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ABSTRACT

Short vertical videos are kept or swiped within seconds, yet almost no published research measures

retention on 15 to 180 second vertical video directly; the platforms that hold such data publish guidance

rather than results. We pose ten research questions that follow a viewer through a video, from the hook

to the ending, and answer each by triangulating independent kinds of evidence: randomized headline

experiments, zapping and eye-tracking studies of television and online video, viewing logs from millions

of videos, psychophysiology and neuroimaging, narrative and film analysis, platform documentation and

practitioner knowledge. We checked 76 sources against primary listings and graded each by how

directly it measures video viewing; eight widely repeated claims, including the "eight-second attention

span", were traced to their origins and did not survive. The answers converge on a value-of-continuing

account of the stay-or-leave decision: a viewer keeps watching while the expected value of the next few

seconds exceeds that of the next video in the feed, a value raised by open questions, moment-to-

moment reward and visible progress, and lowered by processing cost and habituation. We translate the

findings into six hook principles, eight retention principles, eleven genre templates and five length

bands, and we label each by the strength of its support. We close with the open questions that only

controlled experiments on short-form platforms can settle.

Keywords: short-form video; audience retention; hooks; curiosity; narrative structure; editing pace; evidence synthesis

1. Introduction

Short-form video is now one of the main ways people are entertained, informed and persuaded online.

YouTube Shorts and Instagram Reels both accept videos of up to three minutes [1, 2], and the systems

that decide who sees them reward time watched and videos finished [3–5]. For anyone who makes such

videos, every second is a decision with a cost: viewers begin abandoning a slow-starting video within

about two seconds [6], and every second after the payoff is a second in which they leave [7].

Advice about how to hold viewers is everywhere and mostly unsourced. The best-known figure, that

human attention lasts eight seconds, less than a goldfish's, traces to no study at all (Appendix A). This

report asks what the evidence actually supports. It does so for ten questions that follow a viewer from

the first second to the last:

RQ1. How is an effective hook constructed?

RQ2. When do viewers decide to stay, and what does retention look like over time?

RQ3. What makes a person continue to watch?

RQ4. How is attention held from the hook to the end?

RQ5. How should different genres of video be structured?

RQ6. How should structure change with video length?

RQ7. How should pacing and visual change be used?

RQ8. How should sound be used?



3SENOTEL

RQ9. How should text and captions be used?

RQ10. How should a video end, and what do the platforms reward?

Our contributions are (i) a graded synthesis of 76 sources across these questions, with the strength of

support stated for every answer; (ii) a short list of claims that fail on inspection; (iii) a value-of-

continuing account that ties the separate findings together and makes testable predictions; and (iv) a

set of operational principles, templates and length bands that creators, editors and automated editing

systems can apply and test.

2. Method

2.1 Routes to an answer

Each question has more than one way in, and no single way is sufficient. Emotion, for example, cannot be

observed directly, but its traces can: faces coded second by second while viewers decide whether to

keep watching [8], skin conductance while the edit rate is varied [9], the words that hold readers on a

page [10], and what people choose to share [11]. We therefore considered eight kinds of evidence for

every question (Table 1) and report for each answer which routes were actually available.

Route What it can establish What it cannot

Cognitive mechanism Why a feature works (curiosity,

reward, limited capacity)

How large the effect is on video

Randomized field tests Causal effects at scale, e.g. 22,743

headline A/B tests [12]

Effects on video; most test text

Zapping and eye tracking Second-by-second staying or leaving

on real video [8, 13, 14]

Short-form behaviour; the studies used

television and online advertisements

Viewing logs at scale Real behaviour across millions of

videos [6, 15, 16]

Causation; the logs are correlational

Psychophysiology and imaging Moment-level arousal and attention

[9, 17, 18]

Population effects; samples are small

Narrative and film analysis Structures common to successful

stories and films [19–21]

That the structure causes the success

Platform documentation What ranking systems say they

measure [3, 4, 7]

Independence; not peer reviewed

Practitioner knowledge Hypotheses from people who do the

work daily [22]

Proof

Table 1. The kinds of evidence considered for each question.

2.2 Inclusion and verification

A source was included only after it was checked against a primary listing: the publisher's page, a DOI

record, PubMed, conference proceedings, arXiv, or the platform's own page. Where only an abstract or a

secondary account could be read, this is recorded and the claim is used only as far as that account

supports it. Searches were run in English in October 2026. The final set comprises 62 peer-reviewed

articles and preprints, 13 platform documents and 1 practitioner document; a further eight popular

claims were traced to their origins and rejected (Appendix A). Appendix B lists every source with its

design and grade.
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2.3 Grading and triangulation

Each source was graded by how directly it answers the question "what keeps a person watching a

video": A, peer-reviewed and measuring real viewing of video (field data, eye tracking, zapping, watch

time, physiology); B, peer-reviewed but in an adjacent medium (headlines, text, advertisements,

lectures) or about a mechanism; C, first-party platform or industry data, not peer reviewed and often

self-interested; D, practitioner testimony. Figure 1 shows the distribution.

