
 

 

Stockholm School of Economics       

B.Sc. Retail Management 

Bachelor Thesis, Spring 2018 

 

 

 

Ad Disclosures on Social Media: An Excessive Obsession? 
A quantitative study of the effect ad disclosure presence and positioning has on viewers 

advertisement recognition and disclosure attentiveness 

 
Abstract The way in which brands promote their products and services is constantly 

developing whilst adapting to the ever-changing media landscape. Today, it is all about 

communicating with customers in a two-way format, incorporating marketing in social 

channels and creating content of value. Consequently, many brands choose to advertise 

themselves through influencers on Instagram. However, incorporating paid content into an 

editorial feed, raises many ethical concerns in regards of how to disclose this content as 

advertisement. Swedish labelling policies require disclosures to be placed at the beginning of 

the post, clarifying who the advertisement owner is. However, these policies lack substantial 

empirical support. 

This thesis challenges the Swedish marketing regulations and industry 

recommendations, by comparing these against previous studies on the subject. The findings 

of this study prove that the ad disclosure position does not have a significant effect on viewer 

attentiveness. This empirical evidence favours neither the regulations nor previous theories. 

Additionally, the presence of an ad disclosure is not as critical an element as has previously 

been thought, in the quest of clarifying the post’s paid nature to the viewer. These results 

imply that instead of focusing solemnly on the ad disclosure, other post elements should be 

examined in order to identify the most effective way of disclosing the paid nature of an 

advertisement.  

 
Authors Tilda Larsson Riad (50404), Pauline Norden (50318) 

 

Keywords Ad Disclosure, Influencer Marketing, Instagram, Deceptive Marketing, Disclosure 

Attentiveness, Ad Recognition, Native Advertising  

 

Advisor Jonas Colliander 

 

Examinator Claire Ingram-Bogusz 



 

1 

Table of Contents 
 

1. Introduction           6  

1.1 Background          6 

1.1.1 A Changed Media Landscape; Blending Advertising into Editorial Content 6 

1.1.2 Instagram and Influencers       6 

 1.1.3. Swedish Legislation       7 

 1.1.4 Instagram Creates Standardised Disclosure Format    8 

1.2 Problem Area         8 

1.3 Purpose and Research Question       9  

1.4 Expected Contribution        10  

2. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Formulation     12 

 2.1 Previous Studies on Ad Disclosures       12 

 2.2 Hypothesis Formulation        13 

  2.2.1 Disclosure Presence       13 

  2.2.1.1 Deceptive Advertising and the Persuasion Knowledge Model 13 

2.2.2 Disclosure Position       15 

 2.2.2.1 Visual Attention and Visual Hierarchy     15 

 2.2.2.2 Level of Involvement      17 

2.3 Framework of Study         19 

2.4 Hypotheses          20 

3. Methodology          21 

3.1 Choice of Scientific Approach and Method       21 

3.2 Setting of Experiment        22 

 3.2.1 Data Collection        22 

 3.2.2 Sampling         22 

3.3 Experimental Design        23 

 3.3.1 Structure of Study        23 

 3.3.2 Reliability         24 

 3.3.3 Independent Variable       24 

 3.3.4 Manipulation of Independent Variables      25 

 3.3.5 Dependent Variable       27 

 3.3.6 Framework of Variables       27 

 3.3.7 Results Analysis        28 

3.4 Pre-study          28 

3.4.1 Method         28  



 

2 

3.4.2 Results         29 

4. Results and Analysis         30 

 4.1 Characteristics of Survey Respondents      30 

 4.2 Recognition of Advertisement Nature      31 

 4.3 Attention Towards Ad Disclosure       32 

  4.3.1 Acknowledgement of Ad Disclosure     32 

 4.4 Level of Involvement        33 

  4.4.1 Stress         33 

5. Discussion           34 

 5.1 Recognition of Advertisement Nature      34 

 5.2 Attention Towards Ad Disclosure       34 

 5.3 Level of Involvement        35 

5.4 Limitations          36 

 5.4.1 Delimitations        36 

5.4.2 Non-significant Results        36 

5.4.3 Validity         36 

5.4.4 Inconsistencies in the Results       37 

5.5 Implications          37 

6. Conclusion           38 

8. Future Research          39 

9. References           40 

10. Appendix           48  



 

3 

Acknowledgements   
 

We would like to thank our supervisor Jonas Colliander for supporting us during the writing 

of this thesis and for providing us with great expertise on the subject.  

 

We would also like to thank Niklas Briselius at Sveriges Annonsörer, Carl Dyrssen and 

Lovisa Hagängen at Cube Media Group and Sam Foroozesh at Cure Media for giving us with 

valuable insight and knowledge regarding the influencer industry.  

 

 

 

  



 

4 

Definitions  
 

Advertisement (Ad) Disclosure = a disclosure indicating that a post is sponsored or paid for.  

 

Advertisement Owner = the company paying to have their content advertised through the 

use of an influencer.  

 

Advertorial = an advertisement in a newspaper or magazine that is designed to look like an 

article by the writers of the publication.1  

 

Attentiveness = in this thesis attentiveness relates to whether or not the viewer has seen the 

ad disclosure. 

       

Deceptive Advertising = a manufacturer's use of confusing, misleading, or blatantly untrue 

statements when promoting a product.2 

 

Digital Marketing Communication = marketing communication using digital interactive 

media intended primarily to promote products or to influence consumer behaviour. 3 

 

Influencer Marketing = a form of marketing in which focus is placed on specific key 

individuals’ influence over potential buyers, and the subsequent orientation of marketing 

activities around these individuals.4 

 

International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) = a world business organisation helping 

businesses of all sizes and in all countries operating responsibly relating to marketing of 

products and services. The ICC has three main activities: rule setting, dispute resolution and 

policy advocacy.5  

 

Instagram = a photo-sharing social networking service that enables users to take pictures, 

edit them with a selection of digital filters, and share them with friends and followers. 
                                                        
1 Cambridge Dictionary, 2018 
2 Laws, 2017 
3 International Chamber of Commerce, 2011  
4 Duong, 2017 
5 Wikipedia, 2018 
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Marknadsföringslagen (MFL) = Swedish law designed to promote the interests of 

consumers and businesses with regards to the marketing of products and services; protecting 

consumers from deceptive advertising through the enforcement legislation.  

 

Native Advertising = the practice by which a marketer borrows from the credibility of a 

content publisher by presenting paid content in a format and location that matches the 

publisher's original content.6 

 

Recognition = in this thesis, recognition relates to whether or not the viewer recognises the 

post as an ad. 

 

Reklamombudsmannen (RO) = an organisation with the purpose of creating an ethical 

marketing environment in Sweden.  

 

Reklamombudsmannens Opinionsnämnd (RON) = a committee under RO with the 

purpose of investigating reported cases given that no similar case exists.  

 

Social Media Influencer = an individual who has the power to influence the perception of 

others and to affect their purchasing decisions due to his/her authority, knowledge, position 

or relationship with his/her audience through social media channels. 

