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Introduction
“Personal data are the new oil of the Internet and the

new currency of the digital world.”
~ 

Meglena Kuneva, European Commissioner for
Consumer Protection (2009) 
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INTRODUCTION: CONTEXT AND RELEVANCE 

Back in May 2015, I was giving a workshop about advertising and privacy in a secondary 

school in Flanders (3rd grade). At the end of the workshop, while wrapping up my stuff to 

head back home, a pupil came and asked me: 

 

Pupil: Excuse me sir, why do some ads keep following me on Facebook…  

Me: Well, that is because they are targeted based on your browsing history outside of 

Facebook.  

Pupil: Wow, is that really true? Even my searches outside Facebook are being followed? 

That is creepy. Please, do something about it!  

 

Needless to say that the pupil pled guilty in overestimating my capacity to actually ‘do’ 

something about the social media landscape, it did open my eyes to the impact, the relevancy 

and the urgency of this issue. Nowadays, adolescents have entirely embraced social 

networking sites (SNSs), which have become important arenas for personal and social 

development in their lives. On these social platforms, they engage in a wide array of 

entertaining and routine pastimes, such as sending private messages to friends, posting 

reactions, liking pictures, playing social games, watching videos, and so on. Little do they 

know that these seemingly innocent-looking actions might eventually turn into valuable 

pieces of information which can generate billions in revenue (Montgomery, Chester, & 

Milosevic, 2017). Indeed, at the surface level, SNSs appear to serve the interests and 

gratifications of users through a multiplicity of appealing social networking activities. 

However, as in the case of an iceberg, this ‘visible part’ only makes up a small amount of all 

structures of social networks (Debatin, Lovejoy, Horn, & Hughes, 2009). Underneath this 

surface, the ‘invisible part’ of the iceberg is constantly fed by a sophisticated and opaque set 

of data collection and targeting systems that monitor and monetize individual users’ 

movements (both on- and offline) and behaviors, as well as their interactions with friends 

(Debatin et al., 2009; Montgomery, 2015; Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017). As a logical 

consequence, this unprecedented treasure trove of innumerable pieces of personal data on 

SNSs also attracted the attention of advertisers and marketers, offering them an interesting 

tactic for their commercial agendas: targeted advertising (Knoll, 2016; Tucker, 2014). 
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Formally, targeting can be defined as the automated and specific alignment of messages, 

hereby enabling the delivery of these messages at predefined audiences (Schlee, 2013). In 

this dissertation, it refers to online advertising that is based on personal information the 

advertiser has about the recipient (Schumann, von Wangenheim, & Groene, 2013). It includes 

information such as demographics, preferences and interests, social connections, browsing 

and purchase behavior and geographic information (Schumann et al., 2013; Stiglbauer & 

Kovacs, 2018). Although targeted advertising stretches across various ICT (e.g. the web, 

mobile environments, digital television, etc.), it is first and foremost a frequently occurring 

practice on social network sites (SNSs), where innumerable pieces of personal data are 

available for advertising purposes (Schlee, 2013; Tucker, 2014). The latter has rapidly 

convinced advertisers to allocate greater shares of their media budgets to social media 

marketing (Knoll, 2016). A recent large-scale survey among more than 5000 marketers 

revealed that targeted ads on SNSs have become a widely adopted communication strategy, 

with approximately 86% of marketers making use of Facebook (i.e. the largest and most 

famous SNS) as a platform for persuasive purposes (Stelzner, 2016). 

 

Importantly, adolescents are at the very center of this burgeoning commercial environment. 

Precisely at the time in their lives when they are forging their own identity, navigate their way 

through social connections, and develop their ability to sustain long-lasting relationships, their 

personal and social interactions are increasingly shaped and facilitated by the forces of a 

commercialized social media marketplace (Montgomery, 2015). Their own spending power, 

combined with their influence on family purchasing and avid engagement with SNSs (which 

fuels databases with a large amount of data) makes them a particular lucrative target group 

for commercial actors (Buckingham, 2009; Schmeiser, 2017). However, this practice has 

raised some serious questions regarding the fairness and appropriateness of advertising 

directed to adolescents. During adolescence, basic information-processing skills, such as 

working memory, attention and logical reasoning, are still developing during the adolescent 

years (Luciana, Conklin, Hooper, & Yarger, 2005; Steinberg, Vandell, & Bornstein, 2010), which 

means that adolescents may be unable to fully activate their persuasion knowledge (van 

Reijmersdal, Boerman, Buijzen, & Rozendaal, 2017). Furthermore, as adolescents are very 

prone to risky, reckless and impulsive behavior, they may be particularly vulnerable to 

marketing attempts promoting products that offer immediate gratification, thrills, and social 
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status (Batat, 2010; Pechmann, Levine, Loughlin, & Leslie, 2005). Because of these 

developmental characteristics, the period of adolescence has therefore been considered to 

be a period of heightened vulnerability to various kinds of persuasion influences (Boush, 

Friestad, & Rose, 1994; Pechmann et al., 2005; van Reijmersdal et al., 2017).  

