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video advertising. Also it’s very important to create good association of your 

brand and use experience of your partners and competitors. 
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LANGUAGE OF BRITISH NEWSPAPER HEADLINES 

Д. А. Можейко 

Teachers always encourage us to read newspaper articles, as it is something 

that most students can find time to do in their busy timetable to enhance their 

general knowledge and become updated with current events in politics, econo-

my, business, sports, entertainment, etc. Moreover, newspapers are a great tool 

and resource for vocabulary learning, particularly idiomatic language, phrasal 

verbs, etc. It is also valuable that you meet words in their context of use, learn 

different shades of meaning, thus extending your vocabulary. Reading newspa-

pers can help you better understand sarcasm, ridicule, irony and other literary 

devices that are often used to effect political or social change.   

However, the language of newspapers can sometimes be difficult and con-

fusing to students, and a good example of this is newspaper headlines. Head-

lines live in a linguistic bubble all by themselves because they ignore grammar 

conventions such as the use of helping verbs and so on. Thus, if you take a look 

at any newspaper or magazine headline, you are likely to find incomplete sen-

tences full of action packed verbs. Therefore, it is really essential to study the 

language of newspaper headlines and to define its specific linguistic character-

istics, so that it will be easier to understand them and their hidden sense. [1] 

Below you can find some characteristics of the main linguistic features 

used by journalists while creating a headline.  
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Headlines often use very short words to make an impact. For example, in-

stead of a word “assistance” newspapers more often use a word “aid” (“US 

foreign aid expected to be biggest casualty of Trump's first budget”), or they 

use a word “toll” talking about hundreds of dead people, victims of some 

event (“Why was Iran death toll so high?”). The use of shortenings is also di-

vided into acronyms, abbreviation and clippings (£3bn=3 billion, FDA=Food 

and Drug Administration etc.) [5] 

Headlines often don't include verbs and articles. This phenomenon is call 

the omission of words. For example, this headline «The Godfather cast reu-

nite, 45 years on” can be read as The cast of the film “Godfather” has reunit-

ed after 45 years. [5] 

A key part of newspaper language is word play. It’s the activity of jok-

ing about the meanings of words, especially in an intelligent and enter-

taining way. This is called a pun. For example, “Barack four more”. This 

headline plays with the word four, because phonetically it resembles 

number 4 and exactly for 4 years Barack Obama was reelected for a pres-

ident post. Sometimes it’s easier to understand a headline, when you 

know a prehistory of its appearance. A good example of this is a headline 

from “The Sun” about royal family. Previously, British newspapers had 

published a photo with kids from the royal family, where they were play-

ing, but at first sight it looks like they are making a sign, with which Nazi 

were greeting Hitler. As a result, a headline “Their royal heilness” embe l-

lished the first page of “The Sun”. [3] 

Headlines often contain a noun phrase with no verb. It is also common 

to have a row of nouns in a headline, what is called noun strings.  For ex-

ample, “Hospital doctors strike row”.  This means that there has been a row 

about doctors striking. Or this headline “MHS’s hospital employee rela-

tions improvement program” refers to the fact that MHS has a program to 

improve relations among employees. [2] 

Though headlines are written to be read, not spoken, the use of the 

same sound or sounds, especially consonants, at the beginning of several 

words that are close together can create an interesting effect. This method 

is called alliteration. It is often used in poetry as well as newspapers. 

Newspapers use it to attract the eye and make it more memorable.  For 

example, “Bears’ brekkie blagged by blonde”, or “Man makes massive 

maritime menagerie”. [4] 

Next technic is ambiguity. It means doubtfulness or uncertainty of 

meaning or intention. Headlines are often ambiguous making the reader 

look at the article. You can see what the journalist meant to say, but in each 
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case, there is a more amusing interpretation of the headline. For example, 

“Police begin campaign to run down jaywalkers” (run down has two inter-

pretations: 'find' or 'hit with a car'; lexical ambiguity). [3] 

Moreover, verbs are often changed in headlines. Simple tenses used in-

stead of continuous or perfect forms. For example, “Trump invites Duterte to 

Washington”. If we put this into spoken English, then the sentence would read 

Trump has invited Duterte to Washington. The infinitive form in headlines of-

ten refers to the future: “Mayor to Open Shopping Mall” = the mayor is going 

to open a new shopping mall. Auxiliary verbs are dropped in the passive 

form: “US service member killed in blast near Mosul” = a US service member 

was killed in blast near Mosul. [4-5] 

Perhaps you have noticed in the examples above that both definite and in-

definite articles are also dropped in newspaper headlines. Here are some more 

examples: “President Declares Celebration” (correctly - the president has de-

clared a celebration), “Passerby Sees Woman Jump” (a passerby has seen a 

woman jump). [3] 

The last linguistic method is the use of intertextuality in the language 

of British newspapers. Intertextuality means reference to familiar phrases, 

which are already known to the reader, many coming from film and book 

titles or the words of songs. For example, headline “Brexit: the winter of 

our discontent” appeals to Shakespeare's play "Richard III" (“Now is the 

winter of our discontent. Made glorious summer by this sun of York”) and 

means the end of troubles. [6] 

Therefore, of course, it is not the full list of the specific characteristics of 

the language of British newspapers, because this theme is worthy a whole dis-

sertation, but this article is dedicated to studying the most interesting of them.  

While studying the language of British newspaper headlines I’ve made 

my own research. Its aim was to establish the most frequently used gram-

matical features and structures that occur in headlines and which were de-

scribes in my work. My analysis covered headlines of news stories from 

such famous UK newspapers as: “The Guardian”, “The Telegraph” and 

“Daily Mirror”. The material used here is definitely limited and cannot ex-

emplify all features; therefore, I can draw some conclusion based on it. It 

appears that short words are used more frequently than long ones in British 

newspaper headlines. Also a great number of headlines often lack articles, 

determiners or auxiliary verbs. It means that lexical, not grammatical 

words are used, which is a characteristic feature of the language variety 

called block language. And finally comes the use of different verb changes. 
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However, other features are also used very often in newspaper language. 

The results are shown on the diagram (рис.1). 

 
Рис. 1 The use of specific language features in British newspapers' headlines 

Of course, this is not the full list of specific characteristics of the lan-

guage of British newspaper headlines, because this theme is worthy a 

whole dissertation, but this article is dedicated to studуing the most inter-

esting of them. I hope that my short insight into the language of newspaper 

headlines will encourage you to read more articles from English newspa-

pers. As most of them are easy to find online, you can effortlessly choose 

one that you will like and enjoy. It is also interesting to read the same story 

from two different newspapers and compare headlines, language, tone and 

style. As you see the advantages of reading newspapers are numerous, so 

let’s improve our mental engagement! 
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