 

  

                                                        
6 Wojdynski and Golan, 2016 
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1. Introduction  
 

1.1 Background  

1.1.1 A Changed Media Landscape; Blending Advertising into Editorial Content  

The ways in which brands market their products and services is constantly changing and 

developing. During the past decade, the practices of traditional marketing have developed 

into new forms of more personalised ways of reaching consumers. Brands are moving away 

from mass marketing and instead focusing on reaching a narrower set of consumers through 

more engaging mediums. Today, it is all about communicating with customers in a two-way 

format, developing a long-term following and a positive brand image; incorporating 

marketing in social channels, creating content of value and building a community around a 

brand, product or service. As a result, marketing through the use of influencers has become a 

medium widely adopted. This new form of marketing is known as influencer marketing, and 

falls under the category of native advertising.7 Native advertising aims to mimic the content 

of the rest of the media outlet. As a result of this, it often becomes unclear whether or not 

compensation has occurred.  

     

1.1.2 Instagram and Influencers 

During the last couple of years, the use of social media has grown a considerable amount. 

Today, the social media platform Instagram is used by more than half of all Swedish internet 

users (53%).8 31% of all Swedish internet users in 2017 used Instagram on a daily basis, 

ranking the platform as the second most used social media channel after Facebook.9 With this 

high level of penetration amongst Swedes, Instagram has become a powerful platform - both 

from a social and business perspective.  

Along with Instagram’s usage growth, a new way for brands to reach consumers has 

emerged, through so called influencers. The Oxford Dictionaries defines an influencer as “a 

person with the ability to influence potential buyers of a product or service by promoting or 

recommending items on social media”.10 Influencers are characterised by a combination of 

three different factors, which form the foundation for them being such powerful 

                                                        
7 See Definitions 
8 Internetstiftelsen i Sverige, 2018 
9 ibid 
10 The Oxford Dictionaries, 2017  
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communicative tools; reach, contextual credibility and salesmanship.11 Reach is defined as 

their ability to deliver a message to a large amount of people. Contextual credibility meaning 

they have a certain level of trust and authority from their audience. Finally, salesmanship 

implies the ability to explain things in a commercially convincing way to their audience.  

The increased awareness of the possibilities of reaching and influencing consumers 

through the use of influencers and social media channels, has led companies of all sizes to 

explore this communicative tool for advertising purposes. Advertising through Instagram and 

influencers is primarily done by companies within the B2C sector.12 According to a study by 

Burgess in 2016, 81% of marketers who had used influencer marketing believed it to be 

effective and 37% reported to have a better retention rate among consumers, as they claimed 

influencer advertisement conveyed more trust than traditional marketing.13 Advertising on 

social media has also demonstrated to be widely more effective in terms of money spent. The 

advertising metric CPM (cost per thousand impressions), shows that social media advertising 

generated a CPM of $2.50, as opposed to that of broadcast TV ($28) and 

newspaper/magazines ($16). This clearly shows that with the goal of reaching as many 

relevant people at the lowest possible cost, social media advertising trumps that of traditional 

media.14  

 

1.1.3. Swedish Legislation 

With the rapid development of this new way of advertising, rules and regulations governing 

this area are today inadequate. This affects both the influencers, as well as the brand behind 

the advertisement. Subsequently, the expression “deceptive advertising” is a concept which 

has become widely associated with influencer marketing and a heavily debated issue in 

Sweden.  

During the last 3 years, the number of influencers reported to Reklamombudsmannen 

(RO; Sweden’s equivalent to the Federal Trade Commission, FTC) for deceptive commercial 

collaborations, has escalated from 2 in 2015 to 24 in 2017. During 2017, a Swedish 

influencer was reported and taken to court (Patent- och marknadsdomstolen) for deceptive 

advertising. The charge against the influencer was in regard to the posting of commercial 

content on her blog and Instagram. The ad disclosures were not considered to be made clear 

                                                        
11 Dada, 2017 
12 Nanju, 2017 
13 Burgess, 2016 
14 Lyfe Marketing, 2017 
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enough as they were positioned at the end of the posts, instead of at the beginning. On 

January 31st, 2018, the verdict was finalised stating that if the influencer is to violate the 

court decision, a penalty of 100,000 SEK per opportunity will be issued.15 This is the first 

time a Swedish influencer has been taken to court and penalised for deceptive advertising.16 

In light of this recent ruling, the issue of deceptive advertising and ad disclosures in social 

media is as relevant as ever. Furthermore, it becomes clear, when looking at the increasing 

number of influencers being reported to RO that there is a need to define what constitutes 

deceptive advertising, outlining what is allowed and what is not when disclosing paid 

content.  

 

1.1.4 Instagram Creates Standardised Disclosure Format 

In June 2017, Instagram launched a new feature: a standardised format for influencers to be 

able to label posts as sponsored whenever paid for by an advertiser.17 The feature includes a 

disclosure at the very top of the post, under the users Instagram name and above the image 

posted, with the wording “Paid partnership with [tag to business partner’s Instagram 

account]”. This feature contributes to a general format for all sponsored posts, adding clarity 

and clearly conveying the advertisement owner. On June 14th, 2017, along with the beta 

launch of the feature, Instagram wrote on its own blog that the purpose of this new feature 

was “bringing more transparency to commercial relationships on Instagram”.18 

Furthermore, the company states that “as more and more partnerships form on Instagram, 

it’s important to ensure the community is able to easily recognise when someone they follow 

is paid to post content”.19  

 

1.2 Problem Area 

When writing this thesis, a Swedish jurisprudence has recently been established regarding ad 

disclosure positioning when marketing through the use of influencers. Furthermore, 

recommendations created by industry organisations exist, however these have not yet been 

officially incorporated by law. Sveriges Annonsörer, an industry organisation with the 

purpose of aiding its members with investments in advertising and media, have created a 

recommendation for the influencer marketing industry. This recommendation states: “[...]ad 

                                                        
15 Grönlund, 2018 
16 Eltell, 2018 
17 Techcrunch, 2017 
18 Instagram Press, 2017 
19 Instagram Business Blog, 2017 
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disclosures must be marked out at the very beginning of a paid post, along with information 

in regard to the sender”.  

The reports to RO towards Swedish influencers, are based solemnly on the general 

Swedish law governing all types of marketing, Marknadsföringslagen (MFL), and the 

International Chamber of Commerce (ICC). MFL 9§ states: “All marketing must be 

constructed and presented in such a manner, that it is clear to the viewer it is in fact 

marketing. The marketer behind the material should also be made clear”.20 Furthermore, the 

ICC states, under chapter D, Advertising and Marketing Communications Using Digital 

Interactive Media: “Where a digital marketing communication is individually addressed to a 

consumer, the subject descriptor and context should make this clear. Subject descriptors 

should not be misleading and the commercial nature of the communication should not be 

concealed. The commercial nature of product endorsements or reviews created by marketers 

should be clearly indicated and not be listed as being from an individual consumer or 

independent body.”21 Both the law and the recommendations require disclosures to conform 

to the following: Firstly, the disclosure should convey information regarding the nature of the 

post, i.e. the fact that compensation has occurred. Secondly, the ad disclosure must inform the 

viewer of who the advertisement owner is, i.e. the brand advertising their products or 

services. Lastly, the disclosure must be placed at the very beginning of the advertisement. 

Cecilia Tisell, director general of Konsumentverket, states: “Consumers have the right to, in 

an easy and understandable way, be able to differentiate between what is paid content, and 

what is editorial content”.22 

We believe that the existing industry recommendations and the subsequent 

jurisprudence lack substantial empirical support. Hence, the judicial grounds are not correctly 

accustomed to this new form of marketing. 

