamics has become even more crucial for informed decision-making and engagement in democratic societies.
2.1.6. Opinion Formation Process 
The opinion formation process refers to how individuals develop, modify, and solidify their views or beliefs about particular issues, events, or subjects. It involves several interconnected stages influenced by personal experiences, social environments, and media exposure. The process can be summarized as follows:
· Exposure to Information: Individuals are exposed to information through various sources such as media, social interactions, education, and personal experiences. The type and nature of the information play a significant role in shaping initial opinions.
· Perception and Interpretation: Individuals interpret information based on their existing beliefs, values, cultural background, and cognitive biases. This stage determines how they process and prioritize certain messages or perspectives over others.
· Evaluation and Judgment: After interpreting the information, individuals evaluate it in relation to their existing knowledge and opinions. They may assess the credibility of the source, the logic of the argument, or how well it aligns with their personal values.
· Social Influence: Opinions are often influenced by discussions, social norms, and interactions with peers, family, and community. People may adjust their views to align with those of their social groups to maintain harmony or a sense of belonging.
· Emotional Response: Emotions, such as fear, anger, or empathy, significantly impact opinion formation. Strong emotional reactions can reinforce or alter opinions, especially when tied to highly charged issues.
· Reinforcement or Revision: Based on the information, evaluation, and social influences, individuals may either reinforce their pre-existing opinions or revise them to accommodate new insights or perspectives.
· Public Expression: Once opinions are formed or adjusted, individuals may express them publicly through conversations, social media, or other forms of communication, contributing to broader societal discussions.
2.1.7. Influence Sensationalized Title Headline on News Consumption and Opinion Formation Among Student
The influence of sensationalized headline titles on news consumption and opinion formation, particularly among students, has garnered significant attention in media studies. In the age of digital media, where the pace of news dissemination is rapid and attention spans are short, sensationalized headlines play a crucial role in shaping how news is consumed. These headlines often prioritize grabbing attention, even at the expense of accuracy or depth, by using dramatic language, exaggeration, or emotional appeal. The result is that students, who are often heavy consumers of digital news, may form opinions based on superficial impressions rather than in-depth analysis or critical engagement with the full content.
Sensationalized headlines are designed to stand out in a crowded digital space, often emphasizing shocking or controversial aspects of a story to compel the reader to click. This strategy is prevalent on social media platforms, news websites, and even traditional media outlets as they compete for user attention. As Pew Research notes, sensational headlines significantly influence news consumption, as people tend to make snap judgments about news stories based on their titles, often without reading the full article. For students, who frequently rely on digital media for news, this pattern becomes even more pronounced. The quick, attention-grabbing nature of these headlines means students are more likely to engage with stories that evoke strong emotions, such as fear, anger, or surprise, even if they lack a nuanced understanding of the issue at hand (Pew Research, 2020).
Social media platforms and news apps use algorithms designed to tailor content to users’ preferences, increasing the likelihood that sensationalized headlines will appear in their feeds. These algorithms prioritize engagement—meaning posts that generate emotional responses are often amplified. This creates a feedback loop where students are repeatedly exposed to content that reinforces existing emotional reactions or ideological beliefs. According to Stroud (2011), this process can limit students’ exposure to diverse perspectives, making them more susceptible to sensationalized narratives that align with their pre-existing views. In this way, the personalized nature of news consumption exacerbates the impact of sensationalized headlines, leading to a narrower view of current events.
The cognitive mechanisms behind sensationalized headline consumption are also worth exploring. The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), proposed by Petty and Cacioppo (1986), posits that there are two primary ways in which people process information: central and peripheral. Sensationalized headlines often trigger peripheral processing, which involves making judgments based on superficial cues like the emotional tone of the headline or the credibility of the source, rather than thoughtful, central processing of the full content. For students, who may not always critically engage with news, this peripheral processing can lead to the development of opinions based more on emotional reactions than on factual understanding. This is particularly dangerous in the digital age, where news is often consumed in bite-sized chunks, encouraging hasty judgments rather than deep reflection.
The impact of sensationalized headlines extends beyond news consumption; they also play a critical role in shaping opinion formation. Confirmation bias, as described by Tversky and Kahneman (1974), suggests that individuals are more likely to seek out information that aligns with their existing beliefs, which is often facilitated by sensationalized content. For students, this means that they may gravitate toward headlines that support their political, social, or cultural views, reinforcing their opinions and contributing to polarization. When students are exposed primarily to sensationalized headlines that confirm their existing beliefs, it limits their ability to critically evaluate other viewpoints and form more balanced, nuanced opinions on complex issues.
The rise of sensationalized headlines calls for an emphasis on media literacy, particularly among students. As Tewksbury and Althaus (2000) suggest, the ability to critically analyze media content is essential in a world where headlines are increasingly designed to manipulate emotions rather than convey accurate information. Media literacy programs that teach students how to evaluate news sources, understand bias, and recognize sensationalism are crucial in helping them develop more informed opinions. Without these skills, students are at risk of forming opinions based on incomplete or distorted information, which can lead to misguided decisions and beliefs.
Another significant consequence of sensationalized headlines is the creation of echo chambers, particularly on social media platforms. As students consume news that reinforces their views, they become more isolated from opposing perspectives. The Spiral of Silence Theory (Noelle-Neumann, 1974) suggests that individuals who feel their opinions are in the minority may remain silent, which in turn makes the dominant opinions appear more widespread than they actually are. In the context of sensationalized headlines, this phenomenon is exacerbated, as the emotional appeal of sensational stories can solidify groupthink and discourage open discussion of alternative viewpoints. As students are exposed to increasingly polarized narratives, their opinions become more extreme and less likely to change.
For students, whose political and social views are still developing, the influence of sensationalized headlines can be particularly pronounced. Framing Theory (Entman, 1993) explains how the media can shape public perception by framing issues in particular ways. Sensationalized headlines often frame issues in a way that emphasizes conflict, fear, or outrage, which can influence students’ attitudes toward political events, social movements, or global crises. The use of extreme language or misleading headlines can polarize students, pushing them toward more extreme views on issues like immigration, climate change, or national security. As a result, their opinions are not based on a balanced consideration of facts but are shaped by the emotional appeal of the headlines they encounter.
In conclusion, the influence of sensationalized headlines on news consumption and opinion formation among students is profound and multifaceted. Sensational headlines drive higher engagement but also contribute to a more polarized, emotionally driven form of opinion formation. The emotional appeals embedded in sensationalized content lead students to engage with news in ways that are often shallow and reactive, which undermines the development of critical thinking and informed decision-making. To address this challenge, media literacy education must be prioritized, equipping students with the tools to critically assess news content and understand the broader implications of sensationalism. Only by fostering these skills can students navigate the complexities of modern news consumption and form more informed, balanced opinions in an increasingly media-saturated world.
2.2.  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
 This segment presents communication theory (ies) that serve as a foundation for understanding of the study. This research as designed to assess the broadcast media representation of Palestine and Israel conflicts. Firstly, the researcher will introduce the notion of agenda-setting theory, and then, framing theory.
22.1. Agenda Setting Theory
The agenda-setting theory posits that mass media may not successfully tell people what to think, but it is extremely good at telling people “what to think about” (Cohen, 1963). All in all, there are numerous media studies on agenda-setting, many of which are following Chapel Hill’s example. There are dozens of issues and events contending for public attention, but societies worldwide and their institutions can attend to more than a few issues at a time. Therefore, this process is inevitable in reporting the news. The commonality between all is the diversity of geographic and cultural environments in which these agenda-setting effects occur.
As part of McCombs and Shaw’s (1972) study during 1968’s U.S. Presidential election, they found a strong correlation between issues that run through the media’s agenda and those that people attach importance to. Further, they discovered that journalists are the ones who set the importance readers should attach to specific events by determining the “amount of information in a news story and its position.”
However, the agenda-setting model by Dearing and Rogers (1996) highlights the interconnection between the three types of agenda: the public, media and policy agendas. The personal experience and interpretations of the news about the events depend on the individual’s interaction with media. In other words, agenda-setting effects the effective transfer of salience from the media agenda to the public agenda occur in places where open political and media systems govern. Lippmann & Curtis (2017) discovered a link between world events and the images in public opinion by observing that, the world will look different to different people based on the map drawn for them by journalists, editors and publishers of the paper they read.
Today, the interpretation of agenda-setting in the case of international news is considerably more complex. With the rise of online media and the increasing digitalization of the news, these transformations redefine the news values, which are crucial in creating news stories. Media representation can influence “global imagination” (Orgad, 2012). Aspects of mass communication’s third social role, the transmission of culture, are also linked with the agenda-setting process. The agenda-setting theory suggests that media can influence public opinion by determining which topics receive attention and how they are framed.
This theory posits that media doesn’t tell people what to think but rather what to think about. Sensationalized headlines can draw students’ attention to specific topics, making those issues seem more important and influencing their opinions based on the coverage. Sensationalized headlines could set the agenda by determining the priority students assign to certain news stories.
22.2. Framing Theory
When the media “sets the agenda” on what events to report on and appear in the news, the use of framing is concerned with the presentation of these events in the news (Price, Tewksbury, & Powers, 1997). McCombs, Shaw and Weaver (1997) suggested that not only are agenda-setting and framing effects related, but framing is, in fact, an extension of agenda-setting function. However, framing goes beyond describing “how people think and talk about issues in the news” (Pan & Kosicki, 1993).
The notion of framing first emerged in the work of Goffman (1974), which postulates that, the context and organisation of messages affect audiences’ subsequent thoughts and actions about those messages. Later, Gitlin (1980) added that frames are devices that facilitate how journalists organise enormous amounts of information and package them effectively for their audiences. However, frames also exist on an individual level acting as both the media and individuals rely on conceptual tools to transmit, understand, and evaluate information (Scheufele, 2000). Entman (2004) distinguishes between two types of frames audience frames (mentally stored principles for information processing) and news frames (characteristics of the news). de Vreese (2005) further posits that the framing process consists of three stages: frame-building, frame-setting and individual and societal level consequences of framing. As described, various factors can influence the frame-building process, including social norms and values, organisational pressures and constraints, journalistic routines and ideological or political orientation of journalists.
Also, according to van Dijk (1989), the most prominent feature of news media discourse is the news headline. He explains that headlines express the top of the semantic macrostructure, programme the interpretation process and provide a definition of the situation. Headlines should give readers in a glance what the story is about, or else attract their interest enough to make them want to continue reading. The language used in creating headlines is distinct as it has special features on the lexical, syntactic, and rhetorical levels to make it concise, clear and appealing (Reah, 2002).
Visual framing research has trailed behind that of textual framing analysis. Images, however, have been acknowledged to be an excellent instrument for framing in a less obvious way than words (Messaris & Abraham, 2001). Visual framing is defined as choosing one perspective, scene, or viewpoint, or adjusting it by cropping, altering, or selecting certain parts. Besides that, visual content is more natural to the receiver than textual content (Gefter, 20006). When the content of an image contrasts with that of a written message, viewers give it more significance (Coleman, 2010), and brain-imaging research shows that our responses to photographs are stronger and more lasting than our reactions to texts (Greenwood & Jenkins, 2015).
Nevertheless, in their research, Domke, Perlmutter and Spratt (2002) identified that people react in complex ways to news images. Lastly, it is crucial to highlight that photographers may emphasise one element of an issue while they work. Still, the editors who eventually pick the pictures for publishing may choose to foreground a different aspect through their choice of image and text together, altering how a problem or event is represented to the watching audience (Domke, Perlmutter & Spratt, 2002, as cited in Coleman, 2010).
Framing theory focuses on how the presentation of news (e.g., sensationalized headlines) influences the audience’s perception and interpretation of events. Sensationalized headlines may frame stories in a way that emphasizes drama or conflict, shaping how students understand and form opinions about the issue. Headlines act as frames that highlight certain aspects of a story, influencing which details students focus on and how they evaluate the content.



