
The Effects of Native Advertising Disclosure Format 
on Audience Perceptions of Legacy and Online News Publishers 

This experimental study (N = 800) examines elements of 
native advertising disclosures that influence consumers’ 
ability to recognize content as paid advertising and con-
trasts subsequent evaluations of legacy and digital-first 
publishers with those exposed to online display adver-
tising. Although fewer than 1 in 10 participants were 
able to recognize native advertising, our study shows 
that effectively designed disclosure labels facilitate rec-
ognition. However, participants who did recognize 
native advertising had lessened opinions of the publish-
er and the institution of advertising, overall.

ABSTRACT

The results of this study strongly indicate the potentially negative 
consequences for publishers who participate in native advertis-
ing. When audience members recognized that the content they 
were reading was advertising rather than the editorial story it re-
sembled, attitudes toward and credibility of publishers declined. 

However, publishers may be both relieved and concerned about 
our finding that general exposure to native advertising does not 
adversely affect evaluations of publishers because only 1 in 10 
consumers recognized the ad. We found no differences between 
those who were exposed to native advertising and didn’t recog-
nize it as such and those exposed to online display advertising; It 
was recognition that triggered the negative reactions.

Thus, consistent with the PKM, an observable feature of a persua-
sive attempt – such as a disclosure – will take on meaning as a 
persuasive cue only if people perceive it as connected to how 
they should interpret a message.

Our study also showed that effectively designed disclosure labels 
facilitate the recognition of native advertising. Rather than using 
typeface that blends in with the content and ambiguous lan-
guage, best practices for disclosures include the use of visually 
striking features that highlight the label (such as enclosing it in a 
contrasting colored box) along with easily understandable words 
like “paid advertisement from [name of sponsor]” with their logo.

 People who were able to recognize the native advertisement as 
advertising had more positive evaluations of journalism, media 
institutions, and federal regulators, writ large. Thus, it appears 
that facilitating recognition of native advertising may have posi-
tive consequences for journalistic media. The spillover effects of 
native advertising recognition on the institution of advertising 
were less promising, as expected. 
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Background
While native advertising is not new, the shift in news to-
wards digital media has offered new territory in which it 
proliferates and can be seen by a growing number of audi-
ences. According to a 2013 FTC report, nearly three out of 
four online publishers offer native advertising opportunities 
(Gilley 2013).  Even local online news publishers are offer-
ing native advertising. According to a 2016 survey, over half 
of independent, local news sites are selling native ads, up 
from 20% a year earlier (McLellan 2016). As other tradition-
al revenue sources face continued downward pressure, 
spending on native advertising is expected to grow 
(Adyoulike 2015).

The heritage of legacy publishers presents both advantag-
es and disadvantages as they attempt to keep pace with 
their digital-only competitors. On one hand, many tradition-
al publishers have built up brand reputations over the years 
providing their journalism a great deal of credibility and 
authority. On the other hand, with these reputations comes 
increased risk when adaptations are made to journalistic 
conventions.  

According to the Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM), 
before consumers can react to a persuasive attempt in a 
manner that serves their own goals, they must first recog-
nize the attempt to influence them. However, the ability to 
recognize a persuasive attempt is contingent upon prior ex-
perience with similar content (Friestad and Wright 1994). 
Because contemporary covert advertising practices are 
continually evolving in presentation format, consumers may 
be 
unfamiliar with the new cues (if present) that traditionally 
signified the presence of sponsored material (Evans and 
Park 2015; Wojdynski 2016).  

Experimental studies have frequently shown that less than 
20 percent of readers of sponsored articles correctly identi-
fied them as advertising (Amazeen and Muddiman 2017; 
Wojdynski 2016; Wojdynski and Evans 2016). Lack of dis-
closure standardization within the industry further compli-
cates the ability of consumers to recognize a persuasive at-
tempt as labels can vary widely, from “partner content,” “in 
association with,” “brought to you by” to “sponsored by” 
and other language (Conill 2016; Einstein 2016; Garfield 
2016). Even if a disclosure is noticed, many people do not 
understand that “sponsored” indicates the content is paid 
advertising (Austin and Newman 2015; Gilley 2013; 
Lazauskas 2014, Wojdynski 2016).

Past research has shown that the effectiveness of a disclo-
sure in fostering advertising recognition can be influenced 
by the language used, visual prominence, the disclosure’s 
position with respect to the content, and the use of a spon-
sor’s logo (Kim and Hancock 2016; Wojdynski 2016; Woj-
dynski and Evans 2016). The clarity of language used for a 
disclosure can affect a consumer’s ability to recognize a 
native advertisement, but the results have been mixed.

Native advertising recognition will be more likely for 
disclosures a) that are higher in prominence, b) that are 
more explicit in their language clarity, and c) when a 
sponsor’s logo is present.

H1 

What demographic characteristics predict native 
advertising recognition?

RQ1

For viewers of a native ad, ad-
vertising recognition will result in 
a) lower attitudes toward and b) 
lower perceived credibility of a 
publisher.

H2

What is the relationship between advertising format (native 
article vs. article with display ad) and a) attitudes toward and 
b) perceived credibility of a publisher?

RQ2

What is the relationship between news organiza-
tion type (legacy vs. digital-only) and native ad-
vertising recognition on a) attitudes toward and 
b) perceived credibility of a publisher? 

RQ3
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Recognition of native advertising will negatively affect evaluations 
of a) advertising, b) businesses, c) journalism, and d) the government
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Our study was carried out using an online survey 
among a representative sample of the U.S. population. 
The survey was administered January 26 - February 9, 
2017 by an internet-based research firm, YouGov.

The overall study design was a 2 (media organization: 
legacy vs. digital) x 3 (disclosure explicitness:  
low/med/high) x 2 (disclosure prominence: low/high) x  
2 (logo presence : yes/no) plus control design.

Participants were randomly assigned to read one of 26 
versions of a native advertisement in the form of a 
sponsored online news story.  After reading the story, 
they were taken to a questionnaire containing depen-
dent measures.
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 Model 1 Model 2

  B St. Error B St. Error

Disclosure Prominence   0.68++ 0.29  0.78++ 0.34 

High Explicitness 
Disclosure 

  
 1.30* 

 
0.42  1.85*** 0.50 

Medium Explicitness 
Disclosure 

   
1.10* 

 
0.42  1.32* 0.50 

Logo Presence   0.50+ 0.28  0.81++ 0.32 

Age    -0.32* 0.01 

Gender    -0.56+ 0.33 

White     0.65 0.40 

Education (Years)     0.31*** 0.08 

Married    -0.38 0.35 

Working    -0.27 0.34 

Income     0.10+ 0.06 

Democrat    -0.09 0.63 

Republican    -0.78 0.69 

Independent    -0.36 0.66 

Constant  -4.65 0.65 -7.83 1.63 

Nagelkerke R2  .07  .24  

N  707  612  

Note: Low disclosure explicitness was referent category on the disclosure 

explicitness measure.  ***p < .0001, **p < .001, *p < .01, ++p < .05, +p < .10 

Independent Variables:

Organization Type:  Vox (digital)  vs. New York Times 
or Wall St. Journal (legacy)

Disclosure Explicitness:  partner content (low)  vs. 
sponsored content (medium) vs. paid content from 
Bank of America (high)

Disclosure Prominence:
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