 

1.3 Purpose and Research Question  

The purpose of this thesis is to test the current presumptions of which the judiciary decision 

was based upon in the ruling against the Swedish influencer on January 31st, 2018. We 

challenge the current Swedish legislation in regard to influencer marketing and ad 

disclosures, comparing this to theories relating to ad disclosures in traditional media 

                                                        
20 Svensk Marknadsföringslag, 2008 
21 International Chamber of Commerce, 2011 
22 Tisell, 2016 
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channels, such as online newspapers.23 Furthermore, the aim of this study is to provide 

legislators with a better insight of what official regulations should include when it comes to 

brand’s advertising on social media platforms through the use of influencers.  

We recognise social media marketing as a unique marketing format, highly 

differentiated from other types of marketing - traditional and digital. Hence, we believe that 

regulations should be accustomed to the nature of the specific platform and its subsequent 

audience. The purpose of this thesis is to shed light on the current grey area prevailing with 

regards to what constitutes as a deceptive presentation of this type of content, both in an 

ethical and legal manner. Moreover, we aim to provide a better understanding of how users 

perceive ad disclosures on Instagram in order to clarify and call attention to what future 

regulations on the matter should include.  

This culminates into the following research question:  

 

“Are ad disclosures really the main indicators of a sponsored post on Instagram? If so, does 

the location of an ad disclosure affect consumers attentiveness and their recognition of the 

nature of the advertisement?” 

 

1.4 Expected Contribution  

With this thesis, we study the attentiveness towards ad disclosures among Instagram post 

viewers. We investigate this by measuring the differences in viewers’ attentiveness to the ad 

disclosure, depending on the disclosure position. Furthermore, we study if the location of the 

ad disclosure has a significant effect on viewers’ recognition on whether the post is an 

advertisement or not. This is done by tabulating ad disclosure location against advertisement 

recognition. Additionally, we study the effect of moderating factors; if viewers stress-level 

has an effect on their attentiveness towards the ad disclosure. This is done by tabulating 

stress-level against attentiveness of ad disclosure.  

With our study, we hope to provide legislators, marketers and influencers with an 

indication of what constitutes a correct placement of ad disclosures when advertising on 

Instagram through the use of influencers. This, we believe, is a valuable first step in the 

creation of future guidelines and recommendations. Furthermore, we believe that these 

findings could provide better insights into what revisions should be made to Swedish 

marketing law (MFL). We believe that there is a great need for marketing regulations to 

                                                        
23 Wojdynski, 2016 



 

11 

account for this relatively new form of advertising. Finally, we hope to provide a better 

understanding for what causes a viewer of an Instagram post to perceive it as an 

advertisement. This in turn gives an indication of the role ad disclosures actually have in 

conveying the nature of the content.   
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2. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Formulation 
In the following section, a theoretical framework supporting our research will be presented. 

First, we will present what has been studied previously on the subject of ad disclosures, in 

order to determine a research gap. Then, we will continue by covering previous research and 

theories relevant to our hypotheses. We cover previous research on: native advertising, 

visual hierarchy, factors affecting viewer attentiveness, information processing as well as 

persuasion theories.  

 

2.1 Previous Studies on Ad Disclosures  

Within the field of ad disclosures, a variety of different studies have been conducted, 

exploring different mediums - including TV24, news articles25, search sites26, blog posts27 and 

social media posts2829. Attempts have been made in order to examine individuals’ abilities to 

differentiate between advertising and editorial content. A great deal of these previous studies 

are examined through the perspective of the persuasion knowledge model and the underlying 

mechanism of the responses to native advertising. Boerman and Reijmersdal studied the 

effects of ad disclosures on TV, and came to the conclusion that the ability to remember the 

ad disclosure was higher if placed in the middle or end of the television program. This due to 

the fact that the involvement in the program decreased the respondent’s ability to process and 

to remember the ad disclosure, if placed in the beginning. Wojdynski and Evans explored the 

effects that ad disclosure language and position has on viewers ability to recognise the nature 

of native advertising content. This was tested in an online newspaper outlet. Furthermore, the 

authors examine whether or not disclosure position affects visual attention. Additionally, 

Wojdynski explored, in another study30, how readers of online news recognised and 

perceived native advertising. Specifically, how individual readers interpret the ad disclosure 

labels set out by the U.S. Federal Guidelines. Moreover, he studied how the readers 

interpretation of the article content shaped their understanding of it. Four disclosure 

characteristics were tested against recognition of the sponsored content, and furthermore how 

recognition influenced the readers perception of the article and the sponsor.  

                                                        
24 Boerman et al, 2014 
25 Wojdynski and Evans, 2016 
26 Nair and Sahni, 2016 
27 Carr and Hayes, 2014 
28 Boerman and Kruikemeier, 2016 
29 Evans et al, 2017 
30 Wojdynski, 2016 
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Nair and Sahni31 explored if and to what extent native advertising is a means of 

deception. They did this by conducting experiments on native advertising on a mobile 

restaurant-search platform. Carr and Hayes32 explored the presence of ad disclosures on blog 

posts, and came to the conclusion that viewers get a better understanding of the persuasive 

intent when an ad disclosure is present. Finally, Boerman and Kruikemeier studied how 

consumers respond to social media advertising when confronted with targeted tweets sent by 

brands and political parties.  

Few studies on the subject focus on native advertising in a social media context, and 

even fewer focus on Instagram specifically. Consequently, a research gap is found relating to 

the effects on ad recognition of native advertising in an Instagram context. Furthermore, few 

studies target the actual disclosure placement in relation to whether or not a native 

advertisement is seen as deceptive.  

 

2.2 Hypothesis Formulation  

2.2.1 Disclosure Presence  

2.2.1.1 Deceptive Advertising and the Persuasion Knowledge Model 

Whenever a consumer is exposed to any form of advertisement, they have the right to know 

that what they are being exposed to, is in fact an ad.33 Ads that consumers can’t distinguish 

from the rest of the content on the platform are seen as deceptive, which challenges the 

ethical aspect of marketing. Native ads are especially scrutinised when it comes to deceptive 

advertising, as these types of ads are generally similar to the surrounding content. This makes 

it difficult for viewers to distinguish these advertisements from the rest of the content, which 

can lead to a wrongful impression of who the sender of the message is. As a result of this, 

many brands and influencers have become very meticulous in the labelling of their paid 

posts, in order to avoid any harmful predicaments - whether it be ethical or judiciary.34  

A study by Hyman et al examined how consumers perceive native advertisements, 

and came to the conclusion that ad disclosures result in a higher level of advertisement 

recognition.35 Furthermore, they conclude that self-regulatory ad disclosures (meaning the 

sender chooses themselves how to disclose the ad) is not sufficient to eliminate the risk of the 

ad being classified as deceptive. Moreover, they conclude that advertisement on social media 