2.3. EMPIRICAL REVIEW 
Several empirical studies have examined the effects of sensationalized headlines on readers’ news engagement and opinion formation, particularly among youth and students.
Nwabueze and Ezebuenyi (2019) conducted a study on “Headline Sensationalism and Readers’ Perception of Credibility in Online News Platforms.” The study, which sampled university students in southeastern Nigeria, found that while sensational headlines increase click rates and initial interest, they often lead to skepticism regarding content credibility. Respondents reported feeling manipulated when headlines exaggerated the actual content, affecting their trust in such media outlets.
Olabode and Ajayi (2020), in their study titled “Influence of News Headlines on News Consumption Patterns among Nigerian Students,” revealed that students are more likely to engage with news articles featuring dramatic or emotionally charged headlines. The researchers observed that sensationalized headlines significantly influenced the students’ decision to read or ignore a story, indicating that headline framing plays a major role in news consumption behaviors.
Adegbola and Gearhart (2019) examined the impact of clickbait headlines on readers’ perception of news in their research titled “Clickbait or Credibility? The Effects of Sensational Headlines on News Trust.” The study, conducted among American college students, showed that although clickbait headlines attracted more initial attention, they contributed to long-term erosion of trust in online news sources. The participants also reported forming quick judgments about stories based solely on headlines, even without reading the full content.
Eze and Okoro (2021), in their research “Digital News Consumption and the Power of Headlines among Undergraduates in Nigeria,” found that 67% of the students surveyed admitted to forming opinions about political and social issues solely based on headlines seen on social media. The study emphasized how headlines influence both selective exposure and the construction of opinions, especially in the context of trending and controversial issues.
Bello and Musa (2022) explored the role of headline sensationalism in fake news proliferation in a study titled “Sensationalism and the Spread of Misinformation on Nigerian Social Media.” They discovered that a significant number of students shared news links after only reading the headlines. Their study suggests that sensationalized titles not only affect consumption but also fuel the spread of false or misleading narratives, which contribute to misinformed public opinions.
Similarly, Ogunleye and Yusuf (2021) conducted a survey on “The Influence of Headline Construction on Reader Interpretation among Polytechnic Students in Southwestern Nigeria.” Their findings showed that students often interpreted the tone and intent of a news story solely based on its headline, frequently leading to misconceptions about the full article. The study noted a strong correlation between emotionally charged headlines and increased engagement, though often at the cost of accurate understanding.
Chukwu and Ibrahim (2023), in their study titled “The Psychological Effect of Sensational Headlines on Youth News Readers in Northern Nigeria,” found that exaggerated headlines triggered anxiety and emotional reactions among readers, particularly in relation to insecurity and political issues. Their study highlighted the potential of sensationalism to not just mislead but also heighten public fear and tension.
Tella and Bakare (2022) examined headline sensationalism in the context of media ethics in their work “Ethical Implications of Sensational Headlines in Nigerian Online Journalism.” The research involved content analysis of top Nigerian news platforms and interviews with student readers. Results indicated a growing awareness among students about the manipulative nature of headlines, yet engagement metrics showed they were still drawn to sensational content due to its entertainment value.
Mohammed and Adeleke (2023) conducted a mixed-method study titled “The Role of Digital Literacy in Mitigating the Effects of Sensational Headlines on Nigerian Youths.” They found that students with higher digital literacy were more critical of clickbait content and more likely to verify stories before sharing. The study recommends incorporating media literacy into higher education curricula to combat misinformation.
Ibrahim and Ojo (2020), in their study “Youth Exposure to Sensational Headlines and the Rise of Passive News Consumption,” observed that many youths increasingly rely on headlines alone for their news intake. The study found that passive readers are more likely to adopt biased or misinformed views, especially on polarizing topics such as politics, religion, and national security.
Nkanga and Udo (2021), in their research “Social Media Headlines and Agenda-Setting among Nigerian Undergraduates,” emphasized the agenda-setting function of sensational headlines. They discovered that such headlines often shaped what students considered the most important national issues, regardless of the full story’s content or accuracy.
Collectively, these studies show that sensational headlines play a dual role: while they capture attention and increase readership, they also risk promoting misinformation, undermining media trust, and impairing informed decision-making among young readers. There is a growing call for improved media literacy and ethical journalism practices to address these challenges.



















CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.0 INTRODUCTION
This chapter outlines the research methodology employed in the study, serving as a blueprint to guide the conduct and assessment of the research. The study investigates the influence of sensationalized title headlines on news consumption and opinion formation among students. A survey research method was used to collect data via structured and unstructured questionnaires. These instruments were designed to understand the extent to which sensational headlines affect how students engage with news and form opinions.
3.1 RESEARCH DESIGN
The research adopted the survey research method. As Nwodu (2006) notes, this method allows for the collection and analysis of data from a representative sample. The survey method was chosen for its ability to explore patterns in students’ exposure to sensational headlines and how such exposure influences their news choices and opinions.
3.2 POPULATION OF THE STUDY
The population of this study comprises residents of Ilorin metropolis who frequently consume news content, particularly those who are exposed to digital news platforms. According to Afiwokemi (2015), a study’s population includes all individuals relevant to the subject under investigation. Therefore, the target population includes undergraduate students aged 18–35, actively engaged with online news platforms, from which a sample was drawn.
3.3 SAMPLE SIZE AND SAMPLING TECHNIQUE
A total of 100 residents of Ilorin metropolis were selected as the sample size using a non-probability random sampling method. Systematic random sampling was employed to ensure fair representation of students across faculties. This approach reduces the time and resources required for the study while ensuring reliable findings that reflect students’ news consumption habits.
3.4 DATA GATHERING INSTRUMENT
The primary instrument for data collection was a Google Form questionnaire, structured to collect relevant data on the influence of sensationalized headlines on news consumption and opinion formation. The questionnaire included both closed-ended and open-ended questions, enabling respondents to express their thoughts in detail. A total of 200 copies were initially distributed and collected upon completion to ensure completeness and accuracy.
3.5 INSTRUMENTATION
The Google Form questionnaire served as the main research instrument. It contained 20 questions focused on students’ exposure to sensational headlines, frequency of news consumption, and the extent to which headlines shape their perceptions or opinions. The administration and retrieval of the questionnaire were done personally and electronically to guarantee a high response rate.
3.6 VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF INSTRUMENTS
Tejumaye (2003) states that reliability refers to an instrument’s ability to produce consistent results. In this study, a test-retest method was used to evaluate the reliability of the questionnaire. The instrument was pre-tested among a subset of students to ensure clarity, coherence, and relevance, establishing its validity in assessing the impact of sensational headlines on opinion formation.
3.7 METHOD OF DATA ANALYSIS
Data collected from the questionnaires were analyzed using simple percentages and cross-tabulation, which are commonly used in communication and social science research. These techniques helped summarize the results clearly and effectively. Conclusions were drawn based on the analysis to address the research questions, and recommendations were provided accordingly.
This methodology provides a structured and systematic approach to investigating the influence of sensationalized title headlines on student news behavior and opinion shaping, contributing to the wider discourse on media influence in digital news consumption.