A · measured video viewing 32

B · adjacent medium or mechanism 30

C · platform or industry data 13

D · practitioner testimony 1

Figure 1. Sources by evidence grade. Sources graded between two levels (for example A/B) are counted at the stronger grade

they were assigned for at least one finding.

Each answer is labelled ESTABLISHED  when independent routes agree and at least one is grade A;

SUPPORTED  when the support is mechanistic or from adjacent media; and HYPOTHESIS  when it rests on

platform or practitioner sources alone or is our own construction.

A  LIMIT  THAT  APPLIES  THROUGHOUT

Almost no published research measures retention on 15 to 90 second vertical videos directly. The evidence

therefore comes from neighbouring settings (television advertisements with a zap button, YouTube at scale,

online lectures, headlines, film) and from mechanisms that do not depend on the screen on which they were

measured. Where a number in this report is specific to short-form video, it comes from a platform and is

graded C.

3. Findings

RQ1. How is an effective hook constructed? ESTABLISHED IN PART

What, in the first seconds, makes a viewer decide to keep watching instead of swiping? Routes taken:

the cognitive mechanism of curiosity; story structure; randomized headline experiments; emotion

measured second by second; visual salience; tolerance for delay; and the failure case, hooks that win

attention and lose trust.

Curiosity is a gap that feels closable. Curiosity arises when attention is drawn to a gap between what

one knows and what one wants to know [23]. It requires a reference point (the viewer must know enough

to see what is missing) and a gap small enough to close. It engages anticipated-reward circuitry, people

spend scarce time and tokens to close it, and information met while curious is remembered better

[24, 25].

Three orders produce three feelings. Structural-affect theory distinguishes suspense (the initiating

event shown, the outcome withheld), curiosity (the outcome shown, how or why withheld) and surprise

(a crucial fact withheld, then revealed) [26, 27]. Studies of spoilers show what opening with the result

trades away: one set of experiments found spoiled stories enjoyed more, while a larger study found that

spoilers reduced suspense, enjoyment and immersion [28]. Opening with the result therefore works

only when it opens a new question that is interesting in itself.
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Specific beats vague. The strongest evidence is randomized. Across 22,743 online news A/B tests,

together with archival data and a preregistered experiment, titles framed as questions reduced

engagement because readers judged them less informative [12]. An earlier field test found that question

headlines drew more clicks, particularly those addressed to "you" [29], and most clickbait features

raised clicks [30]. Informativeness reconciles the two: a question that already carries specific

information differs from "Did you know this?". Readers also judge clickbait as less credible [31], and

forward reference ("this", "here's why") is the most common lure in commercial headlines [32].

Surprise captures, joy retains. In the most direct study of the stay-or-leave decision on video, in which

viewers' faces were coded while they were free to stop watching, the level of surprise concentrated

attention and the rate at which joy rose retained viewers [8]. During television viewing, 72% of gaze

shifts go to locations more surprising than average [33].

Faces, action and a single focus. Instagram photographs containing faces were 38% more likely to be

liked [34]. Looming and sudden motion capture attention automatically [35]. When viewers' gaze

scatters across the frame they are more likely to stop watching, and a logo shown long and centrally at

the start drives them away [14]. Advertising guidance from the platforms says the same: start in the

action, with people on screen [36], and show the key message within three seconds [37].

Seconds, not minutes. Viewers begin abandoning a video that takes more than two seconds to start,

5.8% more for each further second, and viewers of short content are the least patient [6].

A hook must be paid off. YouTube's own diagnosis of a weak opening is a mismatch between the

promise and what follows [7], and practitioners treat the first minute as proof that the promise was

honest [22].

Answer. A hook is the shortest statement of a specific, credible promise that opens exactly one gap the

video will close. Its type should follow the material (Table 3). Six principles summarise the evidence:

Principle Evidence

H1 The first spoken word arrives within about half a second; the first frame is a face or the action, never a

logo, title card or greeting

[6, 14, 34, 36]

H2 The hook is the most specific, surprising or high-stakes moment available, about twelve words or

fewer when spoken

[8, 12, 33]

H3 It names something concrete (a number, an object, a person, an outcome) and opens one question [12, 23]

H4 It never answers that question itself; the answer comes later in the video, and a promise the video

cannot keep is replaced

[7, 22, 31]

H5 Text on screen at the start is short (about eight words), restates the gap specifically, and is neither a

vague question nor a summary

[12, 38]

H6 The hook type follows the material: result, stakes, contrarian claim, number, specific question,

confession, visual, relevance

[26, 28, 29, 39]

Table 2. Hook principles. Established: informative beats vague; surprise and faces capture attention; delay loses viewers. Not

established: the relative strength of hook types on short vertical video.
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Type What it does

result show the outcome first, withhold how or why (curiosity)

stakes show the problem or the risk, withhold what happens (suspense)

contrarian a surprising or counterintuitive claim (surprise)

number a specific number or a numbered promise (progress)

question a specific question the video answers; never a vague one

confession something the speaker admits or reveals

visual the action or the reaction itself, before any words

relevance a problem the viewer has, said to them directly

Table 3. Hook types and the effect each relies on.