 

From an advertising perspective, adolescents are these days particularly challenged by the 

complexities of nontraditional advertising formats. They are usually unaware of the 

commercial intent of these persuasive messages due to their embedded and covert nature; 

they do not have sufficient experience with these novel ad formats; and, are most of the time 

unfamiliar with recent innovations in the ad landscape (Evans & Park, 2015; Hudders et al., 

2017; Owen, Lewis, Auty, & Buijzen, 2013a). In this respect, targeted ads on SNSs can be 

considered such a nontraditional ad format. Adolescents might be not be equipped with the 

necessary tools and skillset to fully comprehend the underlying commercial purposes of 

targeted advertising, and to respond effectively to the marketing and data collection 

apparatus (Lawlor, Dunne, & Rowley, 2016; Montgomery, 2015). Put differently, the 

advertisements based on adolescents’ personal data might be outpacing their ability to 

critically interpret, analyze and understand them. Therefore, it is of great importance to arrive 

at an accurate and substantiated explanation of this particular topic, and generate a wider 

and solid base of empirical knowledge contributing to theoretical advancement. This doctoral 

dissertation faces this challenge by investigating important individual, situational and social 

aspects relating to adolescents’ processing and response to targeted advertising on SNSs. 

Important to note, considerations regarding adolescents’ online privacy lay at the heart of the 

topic of targeted ads on SNSs. Therefore, it is attributed particular attention throughout the 

entire dissertation (e.g. privacy concerns, privacy management, privacy-protective behavior).  

 

We have organized the remainder of the introduction in the following way. First, we offer 

background information on targeted advertising, followed by an account on the persuasion 

knowledge model, which can be considered the overall theoretical framework of this PhD 

project. Thereafter, we outline the broader context in which our six empirical chapters can be 

positioned. These chapters are divided in three parts: 1) individual differences (chapter 1-2); 

2) situational factors (chapter 3-4); 3) social influence (chapter 5-6). In the final section, we 

provide a concluding overview and description of the structure of this doctoral dissertation.  

Introduction  
 

| 5 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Targeted advertising on SNSs 

Targeted marketing is not a new phenomenon: the first targeted direct marketing letters can 

be traced back as far as the 1870s (Vesanen, 2007). During the 1940s, marketers increasingly 

realized that targeting could lead to increased response to direct marketing efforts. During 

this period, Time magazine for instance experimented with sending personalized letters that 

began with "Dear Mr. Smith" to all persons with the surname of Smith on the company's 

mailing lists (Petrison, Blattberg, & Wang, 1993; Vesanen, 2005). From the 1960’s onward, 

advertisers and marketers began using computer technology to target letters to mass groups 

of consumers (Petrison et al., 1993). More recently, rapid developments in information and 

communication technology were a major game-changer: they have offered commercial actors 

unprecedented and still improving abilities to use consumers’ personal information to reach 

out to them in online environments.  

Before advertisers can get started with targeted ads on SNSs, a complex chain of events takes 

place. For the sake of simplicity, we break this chain down to three important stages through 

which personal information is obtained and put to use: data collection, analysis, and use (also 

known as tracking- profiling-matching) (Schlee, 2013) (see Figure 1). First, SNSs collect and 

store a wealth of detailed information. These personal data are disclosed by the users 

participating on these platforms, either deliberately (explicit data) or unwittingly (implicit 

data). They consist of, among others, profile data (i.e. user-provided information uploaded 

onto one’s profile – this comprises a user’s name, education, relationship status, personal 

preferences, interests, photos, etc.), social-graph data (i.e. data on users and their friendship 

links – this includes trust and social relationship details) and traffic data (i.e. data on users’ 

interactions and activities relating to their use of SNSs – this typically includes browsing 

information and history, visited profiles, IP-address, etc.) (J. Bonneau, Anderson, & Danezis, 

2009; Buchmann, 2014). Second, collection (and storage) is followed by data analysis or 

processing. In this stage, the rich database is analyzed to systematically identify “hidden” 

patterns in the (raw) data and extract valid, novel, and understandable knowledge 