                                                        
31 Nair and Sahni, 2016 
32 Carr and Hayes, 2014 
33 Svensk Marknadsföringslag, 2008 
34 Hagängen, 2018 
35 Hyman et al, 2016  
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platforms is less recognisable than in traditional media, which further highlights that there is 

a need for conformity in regulations on social media platforms.36  

According to Wojdynski, two processes must take place in order for the viewer to 

properly understand that they are being exposed to an advertisement. Firstly, they need to 

notice the ad and secondly, they must comprehend the language of the disclosure.37 The 

process of ad recognition has also been studied by Friestad and Wright, who introduced the 

persuasion knowledge model.38 The model is a framework outlining how consumers 

understand and respond to persuasive messages.39 The persuasion knowledge theory claims 

that when a consumer is continuously exposed to advertisements, they develop a deeper 

understanding of the persuasive intent over time. Consequently, their ability to identify 

persuasive messages increases. Once the consumer has actively seen the ad disclosure and is 

aware of the intent of the post, their persuasion knowledge is activated.40 Studies have shown 

that ad disclosures help consumers activate their persuasion knowledge. Carr and Hayes 

found a greater level of activation of persuasion knowledge among viewers if blog posts were 

in fact labelled with an ad disclosure. The respondents in their study showed a greater 

understanding of the paid relationship between the brand and the blogger when they were 

exposed to the ad disclosure. This indicates that viewers get a better understanding of the 

persuasive intent when an ad disclosure is present.41   

A study conducted in 2009 by Kim et al showed, in contrast to Carr and Hayes, that 

ad disclosures may not be needed in order to activate persuasion knowledge. This was 

because the majority of the respondents in their study recognised advertisements based on the 

nature of the content, and not the disclosure itself. However, this study was conducted on 

advertorials. We believe that greater similarities exist between blogs and Instagram, as 

opposed to newspapers. Therefore, based on Carr and Hayes study, the following hypothesis 

is formed:  

 

H1: When an ad disclosure is present, viewers are more likely to recognise the post as  
an ad.  

 

                                                        
36 Reijmersdal et al, 2010 
37 Wojdynski 2016 
38 Friestad and Wright, 1994 
39 Friestad and Wright, 1994 
40 Reijmersdal, 2016 
41 Carr and Hayes, 2014 
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2.2.2 Disclosure Position 

2.2.2.1 Visual Attention and Visual Hierarchy 

Similarities can be seen between advertorials and influencer marketing, as they both blur the 

line between what is editorial content and what is paid content.42 Influencers are 

predominantly seen upon and identify themselves as individuals, explaining their informal 

manner of communication. Thus, it is natural that their content may not come across as 

sponsored. Similarly, native advertising in an editorial context, such as newspapers, might not 

come across as advertisement either, due to the fact that the post may be perceived as 

providing the reader with editorial value. Due to the similarities between native advertising 

and influencer marketing, we choose to focus on studies exploring ad disclosures within 

native advertising. A study by Wojdynski and Evans43 explores if viewers attentiveness of the 

advertisement disclosure (in a newspaper context) differs depending on where the ad 

disclosure is positioned. This was tested through a quantitative study as well as an eye-

tracking experiment. In the first study, results showed that, out of the three different 

conditions tested (top, middle, bottom), 90% of viewers paid attention to the disclosure label 

when placed in the middle. Furthermore, 60% of participants noticed the disclosure in the 

bottom condition, and only 40% of participants noticed it when in the top condition.44 Thus, 

these results proved that the middle condition was the most effective, as it improved 

participants attention to the disclosure. These results were also confirmed by the second 

study, where the middle condition attracted greater attention and likelihood of fixation, 

compared to the other two. 

A study carried out by Faraday in 2000, explores the visual organisation of web page 

layouts outlining a framework based on viewers cognitive processes when viewing a web 

page.45 The author argues that a web page is made up of a set of layers of different perceptual 

elements, and these elements in turn guide the viewer through the web page. Tufte suggests 

that that the viewer arranges the different layers, thus creating a layer hierarchy.46 In 

Faraday’s model, the process of reading a web page is divided into two stages - the search 

phase and the scanning phase, of which the first phase is particularly interesting for our study. 

The search phase decides where the viewer’s attention should enter the page, and thus the 

design elements further decide where attention should follow. Elements which hold a higher 

                                                        
42 Evans, 2017 
43 Wojdynski and Evans, 2016 
44 Wojdynski and Evans, 2017 
45 Faraday, 2000 
46 Tufte, 1998 
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order in the visual hierarchy in the search phase are motion, size, images, colour and font. In 

order for an element to be noticed, one should aim to make the object stand out through the 

use of one of these elements. The most important variable in the search phase is motion, as 

movement draws immediate, automatic attention to an object, causing it to “pop out”.47 

Furthermore, larger objects will be focused on rather than smaller objects.48 Colour can be 

used to determine which elements are more important than others.49 The colour red is 

preferred when gaining attention, as the colour physically stimulates the body, raising blood 

pressure and heart rate, as well as it creates a sense of urgency.50 Typographical cueing 

systems can be used as non-verbal devices for attracting and focusing a viewer’s attention.51 

Images are of particular importance to our study, as Instagram is a medium dominated 

by imagery, with its purpose to present users with a platform for taking and sharing photos 

with friends and followers. Studies by Stone and Glock52 as well as by Brandt53, both eye-

tracking experiments, provide empirical evidence that viewers of a subject focus on imagery 

before viewing attached text. Brandt concludes that “pictures have an exceedingly high 

attentional value; reading copy is only a last resort”. This aligns with the guidelines set out 

by Faraday that “images will be attended to in preference to text”. This is confirmed by a 

Yale study54 which states that a viewer will “begin to pick out specific information, first from 

graphics, and only afterward do they start parsing the ‘harder’ medium of text”. Another 

study55 investigates eye gaze patterns and whether these comply with the F-pattern viewing 

style presented by Nielsen.56 Different web pages’ content was explored (image vs. text) as 

well as the user’s task (searching vs. browsing). They found that the F-shaped pattern holds 

true only whilst browsing or searching text-based web pages. When presented with image-

based web pages, users show greater fixations on the images. Fixation then dramatically 

drops, further down they scroll on the webpage.  

            In the case of influencer marketing on Instagram, we believe, based on the above 

theories, that the dominating presence of imagery results in viewers ignoring ad disclosures 

which are placed above images. Furthermore, Instagram’s official ad disclosure does not 
                                                        
47  Triesman, 1988 
48 Arnheim, 1955 
49 ibid 
50 Daschburst, 2017  
51 Glynn et al, 1985 
52 Stone and Glock, 1981 
53 Brandt, 1954 
54 Lynch and Horton, 1997 
55 Shresta and Lenz, 2007 
56 Nielsen, 2006 
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make use of the above-mentioned findings, leading to the disclosure being less noticeable to 

the viewer. Many similar characteristics exist between native advertising in an editorial 

context and influencer marketing in a social media context. Based on the findings from 

previous research, we form the following hypotheses: 

  

H2: Viewers are more likely to notice the ad disclosure, if placed in the middle of the ad. 

 

H3: Viewers are less likely to notice the ad disclosure if placed above the image.  

	

 

2.2.2.2 Level of Involvement 

We believe there to be notable differences between the consumption of Instagram content 

opposed to i.e. that of newspaper content. A reader of a newspaper article is considered to be 

more involved with the content, and therefore processes and registers the information to a 

higher extent. Instagram on the other hand, is mainly comprised of visual material, and 

therefore information processing is done on a lower level.57 In order to understand how 

viewers process information when exposed to paid Instagram posts, we use previous studies 

on information processing strategies and cognitive processes in order to determine the 

individual advertising effects. A study carried out by Mitchell specifies the different stages in 

the information acquisition process, the cognitive processes initiated by exposure to an 

advertisement, as well as the factors which may affect these processes.58 Mitchell suggests 

that depending on whether the viewer demonstrates low or high involvement towards the 

advertisement, this affects the retrieval of the amount of information stored and recalled - the 

depth of information processing. The results of Mitchell’s study imply two dimensions of 

attention strategy, and these may lead to different models of semantic information 

acquisition.59 When characterised by high involvement, information from the advertisement 

is actively processed and evaluated. When low involvement prevails, information from the ad 

is either actively processed, but not critically evaluated, or the advertisement message is not 

comprehended and thus no opinions in regards of the message is formed. This is a direct 

consequence of the lower level of attention devoted to the advertisement.  