RQ2. When do viewers decide, and what does retention look like over time? SUPPORTED

Routes taken: network logs of real abandonment [6]; how platforms define their metrics [7, 40]; per-

second logs of lecture viewing [15]; YouTube at the scale of millions of videos [16]; short-video

recommender research [41–43].

The first decision is made in seconds: abandonment rises with each second a video is slow to start [6],

and YouTube Shorts reports whether viewers "stayed to watch" past the opening seconds without

publishing the threshold [40]. The second decision is commitment: YouTube measures a video's

introduction at 30 seconds and calls it good when more than half of viewers remain [7]. After that the

retention curve slopes down, flat where viewers are satisfied, with spikes where they rewatch and dips

where they leave [7]. In 862 lecture videos, about three in five interest peaks coincided with a visual

transition [15]. Duration alone explains more than 58% of the variance in the share of a YouTube video

watched, while total watch time still rises with length [16]. In a large crawl of YouTube viewing, how long

people watched was associated with likes per view and the sentiment of comments [44].

Answer. There are two decisions with two deadlines (Figure 2): stay or swipe in the first one to three

seconds, which the hook wins; and commitment, which the first real payoff wins. For a short video the

first payoff should land within roughly the first quarter and not later than about fifteen seconds. These

are design targets derived from the evidence, not published constants; Table 6 sets them per length.

0 s 25% 75% end

Hook
stay or swipe,

first 1 to 3 s

First payoff
commitment, by about

a quarter (≤ 15 s in a short)

main question open

smaller questions open and close; something new every few seconds

Main payoff
strongest moment last,

then end on it

Figure 2. The structure of a short video implied by the evidence: two decisions, a main question that stays open until near the

end, smaller questions that open and close along the way, and an ending on the payoff.

RQ3. What makes a person continue to watch? ESTABLISHED MECHANISMS COMBINATION IS A HYPOTHESIS

Routes taken: nine mechanisms, each with its own evidence.
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Entertainment keeps people; unentertaining information pushes them out. In two zapping

experiments, moment-to-moment entertainment lowered the probability of stopping, moment-to-

moment selling information raised it, and the two interacted multiplicatively [13].

Anticipated reward. Curiosity recruits reward circuitry and makes people pay time to close the gap

[24, 25].

The pull to finish. A 2025 meta-analysis found no memory advantage for unfinished tasks (the

popular "Zeigarnik effect"), but a reliable urge to resume them [45]. An open question pulls people

forward; it does not make them remember more.

Absorption. Transportation into a story depends on identifiable characters, an imaginable plot and

believability [46, 47].

Arousal and its direction. Anxious, exciting and hopeful language holds readers longer and sad

language loses them [10]; high-arousal content is shared more [11]; rising joy retains viewers [8].

Surprise attracts the eye [33], but only inside a coherent sequence: scrambling the order of scenes

lowers the shared brain response in regions tied to meaning [18].

Ease. Simpler language holds readers longer [10]; messages that exceed processing capacity lose

encoding [48–50].

Clarity. Moments that make every viewer's brain respond alike predict what large audiences prefer

[17]; tightly edited film produces that synchrony across more than 65% of cortex, an unedited shot

under 5% [18].

Progress. People accelerate toward a visible goal and quit less as it nears [39].

Answer. The mechanisms combine into a value-of-continuing account, developed in Section 4: a viewer

keeps watching while the expected value of the next few seconds exceeds the value of the next video in

the feed.

RQ4. How is attention held from the hook to the end? ESTABLISHED IN PART

Routes taken: open questions [23, 45]; attention responses to edits [9, 15, 48–50]; how stories pace

themselves [19, 21, 51]; moment-to-moment value [13, 52, 53]; coherence [18, 54]; rhythm [20]; what to

cut and what to keep [13, 55, 56]; long-form practice [22].

Questions in relay. The pull to finish attaches to whatever is open [45]. One main question can stay

open until near the end while smaller ones open and close along the way; each closure is a small

reward, the rising joy that retained viewers in [8].

Change recaptures attention. Within a scene, faster editing raised arousal and memory without

measurable overload [9]; interest peaks sit on visual transitions [15]; the limited-capacity account

behind both holds across 142 articles [50].

Overload is real. Fast pacing combined with arousing or complex content lowers how much of the

spoken message is encoded [48], and unrelated cuts cost more than related ones [49].