(Buchmann, 2014; Hildebrandt, 2008). This is made possible by using data mining techniques, 

which apply complex computing algorithms to reveal these hidden patterns, correlations and 

clusters in the data (Hildebrandt, 2006, 2008; Zarsky, 2010). This process generates 
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segmented consumer profiles, meaning that predefined categories (e.g. interests, hobbies, 

lifestyle, …) are assigned to the consumer (Schlee, 2013). These profiles are continuously 

updated based on consumers’ interactions on and outside SNSs (Dangi & Malik, 2017). This 

whole process leads to the actual usage of the knowledge derived from the data analysis; put 

differently, it refers to the use of personal data on SNSs for advertising purposes based on 

target group specifications (Buchmann, 2014; Zarsky, 2010). Finally, the feedback of the 

consumers is then used to adapt the personalization process to increase its usefulness (Dangi 

& Malik, 2017). 

 

 

Source: based on Dangi & Malik (2017) 

Figure 1: the personalization process on SNSs 

 

From a practitioner’s perspective, the abovementioned chain of events offer advertisers a 

data-rich environment allowing them to select and target audiences more precisely. This 

allows them to direct a specific advertisement only to those who are most likely to be 

interested in a particular product or service based on ongoing stream of granular data (Knoll, 

2016; Shimp, 2013). Eventually, this results in subtly embedded ads within a user’s general 

news feed, or ads being displayed in the sidebar (i.e. right column of the page)(Aguirre, 2015). 

In this dissertation, the focus lies on targeted news feed ads, which have been referred to as 

“sponsored posts”. Such ads can be textual posts, videos, images, or newer formats such as 

carrousel ads or canvas ads (Aslay, Lu, Bonchi, Goyal, & Lakshmanan, 2015; Van den Broeck, 
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Poels, & Walrave, 2018). Importantly, these ads take the form of an ordinary (organic) post as 

they adopt the format and style of the SNS (Aguirre, Roggeveen, Grewal, & Wetzels, 2016; 

Ming & Yazdanifard, 2014). Similar to organic posts, these ads provide the opportunity to 

undertake familiar actions such as liking, sharing or commenting (Aslay et al., 2015). In sum, 

this entire SNS economy gives advertisers the unique and unprecedented opportunity to 

tailor and personalize each user’s marketing experience on SNSs.  

 

Persuasion Knowledge Model 

Theoretical background 

In 1994, Marian Friestad and Peter Wright published ‘The Persuasion Knowledge Model: How 

People Cope with Persuasion Attempts’ in the Journal of Consumer Research. More than two 

decades later, we note that much of the work on consumers’ knowledge and awareness of 

persuasion attempts is deeply rooted in the theoretical foundations laid in this seminal work. 

According to this model, persuasion knowledge refers to consumers’ theories of persuasion 

attempts and includes beliefs about marketers’ motives, strategies, and tactics (Friestad & 

Wright, 1994). This knowledge develops throughout life, and consumers gradually learn to 

use their persuasion knowledge to recognize, interpret, and evaluate persuasion episodes in 

order to identify how, when, and why marketers try to influence them (Campbell, 1995; 

Friestad & Wright, 1994). More precisely, it can be considered as a tool that can be stored 

and used whenever exposed to a particular source of persuasion (Evans & Park, 2015). 

Although the notion of persuasion knowledge applies to all types of persuasion (e.g. 

salesperson persuasion, in-store persuasion, etc.), in advertising research it specifically refers 

to the persuasion elicited by the swaying power of all kinds of advertisements. 

 

More frequently than not, the concept of persuasion knowledge has been used to infer a 

consumer’s understanding of the selling and persuasive intent of advertisements among 

young consumers (which has usually been labeled ‘advertising literacy’ in the literature on 

children (Rozendaal, Lapierre, van Reijmersdal, & Buijzen, 2011; Slot, Rozendaal, van 

Reijmersdal, & Buijzen, 2013). The former refers to realizing that advertising aims to sell 

products for profitable reasons; the latter entails the comprehension that advertising aims to 

change someone’s mental state, for instance their desire and beliefs about a product (e.g. 
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tailor and personalize each user’s marketing experience on SNSs.  

 

Persuasion Knowledge Model 

Theoretical background 

In 1994, Marian Friestad and Peter Wright published ‘The Persuasion Knowledge Model: How 

People Cope with Persuasion Attempts’ in the Journal of Consumer Research. More than two 

decades later, we note that much of the work on consumers’ knowledge and awareness of 

persuasion attempts is deeply rooted in the theoretical foundations laid in this seminal work. 