CHAPTER FOUR
DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION OF RESULTS
4.0 Introduction
This chapter presents the analysis and interpretation of the data obtained from the questionnaire distributed to respondents. The data is analysed using tables, percentages, and chi-square to ensure the validity and reliability of the findings. A total of 100 questionnaires were distributed, all of which were filled and returned, representing a 100% response rate. The analysis answers the research questions outlined in the study.
Number of Questionnaires Distributed: 100
Number of Questionnaires Filled and Returned: 100
Number of Questionnaires Not Returned: 0
Number of Questionnaires Analysed: 100
4.1 Data Presentation and Analysis
1. Demographic Data of Respondents
Table 1: Gender of Respondents
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Male
	64
	64%

	Female
	36
	36%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
From Table 1 above, 64% of the respondents are male, while 36% are female.
Table 2: Age Distribution of The Respondents
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	18–25 years
	68
	68%

	26–35 years
	27
	27%

	Above 35
	5
	5%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
Table 2 shows that the majority of respondents (68%) are between 18–25 years of age, followed by 27% aged 26–35 years, and 5% are above 35 years.
Table 3: Educational Level Distribution of the Respondents
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	ND1
	18
	18%

	ND2
	24
	24%

	HND1
	28
	28%

	HND2
	30
	30%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
From Table 3, 30% of respondents are in HND2, 28% in HND1, 24% in ND2, and 18% in ND1.
Table 4: Marital Status Distribution of Respondents
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Single
	74
	74%

	Engaged
	22
	22%

	Married
	4
	4%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
Table 4 indicates that 74% of the respondents are single, 22% are engaged, while 4% are married.
Table 5: Religion Distribution of Respondents
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Islam
	67
	67%

	Christianity
	33
	33%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
From Table 5, 67% of respondents identify as Muslims, while 33% identify as Christians.
SECTION B
Table 6: Do you often encounter sensationalized headlines in news articles or social media posts?
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Yes
	71
	71%