                                                        
57 MacInnis and Price, 1987 
58 Mitchell, 1980 
59 ibid 
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The processing of information influences to what extent the viewer actually pays 

attention to an ad, and the likelihood of paying attention to an ad disclosure, regardless of its 

position. Lavie states that the ability to focus attention improves under task conditions of high 

perceptual load, but deteriorates under conditions of high load on cognitive control processes 

such as working memory.60  

A study by Baram showed that short term stress can actually disrupt the process in the 

brain that collects and stores memory.61 Furthermore, other studies have shown that stress 

leads to impaired attention62 and higher error rates.63 

Based on the above theories, we form the fourth, and last hypothesis: 

 

H4: Ad disclosure position has a greater effect on the attentiveness of people under high 
stress levels, as opposed to people under low stress levels.  

 

  

                                                        
60 Lavie, 2010 
61 Science Daily, 2008 
62 Vedhara et al, 2000 
63 Sänger et al, 2014 
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2.3 Framework of Study 

To summarise our theoretical framework, the study is divided into two different parts - 

attentiveness and recognition. Both aspects have the same purpose of ad recognition. We 

study the effects the position of the ad disclosure has on viewer recognition, making the 

viewer come to the understanding that the content which they are seeing, is in fact 

advertisement.  

 
Figure 1 Framework of study and hypotheses 

 

The model “Disclosure Presence” covers the first part of our study. Based on our first 

hypothesis, this model shows the relationship between the presence of an ad disclosure and 

the consumers recognition of the post being an ad. After having established this, we move on 

to our second and more complex model, which shows the relationship between the 

positioning of the ad disclosure and three different aspects based on previous theory (visual 

attention, visual hierarchy and level of involvement) affecting the level of attentiveness.  

 

 

 

 

 

Disclosure Position Visual Hierarchy 

Level of Involvement 

Visual Attention 

Attentiveness 

Disclosure Position 

Disclosure Presence 

Ad Recognition 

H2 

H3 

H4 

H1 
Disclosure Presence 
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2.4 Hypotheses  

Based on the above theoretical framework, our hypotheses are as follows:  

 

H1: When an ad disclosure is present, viewers are more likely to recognise the post as 

an ad. 

 

H2: Viewers are more likely to notice the ad disclosure if placed in the middle of the 

ad. 

 

H3: Viewers are less likely to notice the ad disclosure if placed above the image.  

 

H4: Ad disclosure position has a greater effect on the attentiveness on people under 
high stress levels, as opposed to people under low stress levels.  
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3. Methodology 
In the following section, the scientific approach of our study will be presented. We will give a 

detailed account of the study design as well as how the data was collected. Furthermore, we 

will explain how the validity and reliability of our study was ensured.   

 

3.1 Choice of Scientific Approach and Method  

As this study aims at exploring the differences in attentiveness and recognition related to the 

positioning of ad disclosures on Instagram, we use a quantitative data collection approach. 

Although similar studies measuring attentiveness effects of ad disclosures have been done 

before, these have either been conducted in different mediums or different formats (i.e. native 

advertising in online newspapers), or with the focus on another party, i.e. influencers or 

businesses. Hence, this study focuses on the target audience; an Instagram user. A 

quantitative approach is chosen due to its objective orientation and emphasis on 

quantification in the collection and analysis of data, in turn leading to a greater amount of 

credibility.64 Additionally, a quantitative data approach allows for collecting and handling 

larger amounts of data in a more efficient manner. However, a quantitative approach does not 

provide the same level of depth in data, in comparison to a qualitative approach.  

A literary review was conducted beforehand, where established theories and concepts 

were studied relating to native advertising in various mediums, advertising psychology and 

social media behaviour to name a few. This was done in order to understand and structure the 

research interests with the study, and in turn formulate the hypotheses. Consequently, a 

research strategy was formed in order to test said hypotheses.65 In-depth interviews were also 

conducted with professionals from influencer agencies (Cube Media and Cure Media) as well 

as one interview with Sveriges Annonsörer in order to get an insight to both perspectives in 

the industry regarding the use of ad disclosures. A deductive approach was applied, with the 

data collected and observations leading to either a rejection or confirmation of the 

hypotheses. Deduction begins with an expectation of a specific pattern, which is then tested 

against the observations conducted from research.66 To summarise, a deductive method was 

chosen due the possibilities to explain causal relationships between the concepts and 

variables and to be able to generalise our research findings.  

                                                        
64 Bryman and Bell, 2015 
65 Wilson, 2010 
66 Babbie, 2010 
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An experimental research design was applied in order to investigate the cause and 

effect relationship between the dependent and independent variables, due to its robustness 

and trustworthiness in its causal findings.67 The study comprised of a total of five 

experimental groups, differentiated by the manipulation of the independent variables. Each 

experimental subject was exposed to only one version of the manipulated independent 

variable.  

 

3.2 Setting of Experiment 

3.2.1 Data Collection 

A questionnaire was used for collection of the data. In order for the data to be collected from 

a representative sample of people, in terms of socioeconomic background, age and gender, as 

well as a mixed level of social media usage, the questionnaire was distributed to people at the 

Stockholm Central Station. This was done through handing out a pamphlet to people who 

were waiting for their train. The data collection took place during four separate days, ranging 

from 4-5 hours per occasion.  

The pamphlet briefly described the study and included a link and a QR-code to the 

questionnaire. Using this system, people were flexible to answer when they had a spare 

moment; something we believed would lead to more accurate results.  

 

3.2.2 Sampling 

A total of 507 participants partook in answering the questionnaire, but only 270 (N=270) 

responses were completed and thus included in the study. Participants ranged from 13-70 

years of age (M=30,8, SD=11,8). The variety of ages was an important aspect to include, as a 

younger generation will more likely have a different experience and attitude towards 

Instagram and social media, and therefore also be more acquainted with sponsored posts and 

influencers in contrast to an older generation. The sample group consisted of 74,1% female 

respondents and 24,4% male. Respondents varied in terms of occupations (40% students, 

54,4% employed, 1,5% job seeking, 1,9% retired, 2,2% other). All respondents were Swedish 

speaking.  

 Both active and non-active Instagram users were included in the study, in order to 

truly be able to study the effects of ad positioning on viewers advertisement perception.  

 

                                                        
67 Bryman and Bell, 2015 
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3.3 Experimental Design 

3.3.1 Structure of Study 

In order to test our hypotheses, all participants were randomly assigned one out of five 

different conditions; four treatment conditions and one controlled condition. The different 

treatment conditions related to the positioning of the ad disclosure. Each respondent was thus 

exposed to one condition only, followed by the same questions for all respondents after they 

had seen and studied the Instagram post which they had been exposed to. In order to be able 

to compare the results between the different conditions, everything except the positioning of 

the manipulated Instagram post was kept the same. Throughout the questionnaire, a 7-point 

Likert scale was used wherever respondents were asked to what extent they agreed/disagreed 

with a statement.   

The experiment was conducted using a questionnaire through the online service 

Qualtrics for collection of the primary data. First, all respondents read a scenario relating to 

the consumption of Instagram and social media. The purpose of this was to get all 

respondents in the same state of mind, placing the manipulated condition in a typical daily 

scenario. Hereafter, each respondent was randomly exposed to one of the five conditions. 

