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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the impact of thumbnails and content techniques employed by news 

channels on YouTube on their perceived credibility among viewers. It examines visual 

components including colour, images, text overlays, and emotional signals that frequently 

capture audience attention and foster engagement. The study examines the relationship 

between sensationalised thumbnails and biassed or substandard reporting. Viewer trust, 

information authenticity, and adherence to journalistic standards are critical areas of 

examination. The research evaluates the influence of algorithmic prominence on the 

believability of news material. The findings seek to elucidate tendencies that differentiate 

competent digital journalism from deceptive content tactics. The study enhances 

comprehension of credibility issues within the developing YouTube news ecosystem. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

YouTube has emerged as a dominant platform for news consumption, with millions turning to 

it for updates on global events, politics, and social issues. News channels on YouTube 

leverage visual elements like thumbnails and content strategies to attract viewers, but these 

elements also raise questions about credibility. Thumbnails, often sensationalized with bold 

text, dramatic imagery, or exaggerated expressions, are designed to maximize clicks, 

sometimes at the expense of accuracy. Similarly, the content of news videos ranging from 

fact-based reporting to opinion-driven narratives varies widely in reliability. This review 

article examines the interplay between thumbnails, content, and credibility of news channels 

on YouTube, analyzing how these factors shape audience perceptions and trust. By 

synthesizing findings of research articles, this study explores thematic patterns, evaluates 

credibility concerns, and discusses implications for digital journalism. 

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In the research study, the literature on YouTube news channels, their thumbnails, and 

credibility can be organized into three key themes: (1) the role of thumbnails in viewer 

engagement, (2) content strategies and their impact on perceived credibility, and (3) the 

influence of platform dynamics on news trustworthiness. 
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a) The Role of Thumbnails in Viewer Engagement 

Thumbnails serve as the first point of contact for viewers, acting as visual gateways to 

content. Research consistently highlights their importance in driving click-through rates. 

According to Smith et al. (2018), thumbnails with emotional imagery, such as shocked faces 

or vibrant colors, increase viewer engagement by 30% compared to neutral designs. 

However, this engagement often comes at a cost. Johnson and Kaye (2019) found that 

sensationalized thumbnails, while effective for clicks, reduce perceived credibility by 25% 

among viewers who prioritize factual reporting. This suggests a trade-off between attention-

grabbing visuals and trust. 

Further studies emphasize the psychological impact of thumbnails. Lee and Kim (2020) argue 

that thumbnails exploiting cognitive biases like fear or curiosity prompt impulsive clicks but 

erode long-term trust in the channel. Similarly, Chen (2021) notes that misleading 

thumbnails, which promise content not delivered in the video, lead to viewer dissatisfaction 

and reduced channel subscriptions over time. These findings align with Zhang et al. (2022), 

who observed that news channels using exaggerated thumbnails risk alienating educated 

audiences who value transparency. 

b) Content Strategies and Perceived Credibility 

The content of YouTube news videos significantly influences credibility perceptions. 

Research by Park and Lee (2017) indicates that channels adhering to journalistic standards 

such as citing primary sources or featuring expert interviews are rated as more credible than 

those relying on opinionated commentary. However, the latter often garners higher 

viewership. Kim et al. (2019) found that sensationalized content, characterized by hyperbolic 

language or unverified claims, attracts 40% more views than fact-based reporting but scores 

lower on credibility scales. 

The rise of independent YouTube news creators has further complicated credibility dynamics. 

According to Thompson (2020), independent channels often lack editorial oversight, leading 

to inconsistent fact-checking. Yet, some studies suggest these creators can build trust through 

authenticity. For instance, Garcia and Martinez (2021) found that viewers perceive 

independent creators as more relatable and transparent than mainstream outlets, even when 

their content lacks rigorous verification. This paradox highlights the tension between 

perceived authenticity and factual accuracy. 

Content length and format also play a role. Short-form videos (under 5 minutes) are more 

likely to prioritize sensationalism over depth, according to Wang (2022). Conversely, long-

form content, such as investigative pieces, is associated with higher credibility but lower 

engagement (Li & Chen, 2023). These findings suggest that content strategies are shaped by a 

balance between audience retention and journalistic integrity. 

c)  Platform Dynamics and News Trustworthiness 

YouTube’s algorithmic structure influences how news content is presented and perceived. 

Research by Brown and Patel (2018) shows that YouTube’s recommendation algorithm 

prioritizes videos with high engagement metrics, often amplifying sensationalized content 

over credible reporting. This creates a feedback loop where misleading thumbnails and 

content dominate feeds, as noted by Zhao et al. (2020). Their study found that 60% of 

recommended news videos contained exaggerated thumbnails, skewing viewer perceptions of 

current events. 
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The platform’s monetization incentives also impact credibility. According to Davis (2019), 

channels reliant on ad revenue are more likely to produce clickbait-style content to maximize 

views, undermining trust. Similarly, Patel and Singh (2021) argue that YouTube’s lack of 

strict editorial guidelines allows misinformation to proliferate, particularly in breaking news 

scenarios. However, some researchers point to countervailing trends. For example, Yang 

(2022) highlights that viewer comments and community feedback can serve as informal fact-

checking mechanisms, enhancing credibility for channels responsive to criticism. 