Escalate. Narratives that move slowly while establishing and faster toward the end are evaluated

more favourably [19]; cognitive tension peaks in the middle-to-late part of stories [21]; overall

judgments favour an improving trend, the peak and the end [51].

Cut what has no moment-to-moment value, because information without entertainment raises

stopping [13]. Do not over-cut speech, however: a short silent pause before a word makes it better

remembered [55]. One study found that filled pauses ("uh") even improved recall [56], but a 2021

replication found no benefit in English and the opposite in German [57]; the safe conclusion is only

that ordinary fillers are not shown to harm comprehension, so the case for removing dead air is pace.

Cut where viewers do not notice. A quarter to a third of cuts within a scene go unseen [58], and

viewers perceive a new event when the action changes rather than when the camera does [54].



8SENOTEL

Vary the rhythm. Shot lengths in successful films have grown more correlated with their neighbours,

approaching a 1/f pattern, rather than holding a constant rate [20].

Answer. Eight principles (Table 4).

Principle Evidence

R1 Something new arrives every few seconds: information, a reveal, a laugh, a visual change. In a short video,

no stretch of more than about eight seconds passes without one

[13, 15, 49]

R2 One main question stays open until the last 20 to 30% of the video; smaller questions open and close

along the way

[8, 23, 45]

R3 Beats escalate: weaker material early, the strongest payoff last [19, 21, 51]

R4 Cut repetition, preamble, tangents, greetings, sign-offs and dead air; keep a short breath before a key

word

[13, 55–57]

R5 Cuts within a thought fall on sentence boundaries; cuts intended to re-engage change the content, not

merely the angle

[54, 58]

R6 Never stack several new elements in the same second (text, cutaway, sound, zoom); fast cutting only over

simple content

[48, 49]

R7 Pace in waves: quicker runs, then a held beat before a payoff [20, 55]

R8 Visual emphasis is meaningful: a punch-in on the stressed line, a cutaway only when it shows what is

being said

[35, 59, 60]

Table 4. Retention principles.

RQ5. How should different genres be structured? SUPPORTED LOGIC PROPORTIONS ARE DEFAULTS

Routes taken: narrative science [19, 21, 26, 46, 47, 61]; instructional design [15, 38, 39, 59, 60, 62]; humour

[53, 63]; persuasion and controversy [10, 11, 64]; demonstration and credibility [31, 52]; platform

guidance [36, 37].

Three findings carry most of the weight. Viewers of tutorials drop out more than viewers of lectures and

jump to the part they need [15], so steps must be easy to find (signalling improves retention of key

information [38]) and progress must be visible [39]. Comedy depends on the performer's timing:

punchlines in conversation are not preceded by significant pauses [63], so an editor should never add

dead air before one, and never separate a setup from its punchline. Opinion content draws more

discussion as controversy rises, but only up to a moderate level, beyond which discomfort wins [64].

Across tens of thousands of films, television episodes and other texts, the speed, volume and

circuitousness of a story's path through its subject matter predict its success, with different drivers in

different forms [65].

Answer. Eleven templates (Table 5), each listing beats in order with the share of the video each usually

occupies. The evidence supports the logic of each template; the proportions are design defaults, not

measured optima.

Genre Hook types Beats in order (share of the video) Evidence

Story / personal

experience

stakes, result,

confession

hook (8%): the stakes or the result, in the speaker's

words

context (10%): who and where, one line

rising (40%): complications, each raising the stakes

turn (20%): the climax or the reveal

resolution (15%): what changed, or the lesson

end (7%): end on the payoff or a callback to the hook

suspense/curiosity order [26];

identifiable person +

imaginable plot [47]; tension

rises late [21]; endings weigh

most [51]
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Genre Hook types Beats in order (share of the video) Evidence

Tutorial / how-to result,

number,

relevance

hook (8%): show or state the finished result and the

promise ("3 steps")

why (7%): why it matters, one line

steps (60%): the steps in order, each one signposted

mistake (10%): the common mistake or the trick (a

surprise)

reveal (15%): the final result, then stop

tutorial viewers drop out and

jump to what they need [15];

signal each step [38]; visible

progress [39]; key message

first [37]

Explainer /

educational / Q&A

contrarian,

question,

number

hook (8%): a counterintuitive fact or a specific

question with stakes

intuition (25%): the idea in plain words or an analogy

example (30%): one concrete example or evidence

twist (20%): the misconception or the surprising

part

takeaway (17%): one line the viewer keeps

curiosity [23–25]; processing

ease [10]; signal the key idea

[38]; no seductive details

[59, 60]