After this, respondents answered the survey questions.  

The questionnaire comprised of a total of 7 question blocks and 25 questions. The 

first block related to initial perception of the Instagram post’s content in terms of the ad 

disclosure, the sponsored nature of the posts, as well as respondents’ alertness to the 

disclosure and image. Questions included whether or not respondents had seen an ad 

disclosure. If respondents answered yes, they were asked about the positioning of the ad 

disclosure. Hereafter, all respondents were asked questions with regards to their perception, 

whether or not the content made them believe the ad was sponsored. If answered yes, they 

were asked to specify the reason for this. Thereafter respondents were asked which brand was 

behind the Instagram post. 

The second block of questions, focused purely on the attitudinal and behavioural 

aspects towards the content of the Instagram post. Attitude was measured through 

respondents marking out their attitude in terms of bad/good, dislike/like and 

negative/positive. Behaviour was measured in terms of likelihood of taking actions through 

five statements describing the likelihood of clicking on the ad, search additional information 

about product, reposting content, recommending product to friends and family and lastly, 

buying the product. 
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The third block collected information about attitudes towards the influencer. Again, 

general attitude was measured in terms of bad/good, dislike/like and negative/positive. 

Thereafter, respondents were asked to describe their attitude towards the post through 12 

adjectives. In the fourth block the same procedure was done but with regards to the brand. 

Furthermore, in the fifth block, questions about the respondents Instagram usage were asked 

as well as attitude towards advertisement in general and on social media. Lastly, in the sixth 

block, demographic questions about the respondent were asked (gender, occupation, age).  

 

3.3.2 Reliability  

In order to assure the reliability of our data, several questions asked respondents the same 

thing, but was formulated differently. These questions related to the general attitude towards 

the post, the influencer and the brand. These questions took the form of “What was your 

overall attitude towards X” and respondent answered by rating their attitude on three Likert 

scales; good/bad, like/dislike, positive/negative. This was done as a means to be able to sort 

out those respondents who were not paying attention to the questions being asked, as we 

would consider those respondents to being unreliable in their answers, disallowing us to have 

faith in consistency. 

 

3.3.3 Independent Variable 

The chosen stimulus was a manipulated and fictional Instagram post, by a fictional 

influencer. (lisamat). When choosing the image to be displayed and the product being 

advertised in the post, the aim was to be as gender neutral as possible, yet still make the 

content feel authentic. The caption and product description were relatively vague in regard to 

the advertised brand, in order to lessen the chance of previous bias or other irrelevant 

opinions to details having an effect on the sample group’s responses. All the above 

precautions, were made with the purpose to avoid schema-based preconsumptions.68 The 

advertised product was clearly displayed in the image, with the brand name visible in the 

caption. The brand name is again mentioned in the caption, along with the product name.  

The fictional Instagram post serves as the independent variable in this study.  

 

                                                        
68 Halkias, 2015 
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Image 1  Chosen stimulus for experimental study 

 

3.3.4 Manipulation of Independent Variable 

The manipulation of the independent variable (ad disclosure position) was done in order to 

determine whether or not the independent variable had an influence on the dependent 

variables (attentiveness and recognition). This allows for measuring the level of attentiveness 

of the disclosure and recognition of the nature of the post, depending on the manipulation of 

the independent variable. Each experimental subject was allocated one experimental group, 

exposing them to one version of the independent variable. The manipulation was done by 

altering the position of the ad disclosure in the Instagram post. The conditions included:  

 

AD 0  Control condition. Stimuli in its original form; No ad disclosure 

AD 1  Ad disclosure positioned above image  

AD 2 Ad disclosure positioned below image, in the beginning of caption 
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AD 3 Ad disclosure positioned in the midst of caption 

AD 4 Ad disclosure positioned in the end of caption 

Table 1 Ad disclosure conditions (AD 0-4) 

 

Below, the Instagram post variations are seen, with the ad disclosure position in each post 

marked out:  

 

 
Image 2  Condition AD 1 and AD 2   
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Image 3  Condition AD 3 and AD 4   

 

3.3.5 Dependent Variables   

The dependent variables included viewers recognition and attentiveness to the ad disclosure. 

The dependent variables are believed to be affected accordingly to the positioning of the ad 

disclosure.  

 

3.3.6 Framework of Variables   

 

  
Figure 1  Framework of variables 
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Position 
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3.3.7 Results Analysis 

When analysing the results conducted from the survey, the statistical analysis tool SPSS was 

used. The results were extracted by conducting descriptive tests and cross tabulations. The 

descriptive tests were used in order to measure the differences in viewers attentiveness to the 

ad disclosure, depending on the disclosure position. Cross tabulations were conducted in 

order to measure ad disclosure location against advertisement recognition. Additionally, a 

cross-tab test was made to study if stress-level has an effect on attentiveness, by tabulating 

these two against each other. Apart from the above-mentioned variables studied in the results, 

the data set also included variables explaining attitude, behaviour and viewer’s state of mind.  

When analysing the results, none of the variables relating to attitude or behaviour proved to 

be significant. The same applied to the majority of the moderating factors – the only variable 

which proved to be significant was the one relating to the respondent’s stress-level. Hence, 

the variables which were not significant were excluded from the analysis. 

Questions relating to the respondent’s Instagram usage as well as demographics were 

also included in the survey. The intention was to make comparisons between the respondents, 

grouping them by Instagram usage habits and demographic factors such as age. Once again, 

no significant differences existed, hence no such comparisons were made.   

  

3.4 Pre-study 

3.4.1 Method 

Prior to the main study experiment, a pre-study made in Qualtrics with 61 recorded responses 

was conducted. The pre-study included four alterations of the independent variable, and were 

the same as those of the main study. The pre-study did however not include a control 

condition. Subsequently, the pre-study comprised of four experimental groups, each 

respondent randomly exposed to one independent variable alteration. After being exposed to 

the stimuli, respondents were asked three questions. The first question related to whether or 

not the respondent had seen an ad disclosure or not. If the respondents answered “no” here, 

they were not asked any more questions and sent to the end of the survey. If the respondents 

answered “yes” to the first question, they were asked which brand was behind the native 

Instagram ad, followed by a question where the ad disclosure was placed in the post. The pre-

study was sent out on social media to friends and family. The aim of the pre-study was to 

make sure the criterion for measurement validity was achieved, assessing the concept’s value 

and feasibility.   
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3.4.2 Results  

The results from our pre-study showed that most respondents noticed the ad disclosure when 

it was placed in the end of the caption of the Instagram post (81,8%). These results strengthen 

the study carried out by Wojdynski and Evans on ad disclosure position on a native 

advertising platform. Furthermore, the experimental group in which most respondents could 

correctly recollect where they had seen the ad disclosure, were also those who had been 

exposed to the ad disclosure at the end of the post (85,7%). However, the group with the 

majority of respondents of which could correctly recollect the brand name (Naked Juice), 

were those exposed to the ad disclosure at the very beginning of the post, before to the image 

(61,5%). 
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4. Results and Analysis 

In the following section, key results from the main study will be presented and analysed. This 

will be used in order to reach a conclusion whether to reject or accept our hypotheses as well 

as contribute to the discussion in the next section.  

 

4.1 Characteristics of Survey Respondents  

Characteristics of the survey respondents aims at getting an understanding of the sample 

group and their Instagram usage. These are presented below.  