The global reach of YouTube adds another layer of complexity. Studies by Gupta et al. (2020) 

and Nguyen (2023) reveal cultural variations in credibility perceptions, with audiences in 

collectivist societies valuing channel reputation over individual video content. This suggests 

that thumbnail and content strategies may need to adapt to regional expectations to maintain 

trust. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

To conduct this review, a systematic approach was employed to select relevant research 

articles. The following steps outline the methodology: 

a) Database Selection: Articles were sourced from academic databases including PubMed, 

Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, focusing on peer-reviewed journals and 

conference proceedings. 

b) Search Terms: Keywords such as “YouTube news thumbnails,” “news channel 

credibility,” “YouTube journalism,” “clickbait and credibility,” and “social media news 

trust” were used. Boolean operators (AND, OR) were applied to refine results. 

c) Inclusion Criteria: Articles published between 2017 and 2025 were included to ensure 

relevance to current YouTube trends. Only studies addressing thumbnails, content, or 

credibility of news channels on YouTube were selected. Non-English articles and non-

peer-reviewed sources were excluded. 

d) Screening Process: An initial search yielded 1,234 articles. After removing duplicates 

(n=342), titles and abstracts were screened, resulting in 112 articles. Full-text reviews 

narrowed the selection to 20 articles meeting all criteria. 

e) Data Extraction: Key findings, methodologies, and themes were extracted from each 

article. Studies were categorized based on their focus (thumbnails, content, or platform 

dynamics) to structure the literature review. 

The selected articles employed diverse methodologies, including surveys (e.g., Johnson & 

Kaye, 2019), content analysis (e.g., Kim et al., 2019), and experimental designs (e.g., Lee & 

Kim, 2020). This methodological diversity strengthens the review’s robustness. 

4. FINDINGS 

The findings reveal that thumbnails prioritizing emotional or exaggerated visuals 

significantly boost engagement but often misrepresent content, leading to a 20–30% 

credibility decline (Johnson & Kaye, 2019; Chen, 2021). Content adhering to journalistic 

standards enhances trust but struggles against sensationalized videos, which dominate due to 

algorithmic biases (Kim et al., 2019; Brown & Patel, 2018). Independent creators balance 

reliability and credibility, though lack of oversight risks misinformation (Garcia & Martinez, 

2021). YouTube’s algorithm and monetization structures amplify sensationalism, with 60% of 

recommended videos featuring misleading thumbnails (Zhao et al., 2020). Viewer feedback 

mitigates this by fostering accountability (Yang, 2022). Culturally, credibility perceptions 

vary, with reputation outweighing content in some regions (Nguyen, 2023). These findings 

suggest that while engagement-driven strategies succeed short-term, they undermine long-
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term trust. News channels must align thumbnails with content and prioritize transparency to 

maintain credibility, while platforms could enforce stricter guidelines to curb misinformation. 

5. DISCUSSION 

The study reveals a complex relationship between thumbnails, content, and credibility on 

YouTube news channels. Thumbnails are undeniably effective for capturing attention, but 

their sensationalized nature often undermines trust. This aligns with broader concerns about 

clickbait, where short-term engagement is prioritized over long-term credibility. News 

channels face a dilemma: adopt attention-grabbing strategies to compete in YouTube’s 

crowded ecosystem or maintain journalistic rigor at the risk of lower viewership. 

Content strategies further complicate this dynamic. While fact-based reporting enhances 

credibility, sensationalized or opinion-driven content dominates due to algorithmic biases and 

viewer preferences. The rise of independent creators highlights a shift in audience 

expectations, where reliability sometimes trumps accuracy. This trend raises questions about 

the future of journalism on platforms lacking traditional gatekeepers. 

YouTube’s platform dynamics exacerbate these issues. The algorithm’s preference for high-

engagement content amplifies sensationalism, while monetization incentives encourage 

clickbait. However, viewer feedback and community interactions offer potential for self-

correction, suggesting that audience literacy could play a role in improving credibility. 

Cultural differences also underscore the need for tailored strategies, as credibility perceptions 

vary globally. 

Gaps in the literature include limited longitudinal studies on how thumbnail and content 

strategies evolve over time and insufficient focus on non-Western audiences. Future research 

could explore how emerging technologies, like AI-generated thumbnails, impact credibility or 

how media literacy interventions affect viewer trust. 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

YouTube news channels operate in a high-stakes environment where thumbnails and content 

significantly influence credibility. Sensationalized thumbnails drive engagement but erode 

trust, particularly when they misrepresent video content. Content strategies prioritizing facts 

and transparency fare better in credibility but struggle to compete with sensationalism. 

YouTube’s algorithmic and monetization structures further tilt the balance toward 

engagement over accuracy, though viewer feedback offers a pathway for improvement. To 

enhance credibility, news channels should align thumbnails with content, prioritize source 

transparency, and engage with audience critiques. Policymakers and platforms could also 

consider stricter guidelines for news content to curb misinformation. As YouTube continues 

to shape public discourse, understanding these dynamics is crucial for fostering a trustworthy 

digital news ecosystem. 
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