According to this model, persuasion knowledge refers to consumers’ theories of persuasion 

attempts and includes beliefs about marketers’ motives, strategies, and tactics (Friestad & 

Wright, 1994). This knowledge develops throughout life, and consumers gradually learn to 

use their persuasion knowledge to recognize, interpret, and evaluate persuasion episodes in 

order to identify how, when, and why marketers try to influence them (Campbell, 1995; 

Friestad & Wright, 1994). More precisely, it can be considered as a tool that can be stored 

and used whenever exposed to a particular source of persuasion (Evans & Park, 2015). 

Although the notion of persuasion knowledge applies to all types of persuasion (e.g. 

salesperson persuasion, in-store persuasion, etc.), in advertising research it specifically refers 

to the persuasion elicited by the swaying power of all kinds of advertisements. 

 

More frequently than not, the concept of persuasion knowledge has been used to infer a 

consumer’s understanding of the selling and persuasive intent of advertisements among 

young consumers (which has usually been labeled ‘advertising literacy’ in the literature on 

children (Rozendaal, Lapierre, van Reijmersdal, & Buijzen, 2011; Slot, Rozendaal, van 

Reijmersdal, & Buijzen, 2013). The former refers to realizing that advertising aims to sell 

products for profitable reasons; the latter entails the comprehension that advertising aims to 

change someone’s mental state, for instance their desire and beliefs about a product (e.g. 
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advertising wants you to like a product) (Moses & Baldwin, 2005; Rozendaal, Buijzen, & 

Valkenburg, 2010). In addition to these two components, persuasion knowledge has been 

characterized by its multi-dimensional nature, which has over the years led to a number of 

constructs being used to infer –at least in some part- persuasion knowledge (for an overview, 

see Ham, Nelson, & Das, 2015). In the present dissertation, two of these adjacent concepts 

will be studied: advertising skepticism and critical processing. The former refers to consumers’ 

general disbelief regarding advertising persuasion, and has been considered as being part of 

the conceptual range of persuasion knowledge (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008; Ham et al., 2015). 

The latter, which is related to persuasion knowledge as well (Ham, Nelson & Das, 2015), 

refers to the extent to which consumers are able to criticize an advertisement; thus, the 

extent to which they generate critical thoughts and counterarguments about the ad 

(Boerman, van Reijmersdal, & Neijens, 2014).  

 

Research application of persuasion knowledge 

Importantly, a vast amount of studies on youth’s persuasion knowledge level have focused –

almost exclusively on children. In brief, this line of research showed that from the age of 5 

onwards, children are able to discern (television) advertising from other media content 

(Gunter, Oates, & Blades, 2005; Kunkel et al., 2004; Moses & Baldwin, 2005; B. M. Young, 

1990). However, this does not imply they are capable of understanding its commercial intent, 

nor which strategies and techniques advertisers use to influence consumers. Around the age 

of 8 years, children start to understand advertising’s selling intent. However, it is only around 

the age of 11-12 that children understand the persuasive intent of advertising (Carter, 

Patterson, Donovan, Ewing, & Roberts, 2011; Rozendaal et al., 2010). Insight into advertising’s 

persuasive intent is cognitively more complex than the straightforward purpose of the selling 

intent, and therefore, takes more time to develop (Moses & Baldwin, 2005; Rozendaal et al., 

2010). Based on the latter, researchers have assumed that by the age of 12, children’s 

advertising literacy can be considered a solid defense mechanism. 

Importantly, in this particular stream of research, the gaze of scholars has extensively shined 

on children, hereby usually ignoring adolescents in their scientific focus. Adolescents have 

usually been assigned a ‘no priority group’ label in terms of academic exploration (Livingstone 

& Helsper, 2006a; Sandberg, Gidlöf, & Holmberg, 2011). This lack of scholarly attention in past 

advertising research relates to the fact that they are considered to possess a sufficient 
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understanding of persuasive techniques, allowing them to process commercial content more 

critically and gain more control over the influence advertisements exert on them (Dorr, 1986; 

Sandberg et al., 2011). Although this assumption portraying adolescents as fully fledged 

consumers might hold for traditional advertising (e.g. a straightforward television 

commercial), it does not take into account a rapidly evolving advertising landscape 

introducing newer advertising formats at a pace that is challenging to keep track with 