 

 
Table 2  Whether or not respondent used Instagram 

 

 
Table 3  Frequency of visits to Instagram  

 

Out of a total sample group of N=270, 90% use Instagram. Within this group, 75.9% use 

Instagram on a daily basis, 8.1% several times a week, 2.2% several times a month and 3.3% 

use Instagram very seldom. Only 0.4% of those subjects who have Instagram, never use it.  
  

 
Table 4  Main reason for visiting Instagram 

 

The main reason for respondents Instagram usage, is to see what friends are up to (75.9%), 

followed by using it as a means to pass time (62.6%). Thereafter to be entertained (44.4%), to 
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get inspired (40.4%), see what idols/celebrities are up to (29.3%) and lastly to stay informed 

on news (18.5%).  

 

4.2 Recognition of Advertisement Nature 

The first part of the analysis aims at shedding light on whether or not the viewer recognises 

the post as an advertisement, as opposed to part of the regular content.  

 

 
Table 4  Whether or not respondents perceived the post as an advertisement or not. Conditions AD 1-4 against AD 0. 

 

The results show that, there is a significant difference between viewers perception of 

the post being an advertisement, depending on whether subjects were exposed to an ad 

disclosure or not. 83,4% of those who were exposed to an ad disclosure in the stimuli (AD 1-

4) confirmed that they had percieved the post as an ad, whilst in the group that was exposed 

to the control variable, the majority confirmed they did not actually recognise it as an 

advertisement.  

 

Empirical support found for H1. 

H1: When an ad disclosure is present, viewers are more likely to recognise the post as an 
ad. 

 

Even though the majority of respondents exposed to the control condition did not 

perceive the post as an ad, it is worth noticing that 45.8% did state they perceived the post as 

an ad. This suggests that there might be other elements apart from the ad disclosure in the 

post that signalise the nature of the advertisement.  

Furthermore, when looking upon what made viewers perceive the post as an ad, we 

see that there are a variety of aspects contributing to this perception of the post being a 

commercial collaboration, as seen below:  
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Table 5  What made respondent believe the post was a commercial collaboration. Conditions AD 0-4. 

 

Upon answering the question “What made you believe the post was a commercial 

collaboration?” the results showed great variation in responses. Nevertheless, across all 

groups, the majority of respondents who understood the nature of the ad, did so due to seeing 

the ad disclosure.  

 

4.3 Attention Towards Ad Disclosure  

The second part of the analysis focuses on exploring the respondents attentiveness towards 

the ad disclosure, hence its position.  

 

4.3.1 Acknowledgement of Ad Disclosure 

This analysis depicts if the viewer saw the ad disclosure or not.  

 
Table 6  Whether or not respondents noticed the ad disclosure. Conditions AD 1 - AD 4.  

 

In order to find out whether or not the same conclusion applies to native 

advertisements on Instagram, similar tests to the ones Wojdynski carried out in 2016 were 

conducted. Studying the differences in attention towards the positioning of ad disclosure 

between the different conditions (AD 1-4), we see a Pearson Chi-Square value of 0,587 (2-

sided asymptotic significance). This suggests that there is no significant difference in the 

noticing of the ad disclosure between the different condition groups.  

 

No empirical support found for H2. 

H2: Viewers are more likely to notice the ad disclosure, if placed in the middle of the ad.  
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No empirical support found for H3. 

H3: Viewers are less likely to notice an ad disclosure if placed above the image. 

 

4.4 Level of Involvement 

4.4.1 Stress 

The results indicate that people who were in a stressful state of mind were less likely to 

notice the ad disclosure, regardless of its position. 

 

 
Table 9 Whether or not respondents noticed the ad disclosure, and if they were stressed or not. Conditions AD 1-4 against 

stressed/not stressed.  

 

Furthermore, when only examining the group of respondents in a stressful state of 

mind, the results indicate significant differences between the groups. All respondents in 

condition AD 1 and AD 2 saw the ad disclosure (100%), whilst only about half of the 

respondents saw the ad disclosure in conditions AD 3 and AD 4 (62,5% and 50%). The 

respondents examined in this analysis were however too few in order to accept or reject the 

fourth hypothesis (H4). However, our results indicate that there is a tendency of being less 

attentive when being in a stressful state of mind, which could be due to lower level of 

involvement.  

 

Not enough empirical support to form a decision for H4. 

H4: Ad disclosure position has a greater effect on the attentiveness on people under high 
stress levels, as opposed to people under low stress levels.  
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5. Discussion 

In this section, we will discuss the results from our study and the findings from the theoretical 

framework, in relation to our research question:  

 

“Are ad disclosures really the main indicators of a sponsored post on Instagram? If so, does 

the location of the ad disclosure affect consumers attentiveness and their recognition of the 

nature of the advertisement?” 

 

We found that ad disclosures do indicate the nature of the paid post. However, according to 

our results, this is not the only indication signaling the the nature of the advertisement, and 

thus there are other factors to consider when disclosing a post as an advertisement. Moreover, 

our results suggest that the ad disclosure position demonstrates no significant effect on 

viewer attentiveness.  

 

5.1 Recognition of Advertisement Nature 

In line with previous research, our results indicate that the presence of an ad disclosure does 

indeed increase the likelihood of viewers perceiving a paid Instagram post as an 

advertisement. However, an interesting observation was that as many as 45,8% of 

respondents understood the post’s advertisement nature, when being exposed to the control 

condition - thus, where no ad disclosure was present. This strengthens Kim et al’s theory that 

viewers recognize an ad based on the nature of it and not solemnly by the ad disclosure. This 

suggests that instead of focusing on the ad disclosure, other elements in the post should be 

examined. This leads us to believe that in the social media landscape of today, people are 

becoming increasingly aware of the existence of native advertisements. Therefore, they have 

developed an understanding of the ways in which native advertisements (especially on social 

media channels) are presented.  

 

5.2 Attention Towards Ad Disclosure 

In contrast to Wojdynski’s theories on native advertising69, we oppose the notion presented in 

their study, that a native advertisement is the least deceptive when the ad disclosure is 

positioned in the middle of the text. Our findings demonstrate that when the ad disclosure is 

                                                        
69 Wojdynski and Evans, 2016 
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positioned in the middle of the post caption, it is the second least effective alternative in 

terms of the viewer’s ability in noticing the ad disclosure.  

 Our main aim of this thesis is to challenge the Swedish ruling in January 2018, the 

subsequent industry recommendations on which the ruling was based and to compare this to 

the theories on native advertising. However, due to the results of the tests relating to viewer 

attentiveness not being significant (p=0.587), the results favor neither the ruling nor previous 

theories. This sheds light on a new aspect; the ad disclosure positioning on Instagram is not 

as critical as has been previously believed. This leads us to the conclusion that the applying 

of the rules and regulations from MFL onto social media marketing, is built upon the wrong 

foundation. Too much focus is directed on where and if an ad disclosure is present. 

Policymakers should instead consider a greater number of elements when making a decision 

upon the deceptive nature of the post. We conclude that the law which was put into practice 

in 2008 (MFL), cannot be used as the basis for advertisement on platforms such as Instagram. 

Therefore, the findings of this study can be used as an indication of what actions must be 

taken and what areas to improve and adjust. Consequently, a specific labelling policy 

governing social media marketing should exist. 