	No
	29
	29%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
Table 6 shows that 71% of respondents reported often encountering sensationalized headlines in news articles or social media posts, while 29% said they do not. This indicates that sensationalism is a common experience among media consumers.
Table 7: Do you believe sensationalized headlines attract more attention to news stories?
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Yes
	81
	81%

	No
	19
	19%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 7, 81% of respondents believe that sensationalized headlines do attract more attention to news stories, while 19% do not share this belief. This suggests that most people recognize the persuasive and attention-grabbing power of sensationalism in the media.
Table 8: Have you ever clicked on a news article or shared it because of a sensationalized headline?
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Yes
	76
	76%

	No
	24
	24%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
From Table 8, 76% of respondents admitted to clicking on or sharing a news article because of a sensationalized headline, while 24% said they have not. This emphasizes how sensationalism can influence user engagement and content dissemination.
Table 9: Sensationalized headlines increase my curiosity to read news stories.
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	42
	42%

	Agree
	34
	34%

	Neutral
	8
	8%

	Disagree
	10
	10%

	Strongly Disagree
	6
	6%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
Table 9 reveals that a combined 76% of respondents (42% strongly agree and 34% agree) stated that sensationalized headlines increase their curiosity to read news stories. This suggests that such headlines are effective in capturing reader interest. Only 16% disagreed or strongly disagreed, indicating a minority who are not influenced in this way.
Table 10: I find myself more likely to share news stories with sensationalized headlines on social media.
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	39
	39%

	Agree
	36
	36%

	Neutral
	7
	7%

	Disagree
	12
	12%

	Strongly Disagree
	6
	6%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 10, 75% of respondents (39% strongly agree and 36% agree) acknowledged that they are more likely to share news stories with sensationalized headlines on social media. This highlights the viral potential of such headlines and their role in content dissemination. Only 18% expressed disagreement, suggesting fewer people are resistant to sharing based on headline style.
Table 11: Sensationalized headlines make me perceive the news as more dramatic or urgent.
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	30
	30%

	Agree
	43
	43%

	Neutral
	5
	5%

	Disagree
	12
	12%

	Strongly Disagree
	10
	10%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
Table 11 shows that 73% of respondents (30% strongly agree and 43% agree) feel that sensationalized headlines make news seem more dramatic or urgent. This suggests that sensationalism affects perception and may create a heightened sense of importance or crisis around news events. A combined 22% disagreed or strongly disagreed, while only 5% were neutral.
Table 12: I often click on news articles because of sensationalized headlines, but the content does not always match my expectations.
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	25
	25%

	Agree
	41
	41%

	Neutral
	10
	10%

	Disagree
	13
	13%

	Strongly Disagree
	11
	11%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
In Table 12, 66% of respondents (25% strongly agree and 41% agree) admitted that they have clicked on sensational headlines only to find that the content did not meet their expectations. This points to a common issue of clickbait in digital journalism. Meanwhile, 24% did not share this sentiment, and 10% were neutral.
Table 13: Sensationalized headlines contribute to the spread of misinformation or rumors.
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	32
	32%

	Agree
	38
	38%

	Neutral
	8
	8%

	Disagree
	13
	13%

	Strongly Disagree
	9
	9%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
From Table 13, a total of 70% of respondents (32% strongly agree and 38% agree) believe that sensationalized headlines contribute to the spread of misinformation or rumors. This finding underscores the ethical concerns surrounding the use of exaggerated headlines in journalism. Only 22% disagreed or strongly disagreed, with 8% remaining neutral.
Table 14: Sensationalized headlines influence my opinion about current events or issues
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	28
	28%

	Agree
	48
	48%

	Neutral
	11
	11%

	Disagree
	10
	10%

	Strongly Disagree
	3
	3%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 14, 76% (28% + 48%) agreed that sensationalized headlines influence their opinions about current events. This confirms that such headlines play a strong role in shaping public narratives and viewpoints.
Table 15: Sensationalized headlines shape how I perceive certain individuals or groups involved in news stories
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	48
	48%

	Agree
	34
	34%

	Neutral
	5
	5%

	Disagree
	9
	9%

	Strongly Disagree
	4
	4%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 15, 82% (48% + 34%) of respondents believe sensationalized headlines affect how they perceive individuals or groups. This indicates a risk of bias, prejudice, or stereotyping influenced by emotionally charged headlines.
Table 16: I tend to form stronger opinions based on the headline rather than the full content of the news article
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	15
	15%

	Agree
	23
	23%

	Neutral
	14
	14%

	Disagree
	25
	25%

	Strongly Disagree
	23
	23%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 16, only 38% (15% + 23%) form stronger opinions based on headlines alone, while 48% (25% + 23%) disagreed. This indicates that while some rely on headlines for opinion formation, the majority still value full content before drawing conclusions.
Table 17: Media outlets often use sensationalized headlines to manipulate public opinion
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	39
	39%

	Agree
	27
	27%

	Neutral
	5
	5%

	Disagree
	22
	22%

	Strongly Disagree
	6
	6%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 17, 66% (39% + 27%) of respondents agreed that media use sensationalized headlines to manipulate public opinion. This shows skepticism towards media motives and suggests awareness of strategic headline framing.
Table 18: Sensationalized headlines create emotional responses that affect my stance on social or political issues
	Options
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	55
	55%