Opinion /

commentary / hot

take

contrarian,

relevance

hook (8%): the claim, bold but short of outrage

reasons (45%): reasons in rising strength

counter (15%): the best objection, acknowledged

strongest (20%): the strongest reason

verdict (12%): the verdict, and a real question to the

viewer

talk rises with controversy

only to a moderate level [64];

arousal holds and spreads

[10, 11]; sends and comments

rank [5]

Comedy / stand-

up / sketch

visual,

contrarian,

confession

hook (10%): the premise, or the funniest line teased

setup (25%): the setup

punchlines (50%): punchlines, escalating; never cut

between a setup and its punchline

button (15%): a callback or the biggest laugh, then

stop

humour raises attention [53];

laughs are moment-to-

moment value [13];

performers' timing has no

dead air before punchlines

[63]

List / tips number,

relevance

hook (8%): the number and the specific benefit

items (82%): the items, rising in strength, the best

last

recap (10%): a one-line recap

progress pull [39]; peak and

end [51]; signposting [38]

Interview /

podcast clip

contrarian,

result, stakes

hook (10%): the guest's strongest line

who (7%): who they are, one line

answer (65%): the answer or the story

payoff (18%): the payoff line, then stop

it must stand alone: a gap

needs a reference point [23]

Review / product

demo

result,

contrarian

hook (8%): the verdict or a surprising result

demo (40%): the product working, on screen

specifics (25%): two or three specifics

downside (12%): one honest downside

verdict (15%): the verdict

demonstrate before

entertaining [52]; credibility

[31]

Reaction visual hook (10%): the peak reaction, a face

trigger (25%): what is being reacted to

reactions (50%): the reactions, escalating

final (15%): the final reaction

faces engage [34]; rising joy

retains [8]

Vlog / day in the

life

visual, result,

stakes

hook (8%): the most interesting moment of the day

journey (75%): in order, time compressed, one new

thing per segment

end (17%): the peak or a reflection

one new thing per segment

[13]; end on the peak [51]

Talk / motivational

/ speech

contrarian,

confession,

relevance

hook (10%): the most quotable line

story (40%): a story or an example

principle (30%): the principle

call (20%): the call to act, rising

rising emotion retains and

spreads [8, 11]

Table 5. Genre templates. Each beat's share of the video is a design default.
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RQ6. How should structure change with length? ESTABLISHED DIRECTION THRESHOLDS ARE DEFAULTS

Routes taken: completion and watch time against length [15, 16, 41, 62]; memory for experiences against

duration [51, 66]; what the platforms count [1–3, 42, 43]; story pacing [19]; progress perception [67];

practitioner experience [22].

Completion falls with length while total watch time rises [16, 41]. Platforms that rank on watch time

correct for duration [42, 43], so padding a video buys nothing, while TikTok names finishing a longer

video as a strong signal of interest [3]. Remembered evaluations neglect duration and weigh peaks and

endings [51, 66]: a longer video is not judged better for its length, only for its moments. Engagement

with educational videos falls for longer videos [62].

Answer. Choose the shortest length that still holds the hook, the context the payoff needs, and the

payoff; every additional beat must earn its place with something new. Table 6 gives the shape of each

length band.

Band Length First

payoff

by

Longest stretch

without something

new

Re-hook

midway

Shape

micro up to 15s 6 s 3 s no one idea, one payoff; the hook IS the premise;

payoff by about 70%; end on the payoff so the loop

restarts cleanly

short 15-45s 10 s 5 s no hook within 3s, context within 5s, one or two

developments, payoff at 70-90%, end within 2s of

it

standard 45-90s 15 s 7 s no hook, context, 2-3 beats with a small payoff every

10-15s, the main payoff in the last 20%, a short

close

long 90-180s 15 s 8 s yes as standard, plus a new question at 40-60% to re-

hook, signposts between sections, a small payoff

every 15-20s

mid over 3

minutes

30 s 10 s yes the first 30s confirm the promise; chapters with

signposts; a re-engagement point every 1-2

minutes; a payoff kept for the end

Table 6. Length bands. The first-payoff and lull targets are design targets derived from RQ2 and RQ4, not published constants.

RQ7. How should pacing and visual change be used? SUPPORTED RATE IS A HYPOTHESIS

Routes taken: edit rate and arousal [9]; pacing with arousing content [48]; limited capacity and its meta-

analysis [49, 50]; rhythm in film [20]; unnoticed cuts [58]; event boundaries [54]; interest peaks [15];

looming [35]; irrelevant visuals [59, 60]; platform guidance [36].

Answer. Visual change is a lever on attention whose cost depends on relevance and on how demanding

the content already is. Change visuals often over simple content and less over dense explanation [48].