Furthermore, the results lead us to question Instagram’s role in this debate, and we ask 

ourselves: should Instagram, as a platform hosting this new type of native advertisement, take 

on greater responsibility in the prevention of deceptive advertising? Instagram demonstrated 

in June 2017, that they have clearly understood their responsibility in minimising the 

occurrence of deceptive advertising, caring for their users and preserving the integrity of their 

platform. However, as presented in the theoretical framework, the way in which Instagram’s 

current partnership disclosure is presented does not align with the visual hierarchy theory. In 

order to be truly effective, other arrangements in the formation of the partnership disclosure 

should be considered. These include differentiating the disclosure through colour, font, size 

or movement. As more and more partnerships form on Instagram, it is important to make sure 

that the community has the ability to easily recognise when a post is paid for. 

 

5.3 Level of Involvement 

The results showed that viewers in a stressful state of mind had more difficulties noticing the 

ad disclosure (at least when it was in the middle or bottom) which confirms the theory that 

stress has an impact both on information processing and brand recollection. Since the survey 

was handed out at a train station in Stockholm, the surroundings could be considered rather 

busy and stressful, which we assumed would impact the respondents state of mind. However, 
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a relatively small number of respondents actually considered themselves to be stressed. 

Therefore, the test was limited, and not reliable enough in order to either accept or reject the 

hypothesis. Even though the respondents were few, those considering themselves stressed, 

did conform to the hypothesis. This suggests that there is a correlation between stress and 

level of attentiveness, however more thorough studies must be made on the subject in order to 

properly come to a conclusion. 

 

5.4 Limitations 

5.4.1 Delimitations 

Due to the chosen focus, the study is limited to only exploring native advertising on 

Instagram, meaning content posted by an influencer on Instagram paid for by a brand. 

Furthermore, the questionnaire and the subsequent results forming the basis for the thesis, 

were in Swedish and therefore can only be used to represent a Swedish population.  

 Moreover, the study only examines one type of visual imagery and image 

composition as well as advertising one certain product, in this case juice. Additionally, the 

influencer advocating the product was a fictional character in order to avoid prejudgement. 

We are aware that results might differ to some extent, if under other conditions in the post 

composition.  

 

5.4.2 Non-significant Results 

The attitudinal and behavioural effects would have been interesting in order to get a better 

understanding on further effects generated by the post. By gathering data on the respondent’s 

Instagram usage and demographics, our initial intention was to make comparisons between 

groups based on Instagram behaviour as well as examining if there were differences between 

generations. We believed this would have been an interesting aspect to study and draw 

conclusions from. Unfortunately, none of above variables were significant and could 

therefore not be used for further analysis. 

 

5.4.3 Validity 

When validating the results of our study, we discuss this in terms of internal, external and 

ecological validity. In order to ensure internal validity and to obtain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the situation which prevails, a larger sample group (N>270) should be 

examined. Furthermore, to be able to generalise the results of the study beyond the specific 

research context, hence ensuring external validity, the sample group should include a more 
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balanced gender representation. In terms of ecological validity, it is difficult to get survey 

respondents to act naturally, in the exact same way in which one would look at an Instagram 

post in one’s own Instagram feed. Subjects are likely to be prone to studying the fictional 

Instagram post in a more meticulous manner than they would normally. Hence, the level of 

attentiveness subjects pay to the content will differ somewhat from a regular setting. 

 

5.4.4 Inconsistencies in the Results  

Inconsistencies between the results from the pre-study and the actual study were revealed. In 

the pre-survey respondents leaned towards the theory of Wojdynski, thus were more prone to 

notice the ad disclosure when positioned in the end of the caption. In the actual study 

however, respondents’ answers revealed the opposite, even though not significant.  

 

5.5 Implications  

When analysing our results, we found that the ad disclosure did not actually have as much 

importance as we thought, which allows for a new perspective to open up. In fact, other 

elements in an advertisement on Instagram might have more importance in order for the 

consumer to recognise it as an advertisement. This further strengthens the theory of Kim et al. 

As advertising via influencers is a relatively new form of marketing without any set rules yet, 

there is a vast amount of ways of communicating the nature of the post, still unexplored to a 

large extent. 

Without a theoretical foundation, the Swedish RO have decided that an ad disclosure 

above the image is the most transparent way of communicating an advertisement. Our study 

indicates that the way in which to communicate the commercial characteristic of native 

advertisements on Instagram, is not to be based upon the laws compiled for traditional media, 

and that new rules and regulations must be composed representing Instagram as a channel 

specifically. We also believe there is an opportunity for Instagram in taking on a larger 

responsibility in working towards designing an ad disclosure taking in account the means of 

consumption and the nature of Instagram’s specific content.  

 

  



 

38 

7. Conclusion 

The presence of an ad disclosure does have an impact as to whether or not the viewer 

recognises a paid Instagram post as an ad. However, the disclosure is clearly not the only 

aspect which makes viewers perceive the post in this way, as 45,8% of viewers not exposed 

to a disclosure still recognised the post as an ad. Furthermore, 74,1% of respondents exposed 

to the control condition, were able to correctly recollect the brand name of the advertisement 

owner. These results indicate that the need for ad disclosures is not that substantial.   

The current discussion with regards to avoiding deceptive advertising on Instagram 

focuses too much on the ad disclosure itself. It is considered by current policymakers to be 

more or less the only means for a consumer to recognise the nature of an ad, and therefore 

they claim the disclosure must be positioned at the top of the post. Our study however 

indicates that the positioning of the ad disclosure does not contribute to a significant 

difference whether or not the viewer notices the ad disclosure. In fact, regardless of the 

position of the ad disclosure, a majority in each group noticed it and perceived the paid post 

as an advertisement.  

The moderating factor, stress-level, indicates that viewers attentiveness towards the 

disclosure is lowered. Nonetheless, the results were unreliable due to the fact there were too 

few respondents in the group that identified themselves as being stressed. Hence, while these 

results can be discussed, they cannot be used in order to draw a statistically significant 

conclusion. 

Upon answering the research question “Are ad disclosures really the main indicators 

of a sponsored post on Instagram? If so, does the location of an ad disclosure affect 

consumers attentiveness and their recognition of the nature of the advertisement?” we come 

to a conclusion that the results from this study partly negate our research question. Ad 

disclosures are a significant indicator implying the paid nature of an Instagram post, however, 

there are other indicators that must be considered. Moreover, the location of the ad disclosure 

does not demonstrate a significant difference on viewers attentiveness of said disclosure.  
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8. Future Research 
 

The findings of our study and the reached conclusion in regard to the importance of ad 

disclosures opens up to a great deal of future research to be conducted on the subject.  

Rather than focusing on the disclosure, other elements of the paid post should be 

examined, investigating to what extent these could serve as indicators of the post’s paid 

nature, perhaps in a more effective manner than a disclosure does. Elements could include the 

way the caption is written and how the visual layout is composed, in order to find out what 

features are most likely to trigger the viewer’s attentiveness and recognition of the 

advertisement. Furthermore, our study indicates that a stressful state of mind affects the level 

of processing among viewers, and in order to confirm our indication this should be examined 

in greater scale and depth, where a larger sample group in each condition is included. 

Furthermore, studies comparing native advertising in low involvement mediums against high 

involvement mediums, could aim at shedding light on differences in information processing. 

This would further give an indication as to whether MFL should include a separate section 

regarding social media marketing.  

Lastly, future research should examine the role in which platform owners, such as 

Instagram, play in protecting its users against deceptive advertising. This could include 

examining the differences in ad disclcosure format and the effects upon user attentiveness 

and ad recognition.  
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