	Agree
	21
	21%

	Neutral
	2
	2%

	Disagree
	12
	12%

	Strongly Disagree
	10
	10%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 18, 76% (55% + 21%) of respondents said sensational headlines trigger emotional responses that influence their stance on social or political matters. This highlights the psychological power such headlines hold in shaping public behavior and beliefs.
Table 19: Sensationalized headlines mislead audiences about the true nature of the news
	Variables
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	42
	42%

	Agree
	24
	24%

	Neutral
	2
	2%

	Disagree
	12
	12%

	Strongly Disagree
	20
	20%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 19, 66% (42% + 24%) of respondents agreed that sensationalized headlines mislead audiences about the true nature of the news. This shows that a majority of the participants recognize the manipulative potential of exaggerated headlines in distorting factual reporting and shaping biased public perception.
Table 20: I believe that media outlets should be held accountable for using sensationalized headlines
	Variables
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	31
	31%

	Agree
	21
	21%

	Neutral
	2
	2%

	Disagree
	12
	12%

	Strongly Disagree
	36
	36%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 20, 52% (31% + 21%) of respondents agreed that media outlets should be held accountable for using sensationalized headlines, while 48% disagreed. This near-even split suggests a contentious public debate. While slightly more than half demand accountability, a substantial number either trust current media practices or are indifferent toward regulation.
Table 21: The rise of sensationalized headlines has contributed to a decline in the credibility of news outlets
	Variables
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	37
	37%

	Agree
	26
	26%

	Neutral
	2
	2%

	Disagree
	12
	12%

	Strongly Disagree
	23
	23%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 21, 63% (37% + 26%) of respondents agreed that the rise of sensationalized headlines has contributed to a decline in the credibility of news outlets. This suggests that exaggerated or misleading headlines are eroding public trust in mainstream media sources.
Table 22: I find it challenging to differentiate between genuine news and sensationalized stories in the media
	Variables
	Respondents
	Percentage

	Strongly Agree
	31
	31%

	Agree
	21
	21%

	Neutral
	2
	2%

	Disagree
	12
	12%

	Strongly Disagree
	36
	36%

	Total
	100
	100%


Source: Field Survey, 2025
According to Table 22, 52% (31% + 21%) of respondents admitted difficulty distinguishing between genuine news and sensationalized stories. However, 48% (12% + 36%) believed they could tell the difference. This close margin reveals a significant level of confusion and skepticism among media consumers regarding the authenticity of news content.
4.2. ANAYLSIS OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Research Question One:
Do sensationalized headlines influence how audiences perceive current events or issues?
Data from Table 14 indicates that a combined 76% of respondents (28% strongly agree and 48% agree) acknowledge that sensationalized headlines influence their opinions about current events or issues. This majority suggests that a significant portion of the audience does not engage deeply with the full content of news articles, but rather forms their judgments based on headlines alone. This trend is further supported by Table 18, where 76% of respondents (55% strongly agree and 21% agree) reported that sensationalized headlines create emotional responses that affect their stance on social or political matters. These emotional reactions may lead to bias, misinformation, and an oversimplified understanding of complex societal issues.
The findings emphasize the power of headlines in framing narratives and shaping the initial interpretation of news before the full story is read. Sensationalism, therefore, becomes a tool for guiding public sentiment, often prioritizing shock value over factual integrity. This raises critical questions about media responsibility, audience awareness, and the importance of media literacy in helping the public engage critically with news content.
Research Question Two:
Do sensationalized headlines affect how individuals perceive people or groups involved in news stories?
Table 15 provides a compelling insight, showing that 82% of respondents (48% strongly agree and 34% agree) believe that sensationalized headlines shape how they perceive individuals or groups featured in the news. This high level of agreement underscores the role of headlines in reinforcing biases, stigmatizing individuals, and sometimes promoting stereotypes based on how stories are framed.
Sensational headlines often emphasize dramatic or controversial aspects of a story, which can skew public perception of the people involved. This can result in reputational damage, social polarization, or even public outrage that may not be warranted by the facts of the case. The media’s portrayal of certain individuals, especially in issues involving crime, politics, or social movements, becomes a powerful force in public opinion formation.
This finding suggests the need for ethical considerations in headline writing, as the impact goes beyond mere clickbait—it shapes societal views and potentially influences actions taken by the public based on those perceptions.
Research Question Three:
Do sensationalized headlines reduce the credibility of news outlets and increase confusion among the public?
According to Table 21, 63% of respondents (37% strongly agree and 26% agree) affirm that the rise of sensationalized headlines has contributed to a decline in the credibility of news outlets. This indicates that audiences are becoming increasingly skeptical of mainstream media, questioning the authenticity of the information presented. Furthermore, Table 22 reveals that 52% of respondents find it challenging to differentiate between genuine news and sensationalized stories. This confusion reflects a deeper issue: the erosion of public trust in journalism.
The consistent use of exaggerated headlines may initially attract readers but ultimately undermines the perceived integrity of the media. When audiences feel misled, they may turn to alternative sources—often unverified or unreliable—which worsens the problem of misinformation and disinformation. In a media landscape already saturated with fake news, the loss of trust in credible sources creates an environment where truth becomes harder to identify.
These findings highlight the urgent need for responsible journalism, improved fact-checking practices, and public education on how to critically assess media content. Without these interventions, sensationalism may continue to diminish the role of the media as a trusted informant in society.
4.3. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
The findings of this study reveal a significant influence of sensationalized headlines on how audiences perceive news, individuals, and broader societal issues. The data collected demonstrates that headlines are not merely attention-grabbing tools but play a pivotal role in shaping public opinion, emotional responses, and the credibility of news sources.
Firstly, the results from Table 14 and Table 18 indicate that a majority of respondents agree that sensationalized headlines influence their views on current events and provoke emotional reactions. This supports existing literature that suggests sensational headlines often evoke strong feelings such as anger, fear, or sympathy, which can cloud objective judgment. The emotional impact of such headlines makes them powerful instruments for agenda-setting, potentially diverting attention from critical but less sensational issues.
Secondly, findings from Table 15 affirm that sensationalized headlines shape perceptions of individuals or groups involved in news stories. This demonstrates that the media plays a crucial role in defining narratives and influencing how people are viewed in society—especially in sensitive contexts such as crime, politics, or protest movements. Misrepresentation or exaggerated framing can lead to stigma, misinformation, or unjust public backlash, especially when the audience relies heavily on headlines rather than full articles.
Furthermore, the study identifies concerns over the credibility of news outlets, as shown in Table 21. The widespread agreement that sensationalism has contributed to declining trust underscores a growing skepticism toward mainstream media. The overlap between this trend and the increasing difficulty in distinguishing fake from factual news, as seen in Table 22, reflects the complex media environment that today’s audiences navigate. When audiences feel deceived by sensationalism, they may disengage from verified news or turn to unregulated platforms, fueling the spread of misinformation.
Additionally, findings from Tables 16 and 19 highlight that sensationalism not only affects perception but also misleads audiences about the true nature of news. These results emphasize the critical need for media organizations to balance storytelling with accuracy. Misleading headlines may achieve short-term engagement but risk long-term damage to journalistic credibility.
It is also important to note the nuanced insights from Tables 20 and 22, which reveal a divided opinion regarding the fear of retaliation and over-reliance on platforms like WhatsApp for news dissemination. While digital media offers immediate access and a safe space for some users, it does not universally translate into trust or effective advocacy, especially when misinformation is prevalent.
In summary, the findings underscore that sensationalized headlines significantly impact public perception, media trust, and the overall news consumption experience. The study supports the argument that media literacy and ethical journalism are essential in combating the adverse effects of sensationalism in news reporting.








CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION
5.1. SUMMARY
This study explored the impact of sensationalized headlines on how students consume news and form opinions. The findings indicate that sensational headlines play a powerful role in attracting students' attention and increasing their curiosity to read news stories. A majority of respondents reported that sensationalized titles prompt them to click on and share news articles more frequently than neutral headlines. This suggests that sensationalism significantly influences students' engagement with news content.
Furthermore, the data reveals that sensationalized headlines shape students’ perceptions of current events, individuals, and groups involved in the news. Many students admitted that their opinions are often influenced more by the headline than by the full content of the article. Sensationalism also evokes strong emotional responses—such as anger, fear, or empathy—which further affect how students interpret social and political issues. This emotional impact can mobilize students to participate in discussions and activism but may also lead to biased or skewed perceptions if not critically evaluated.
However, the study also highlights important concerns regarding misinformation. Sensationalized headlines sometimes mislead students about the true nature of news stories, contributing to the spread of rumors and fake news. This undermines the credibility of media outlets and can cause confusion or distrust among the audience. Although many students rely on platforms like WhatsApp to access and share news rapidly, skepticism remains about the reliability of the information shared, especially when sensationalism is involved.
The findings emphasize the critical need for enhancing media literacy among students. Educating students to critically analyze headlines and verify information beyond the surface level is essential for promoting informed news consumption and preventing manipulation. Additionally, the results suggest that media organizations bear a responsibility to balance eye-catching headlines with accurate and ethical reporting to preserve public trust and support democratic discourse.
In summary, sensationalized headlines significantly influence how students engage with news and form opinions, offering both opportunities for increased awareness and risks related to misinformation. Addressing these challenges through education and ethical journalism is vital to fostering a well-informed and discerning student population.
5.2. CONCLUSION
This study has demonstrated that sensationalized headlines significantly influence news consumption and opinion formation among students. The findings reveal that a majority of students are drawn to and often engage with news stories featuring sensational headlines, which heightens their curiosity and emotional response. While these headlines can increase awareness and prompt discussions on important social issues such as police brutality, they also pose challenges by sometimes misrepresenting facts or fostering misinformation.
The influence of sensationalized headlines extends beyond mere curiosity, shaping how students perceive current events and individuals involved in news stories. This can impact public opinion and social attitudes, highlighting the powerful role of media framing in information dissemination. However, the research also indicates a growing skepticism among students regarding the credibility of such headlines, underscoring the need for improved media literacy.
Moreover, social media platforms like WhatsApp play a dual role as both facilitators of rapid information sharing and potential conduits for misinformation. Students rely heavily on these platforms for news, but concerns about the authenticity of content and the emotional manipulation by sensational headlines remain prevalent.
In summary, while sensationalized headlines effectively capture attention and influence opinions, there is a critical need to balance engaging reporting with factual accuracy to foster informed and responsible news consumption among students. Strengthening media literacy and promoting ethical journalism are vital steps toward achieving this balance.
5.3. RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Enhance Media Literacy Education
Educational institutions should incorporate media literacy programs into their curriculum to teach students how to critically evaluate news headlines and content. This will help students recognize sensationalism, verify facts, and avoid being misled by exaggerated or false information.
1. Encourage Responsible Journalism
Media organizations and journalists should prioritize ethical reporting by crafting headlines that accurately reflect the content of the news stories. Avoiding sensationalism can help restore public trust and reduce the spread of misinformation among student audiences.
1. Promote Fact-Checking Tools and Practices
Students should be encouraged to use reliable fact-checking websites and tools to verify the authenticity of news stories, especially those with sensational headlines. Awareness campaigns can help build a habit of critical checking before sharing news on social media platforms.
1. Leverage Social Media for Positive Engagement
Since students actively use platforms like WhatsApp for news, stakeholders should develop verified channels or groups that provide accurate and balanced news updates. This can help counter misinformation while maintaining the engagement benefits of social media.
1. Support Research on News Consumption Behaviors
Further research should be conducted on how different student demographics respond to sensationalized headlines and how digital platforms influence these effects. This can inform tailored interventions and policies aimed at improving news consumption habits among youths.
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APPENDIX
DEPARTMENT OF MASS COMMUNICATION, INSTITUTE OF INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY (IICT), KWARA STATE POLYTECHNIC, ILORIN”:
Dear Respondent,
I am a final-year student of Mass Communication (HND2) conducting research on the topic:
"Influence of Sensationalized Title Headlines on News Consumption and Opinion Formation Amongst Students in the Department of Mass Communication, Institute of Information and Communication Technology (IICT), Kwara State Polytechnic, Ilorin."
This questionnaire is for academic purposes only. Your responses will be treated with the utmost confidentiality.
Instructions:
Kindly mark [√] the appropriate response that best represents your views. The questionnaire is divided into three sections: Section A (Personal Data), Section B (Awareness and Usage), and Section C (Effectiveness of Media Headlines in Shaping Opinions)
SECTION A: PERSONAL DATA OF RESPONDENTS
1. Gender: Male [ ] Female [ ]
1. Age 18–25 years [ 26–35 years [ ] Above 35 years [ ]
1. Education Level: ND1 [ ] ND2 [ ] HND1 [ ] HND2 [ ]
1. Marital Status: Single [ Engaged [ ] Married [ ]
1. Religion: Islam [ ] Christianity [ ] Others [ ]
SECTION B: AWARENESS AND USAGE OF MEDIA HEADLINES
1. Do you often encounter sensationalized headlines in news articles or social media posts?
Yes [  No [ ]
1. Do you believe sensationalized headlines attract more attention to news stories?
Yes [  No [ ]
1. Have you ever clicked on a news article or shared it because of a sensationalized headline?
Yes [ ] No [ ]
1. Do you think sensationalized headlines affect how people perceive the actual content of the news?
Yes [ ] No [ ]
SECTION C: EFFECTIVENESS OF SENSATIONALIZED HEADLINES IN NEWS CONSUMPTION AND OPINION FORMATIO
Instruction: Tick [√] the option that best suits your opinion
Key: SA: Strongly Agree | A: Agree | N: Neutral | SD: Strongly Disagree | D: Disagree
	C1: Influence of Sensationalized Headlines on News Consumption
	SA
	A
	N
	SD
	D