Make cuts within a thought invisible and make attention-grabbing changes meaningful [54, 58]. A

cutaway that does not show what is being said is a cost rather than decoration: irrelevant additions

reduce what people take away, with a pooled effect of g = −0.33 across 58 studies [59, 60]. Use zooms

for emphasis, not constantly, or they stop being a signal [35, 49]. Vary the interval between changes

[20]. No universal cut rate is supported; the common practice of a visual change every four to six

seconds on a talking head remains a hypothesis to be tested.
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RQ8. How should sound be used? SUPPORTED

Routes taken: rising intensity and orienting [68, 69]; musical tempo and mode [70]; pauses and fillers

[55, 56]; limited capacity [49]; platform survey data [71].

Answer. Speech is the content, and nothing should mask a word that matters [49]. Musical tempo sets

energy and mode sets mood [70], so music is best chosen by the story's emotion and pace rather than

its topic. Rising sound intensity is perceived as a larger change and raises alertness [68, 69]: a riser into

a reveal is grounded in physiology, while a riser into nothing teaches viewers to ignore it. Sound effects

should mark moments the eye also sees, sparingly, and count against the budget of R6. Users report

that sound matters on TikTok [71], a self-interested survey.

RQ9. How should text and captions be used? ESTABLISHED

Routes taken: a review of more than 100 caption studies [72]; a signalling meta-analysis [38]; irrelevant

detail [59, 60]; sound-off viewing surveys and platform tests [37, 73, 74].

Answer. Caption the speech: captions improve comprehension of, attention to and memory for video

for most viewers [72], and many people watch in public with the sound off (69% in one survey [74]). Use

short phrases synchronised with speech and emphasise one key word [38]; show the hook as text in the

first second; avoid decorative text that is not part of the message [59, 60]; and keep text readable,

within the five to ten words per second that platform guidance suggests as a ceiling [37].

RQ10. How should a video end, and what do the platforms reward? ESTABLISHED

LOOPS ARE A HYPOTHESIS

Routes taken: peak-end effects and duration neglect [51, 66, 75]; platform ranking documentation

[3–5, 7]; sharing [11]; payoff and credibility [31].

What people remember and rate is dominated by the peak and the end, length adds little, and a better

ending improves the memory of the whole [51, 66, 75]. YouTube optimises "valued watch time", that is,

watch time viewers rate highly in surveys [4]; Instagram's head named watch time, likes per reach and

sends per reach as the main signals [5]; TikTok weights finishing [3]. Dips at the end appear where

viewers got what they came for [7], and high-arousal moments are shared [11].

Answer. End on the payoff or immediately after it, and cut outros and anything after the punchline. The

last line should be the strongest still available, or a callback that resolves the hook. In opinion content, a

genuine question to the viewer serves better than a request to follow. A loop-friendly ending, in which

the last line leads back into the first, is a hypothesis: rewatching counts on all three platforms, but none

publishes how.

4. A value-of-continuing account

The findings of RQ1 to RQ10 are not independent rules; they describe one decision made repeatedly. At

every moment a viewer of a feed can stay or move on, and the next video is always one gesture away. We

propose that the viewer stays while the expected value of the next few seconds exceeds the value of

that alternative, and that this value has five components, each separately supported:

value(t) = anticipated reward of open questions [23–25, 45] + value of the present moment: news, emotion,

laughter, surprise [8, 13, 33, 53] + pull of visible progress [39, 67] − processing cost [10, 48–50] − habituation

since anything changed [15, 49]
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The account explains why the principles take the form they do. Hooks matter disproportionately

because the prior hazard of leaving is highest in the first seconds [6] and only an open question can

raise value before any content has been delivered (H1 to H6). The first payoff matters because

anticipated reward decays unless it is confirmed (RQ2). Cutting dead air, greetings and repetition

removes moments of near-zero value (R4). Escalation and relayed questions keep anticipated reward

from decaying (R2, R3). Overload principles bound the cost term (R6). And endings matter beyond their

share of the running time because memory weights the end (RQ10).

The account is a hypothesis about how the components combine, and it makes testable predictions. It

predicts that (i) retention curves on short-form platforms should drop most steeply in the first one to

three seconds and again after the main payoff; (ii) moving the first payoff earlier should flatten the curve

after it, holding content constant; (iii) adding a new open question at the midpoint of a long short-form

video should reduce mid-video loss; and (iv) cutaways unrelated to the speech should increase loss in

the seconds that follow, relative to related cutaways. A companion report describes a computational

version of this account and its use in automated editing [76].

5. Discussion

What the evidence settles. Three things about openings are as well supported as anything in this field: a

specific promise outperforms a vague one, a slow start loses viewers by the second, and surprise and

faces capture the eye. Two things about the middle are well supported: entertainment keeps people

while unentertaining information pushes them away, and coherence is what allows a change of picture

to recapture attention rather than cost it. About endings, the peak and the final moment dominate what

people remember.

What it does not settle. Much common advice, including universal cut rates, rankings of hook types,

loop endings and the exact proportions of genre templates, is plausible and unmeasured on short

vertical video. We have labelled these as hypotheses rather than dropping them, because they are useful

defaults; but they should be treated as defaults to be tested.

