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Digital Manipulation

Module Description
Ever since the 2016 U.S. presidential election and the Brexit the online
phenomena like Clickbait, Social Bots, Fake News and many other digital
occurrences, designed to influence our opinion, are indispensable from the
public discourse. Digital manipulation made its way to our daily activities,
whether you scroll through your Facebook feed, or look watch a video on
YouTube.
Olivia Solon, a Journalist from the Guardian, puts that in the drastically words:
“We’ve long been told not to believe everything we read, but soon we’ll
have to question everything we see and hear as well.” (Solon, 2017)
In this module we will focus on two phenomena that gained a lot of a attention
in recent years, and that are crucial to be aware of.
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Topics
This module will cover the following topics:

• Topic 1: Social Bots
Shutterstock.com /
Blambca

• Topic 2: Clickbait

“WOW! You will never believe what I´ve just learned about Clickbait!!”
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Learning Outcomes
In the following learning Outcomes will be covered:
• The characteristics of Social Bots and Clickbait
• Strategies to recognize Social Bots and Clickbait
• The influence of digital manipulation on our political opinion
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Topic 2: Clickbait
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Should I click?!

Clickbait

Which article would you rather click on?
The Washington Post
Michelle Obama biography explored race´s role in her
worldview

Mail Online
The first lady of swearing! How a ten-year-old Michelle
Obama lost out on a “best camper” award because she
wouldn´t stop cursing
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Most people would click on the second one.
Why?
• While the first headline suggests that this is an article about Michelle
Obama’s biography which addresses ‘race’s role in her worldview’, the
second headline takes a story from her biography and frames it in a
sensationalistic, scandalous way (Chen et al. 2015, 15)
• Now you want to know the story behind Michelle Obama’s cursing - is she
really ‘the first lady of swearing’?
• To actually get to know the “outrageous” story you have to click on the link.
• However, in most cases, the story is neither outrageous, nor very
interesting.
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What do we need to know about clickbait?
• The Oxford English dictionary defines it as:

“Internet content whose main purpose is to encourage users to follow a
link to a web page, especially where that web page is considered to be of
low quality or value.”
• The basic principle behind clickbait is not new. Catchy headlines have already
been used in the tabloid press (Mayer 2020, 68). But since the Web 2.0 and
the possibility to share content in much higher frequencies Clickbait became
part of the daily life of every internet-user.
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What do we need to know about clickbait?
• Clickbait can be defined both in neutral and in negative terms.
• While clickbait can simply be described as a communication phenomenon,
critical definitions define clickbait as a strategy to deceive because the
headline does not lead to the promised content.
• What different clickbait definitions have in common is that they define
clickbait as appealing media content, usually in the form of a headline or
image, where the goal of generating clicks is the primary focus (Mayer 2020,
69-70).
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What do we need to know about clickbait?
Clickbait is also common as a political strategy. The following video provides
insights how Clickbait can have a serious impact on the political debate and
political voting by using the example of the U.S. election in 2016.
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https://documentary.net/video/t
he-rise-of-political-clickbaitfarms/
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What is the aim of Clickbait?
• Clickbait links often lead to advertisements or websites which feature paid
advertisements.
• The more users interact with embedded advertisements, the more money
the websites’ owners make.
• The so-called “economy of clickbait” also puts more pressure on producers
of news content, the content becomes more exaggerated, inaccurate, and
polarized because stories need to be told in a click-worthy way.
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What is the aim of Clickbait?
• The contemporary media environment very often depends on clickbait and
other media disrupting mechanisms which has a real-life effect on politicians
and policy-making.
• Instead of leading to an outcome, conflicts, driven by the internet media,
increasingly become a commodity, while compromise and long-term public
policy decline.
• In the political sphere clickbait gained its negative bias over the last years
since it was often used in order to spread (often not truthful) news during
elections in order to defame the opponents party.
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Where do clickbaits occur?
• They occur almost everywhere on the internet.
• They are very common in social media and blogs where
clickbait often shows up between serious news and
personal posts.
• However, even more reputable websites such as
weather reports and news agencies often have
advertisements with clickbait content.
 Therefore, you always need to be careful before you
click on a link.
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Types of Clickbait
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From: Biyani, P., Tsioutsiouliklis, K., & Blackmer, J. (2016). “8 Amazing secrets for getting
more clicks”: Detecting clickbaits in news streams using article informality. In D. Schuurman
& M. Wellman (Hrsg.), Proceedings of the 30th AAAI conference on artificial intelligence, p.
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What are the dangers for students?
Clickbaits…
• Distract,
• Often show age-inappropriate content for younger pupils,
• Can be harmful to the computer by downloading e.g. viruses,
• Last but not least, spread fake news and misinformation
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Conclusion
Clickbait:
•
•
•
•
•

Is used everywhere on the Internet (for example on websites and YouTube)
Appeals to our emotions and curiosity
Leads to uninteresting, false and dangerous content
Relies on a certain style of headline
Creates money for websites and channels
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