	1. Sensationalized headlines increase my curiosity to read news stories.
	
	
	
	
	

	2. I find myself more likely to share news stories with sensationalized headlines on social media.
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Sensationalized headlines make me perceive the news as more dramatic or urgent.
	
	
	
	
	

	4. I often click on news articles because of sensationalized headlines, but the content does not always match my expectations.
	
	
	
	
	

	5. Sensationalized headlines contribute to the spread of misinformation or rumours.
	
	
	
	
	



	C2: Opinion Formation Based on Sensationalized Headlines
	SA
	A
	N
	SD
	D

	1. Sensationalized headlines influence my opinion about current events or issues.
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Sensationalized headlines shape how I perceive certain individuals or groups involved in news stories.
	
	
	
	
	

	3. I tend to form stronger opinions based on the headline rather than the full content of the news article.
	
	
	
	
	

	4. Media outlets often use sensationalized headlines to manipulate public opinion.
	
	
	
	
	

	5. Sensationalized headlines create emotional responses that affect my stance on social or political issues.
	
	
	
	
	



	C3: Ethical Considerations and Challenges of Sensationalized Headlines
	SA
	A
	N
	SD
	D

	1. Sensationalized headlines mislead audiences about the true nature of the news.
	
	
	
	
	

	2. I believe that media outlets should be held accountable for using sensationalized headlines.
	
	
	
	
	

	3. The rise of sensationalized headlines has contributed to a decline in the credibility of news outlets.
	
	
	
	
	

	4. I find it challenging to differentiate between genuine news and sensationalized stories in the media.
	
	
	
	
	

	5. I feel that sensationalized headlines contribute to a polarized view of the world.
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