Where the evidence disagrees. Question headlines won clicks in one field test [29] and lost

engagement across thousands of randomized tests [12]; spoilers raised enjoyment in one set of

experiments and lowered it in a larger study [28]; filled pauses aided recall in one study and not in its

replication [56, 57]. In each case we report both and adopt the reading that survives both: informative

questions, result-first openings that open a new question, and no claim that fillers help.

A research agenda. The open questions can be settled only with controlled experiments on short-form

platforms: randomized variants of the same video differing in one element (hook type, first-payoff

timing, cut rate, cutaway relevance, ending), with retention curves as the outcome. The predictions of

Section 4 give the first such experiments.

6. Limitations

This is a structured evidence review, not a registered systematic review: the search was not exhaustive,

it was limited to English-language sources, and grading was done by a single team. Most evidence

comes from settings adjacent to short-form video, so effect sizes may not transfer. Platform documents

are self-interested and can change without notice. Several findings rest on single studies or small

samples, which we have marked. Finally, the value-of-continuing account is a synthesis of our own; its

components are supported, its combination is not yet tested.
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7. Conclusion

What keeps viewers watching is not a secret formula but a small set of well-supported mechanisms:

curiosity that feels answerable, a reward that arrives early and keeps arriving, a story clear enough to

follow, change that means something, and an ending that lands. The evidence is strongest where it has

been tested at scale and weakest exactly where short-form platforms hold the data. We offer the

principles here as a starting point and the predictions as an invitation to test them.

Disclosure. Senotel develops automated video-editing tools, and this review informed that work. No external funding was

received. The literature search, synthesis and drafting were carried out with the assistance of an AI system (Claude, by

Anthropic) under the direction of Senotel; every source was checked against a primary listing, and no reference was taken from

the system's memory alone.
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Appendix A. Claims that did not survive checking

Claim What the record shows

Human attention lasts eight seconds, less

than a goldfish's

Traced to an unsourced figure reproduced in a 2015 consumer report [77] and

examined by BBC Radio 4 [78]; no study measures a single "attention span" in

this way

47% of a video's value lies in its first three

seconds

The figure is the share of advertising-recall lift among people who watched

for under three seconds in brand-lift studies [79], not value and not retention

Attention on screens lasts 47 seconds An average time on one screen before switching during office work [80], not a

limit on attention to a video

Open loops work because unfinished

things are remembered (the Zeigarnik

effect)

No memory advantage in a 2025 meta-analysis; the reliable effect is the urge

to resume [45]

Always add a dramatic pause before a

punchline

Punchlines in conversation are not preceded by significant pauses [63]

Question hooks always win Mixed: they won clicks in one field test [29] and reduced engagement across

22,743 A/B tests [12]

Captions increase completion by 80% 80% of survey respondents said captions make them more likely to finish [74];

this is not a measured effect

Fillers such as "um" make speech more

memorable

One positive study [56] was not replicated [57]

Appendix B. Evidence table

Ref. Source Design Grade

[1] YouTube (2024) Platform or industry document C

[2] Instagram (2025) Platform or industry document C

[3] TikTok (2020) Platform or industry document C

[4] Goodrow (2021) Platform or industry document C

[5] Mosseri (2025) Platform or industry document C (secondary report of a

primary statement)

[6] Krishnan & Sitaraman

(2012)

23 million views, 6.7 million viewers (Akamai), quasi-

experimental

A

[7] YouTube (n.d.) Platform or industry document C

[8] Teixeira et al. (2012) Lab: automated facial-expression coding + eye tracking + the

option to zap (stop watching), 58 adults, 28 ads

A

[9] Lang et al. (2000) Lab, within-subject, edit rate varied slow to very fast (edits =

camera changes within one scene)

A

[10] Berger et al. (2023) NLP over 600,000+ reading sessions of 35,000+ articles on

nine sites, plus experiments

B (text, not video)

[11] Berger & Milkman

(2012)

Three months of New York Times articles + experiments B

[12] Fang & Wheeler (2026) Archival Reddit (N = 53,030) and academic-article (N =

3,078,791) data, 22,743 online news A/B tests, a preregistered

experiment (N = 400)

A (very large, includes

randomized A/B tests)
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[13] Woltman Elpers et al.

(2003)

Two experiments, moment-to-moment ratings and zapping A

[14] Teixeira et al. (2010) Eye tracking + zapping, 31 commercials, ~2,000 viewers; model

+ controlled experiment

A

[15] Kim et al. (2014) Per-second logs, 862 edX videos A

[16] Wu et al. (2018) 5,331,204 YouTube videos published Jul–Aug 2016 A

[17] Dmochowski et al.

(2014)

EEG inter-subject correlation in a small sample, compared with

large-audience ratings and social-media activity

A

[18] Hasson et al. (2008) fMRI inter-subject correlation A (small samples)

[19] Laurino Dos Santos &

Berger (2022)

40,000+ movie scripts; replicated on 10,000+ TV episodes B

[20] Cutting et al. (2010) 150 films 1935–2005 A (descriptive)

[21] Boyd et al. (2020) ~40,000 narratives, ~20,000+ factual texts B

[22] Practitioner handbook

(c. 2022)

Practitioner document D

[23] Loewenstein (1994) Theory review B

[24] Kang et al. (2009) fMRI + behavioural (trivia) B

[25] Gruber et al. (2014) fMRI B

[26] Brewer & Lichtenstein

(1982)

Theory + experiments B

[27] Hoeken & van Vliet

(2000)

Experiment B

[28] Leavitt & Christenfeld

(2011)

Three experiments, 12 short stories B, mixed

[29] Lai & Farbrot (2014) Field tests on Twitter and a shopping site B

[30] Kuiken et al. (2017) 1,638 rewritten headlines with click-through rates (Blendle) B

[31] Molyneux &

Coddington (2020)

Two online experiments B

[32] Blom & Hansen (2015) Corpus analysis, 100,000 headlines from 10 Danish news sites B

[33] Itti & Baldi (2009) Eye tracking during TV viewing A

[34] Bakhshi et al. (2014) ~1.1 million Instagram photos A (correlational, platform

scale)

[35] Franconeri & Simons

(2003)

Visual search B

[36] Google & Kantar

(2021)

Platform or industry document C (modelled association,

self-interested)

[37] TikTok (n.d.) Platform or industry document C (correlational, ads)

[38] Schneider et al. (2018) Meta-analysis, 103 studies, N = 12,201 A (learning)

[39] Kivetz et al. (2006) Field data and experiments B

[40] YouTube (n.d.) Platform or industry document C

[41] Quan et al. (2023) Micro-video logs A (platform logs)

[42] Zhan et al. (2022) Industrial recommender research C/A (company-authored)
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[43] Zhao et al. (2024) Industrial recommender research C/A (company-authored)

[44] Park et al. (2016) Random YouTube crawl + Chrome-extension viewing logs A

[45] Ghibellini & Meier

(2025)

Meta-analysis A

[46] Green & Brock (2000) Four experiments (N = 97, 69, 274, 258) B

[47] van Laer et al. (2014) Meta-analysis, 132 effect sizes, 76 articles A (meta-analysis; mostly

text/ads)

[48] Lang et al. (1999) Lab A

[49] Lang (2000) Theory B (theory)

[50] Huskey et al. (2020) Meta-analysis, 142 articles, 683 effects A

[51] Baumgartner et al.

(1997)

Experiments with moment-to-moment affect traces of ads A

[52] Teixeira et al. (2014) Web-based facial tracking field study, 82 ads A

[53] Eisend (2009) Meta-analysis (38 studies after screening) A (ads)

[54] Magliano & Zacks

(2011)

Behavioural segmentation + fMRI A

[55] MacGregor et al.

(2010)

ERP + surprise recognition test B

[56] Fraundorf & Watson

(2011)

Story retelling with natural speech B

[57] Muhlack et al. (2021) Replication in German and English B

[58] Smith & Henderson

(2008)

Eye tracking while detecting cuts in feature films A

[59] Rey (2012) Review and meta-analysis A (learning)

[60] Sundararajan &

Adesope (2020)

Meta-analysis, 58 studies A (learning)

[61] Reagan et al. (2016) Sentiment trajectories of 1,327 Project Gutenberg books B

[62] Guo et al. (2014) 6.9 million viewing sessions, 4 edX courses A

[63] Attardo et al. (2011) Acoustic analysis B

[64] Chen & Berger (2013) Field data + four experiments B

[65] Toubia et al. (2021) Tens of thousands of movies, TV shows, papers; semantic

trajectories

B

[66] Fredrickson &

Kahneman (1993)

Film clips with real-time ratings (N = 32; N = 96) A (film clips)

[67] Conrad et al. (2010) Web-survey experiments B

[68] Neuhoff (1998) Psychophysics; fMRI + autonomic measures B

[69] Bach et al. (2008) Psychophysics; fMRI + autonomic measures B

[70] Husain et al. (2002) Experiment, one Mozart sonata in four versions B

[71] TikTok & Kantar (2021) Platform or industry document C (survey, self-interested)

[72] Gernsbacher (2015) Review of 100+ studies A (review)

[73] Facebook (2016) Platform or industry document C
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[74] Verizon Media &

Publicis Media (2019)

Platform or industry document C (self-report)

[75] Kahneman et al. (1993) Cold-pressor experiment + colonoscopy field data B

[79] Facebook IQ & Nielsen

(2016)

Platform or industry document C, self-interested

Table B1. Every source cited, with its design and grade. Numbers match the reference list.