(Hudders et al., 2017). More precisely, adolescents are nowadays overloaded with 

nontraditional targeted ads that are well embedded within a surrounding informative and 

entertaining content. In the context of SNSs, it concerns targeted ads that are covertly 

integrated in a user’s news feed, hereby blurring the boundaries between these persuasive 

messages and the organic content flow around which it is placed. Due to this high format 

integration (Ali, Blades, Oates, & Blumberg, 2009; Buijzen, van Reijmersdal, & Owen, 2010), 

and the sophisticated personalization process operating at the base of it, being able to 

interpret and understand these advertisements as persuasion attempts really becomes highly 

demanding, not in the least for young consumers. A recent study indeed revealed some 

indications that adolescents might not be fully aware of the persuasive intent of 

advertisements that circulate in a social networking environment (Lawlor et al., 2016). Based 

on this line of reasoning, the goal of this dissertation is to gain a wider base of knowledge on 

adolescents’ persuasion knowledge and evaluation of targeted ads in a social networking 

environment. Furthermore, we aim to determine whether, how and why these young 

consumers’ thoughts, feelings and behaviors may be affected by targeted advertising stimuli. 

This (broad) outlined research aim will be broken down into three separate but interrelated 

parts, offering a theoretical backbone for the empirical chapters (Chapter 1-6).  

 

EMPIRICAL CHAPTERS IN THIS DISSERTATION 

Figure 2 depicts a schematic overview of the empirical chapters included in this dissertation. 

Part 1 investigates the role of individual indifferences on persuasion skills and advertising 

responses. Chapter one sheds light on the age-related development of adolescents’ 

persuasion-related skills and privacy protection strategies in the context of targeted 

advertisements on SNSs. In this first chapter, considerable attention is given to implications 

for regulation (e.g. GDPR, ePrivacy Regulation, etc.). Chapter two focuses on whether 
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2010). Based on the latter, researchers have assumed that by the age of 12, children’s 

advertising literacy can be considered a solid defense mechanism. 

Importantly, in this particular stream of research, the gaze of scholars has extensively shined 

on children, hereby usually ignoring adolescents in their scientific focus. Adolescents have 

usually been assigned a ‘no priority group’ label in terms of academic exploration (Livingstone 
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advertising research relates to the fact that they are considered to possess a sufficient 

Introduction  
 

| 9 

understanding of persuasive techniques, allowing them to process commercial content more 

critically and gain more control over the influence advertisements exert on them (Dorr, 1986; 

Sandberg et al., 2011). Although this assumption portraying adolescents as fully fledged 

consumers might hold for traditional advertising (e.g. a straightforward television 

commercial), it does not take into account a rapidly evolving advertising landscape 

introducing newer advertising formats at a pace that is challenging to keep track with 

(Hudders et al., 2017). More precisely, adolescents are nowadays overloaded with 

nontraditional targeted ads that are well embedded within a surrounding informative and 

entertaining content. In the context of SNSs, it concerns targeted ads that are covertly 

integrated in a user’s news feed, hereby blurring the boundaries between these persuasive 

messages and the organic content flow around which it is placed. Due to this high format 

integration (Ali, Blades, Oates, & Blumberg, 2009; Buijzen, van Reijmersdal, & Owen, 2010), 

and the sophisticated personalization process operating at the base of it, being able to 

interpret and understand these advertisements as persuasion attempts really becomes highly 

demanding, not in the least for young consumers. A recent study indeed revealed some 

indications that adolescents might not be fully aware of the persuasive intent of 

advertisements that circulate in a social networking environment (Lawlor et al., 2016). Based 

on this line of reasoning, the goal of this dissertation is to gain a wider base of knowledge on 

adolescents’ persuasion knowledge and evaluation of targeted ads in a social networking 

environment. Furthermore, we aim to determine whether, how and why these young 

consumers’ thoughts, feelings and behaviors may be affected by targeted advertising stimuli. 

This (broad) outlined research aim will be broken down into three separate but interrelated 

parts, offering a theoretical backbone for the empirical chapters (Chapter 1-6).  

 

EMPIRICAL CHAPTERS IN THIS DISSERTATION 

Figure 2 depicts a schematic overview of the empirical chapters included in this dissertation. 

Part 1 investigates the role of individual indifferences on persuasion skills and advertising 

responses. Chapter one sheds light on the age-related development of adolescents’ 

persuasion-related skills and privacy protection strategies in the context of targeted 

advertisements on SNSs. In this first chapter, considerable attention is given to implications 

for regulation (e.g. GDPR, ePrivacy Regulation, etc.). Chapter two focuses on whether 
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individual differences in chronic regulatory focus (prevention vs. promotion focus) among 

adolescents influences the way they evaluate (i.e. attitude toward the ad and purchase 

intention) targeted advertising on SNSs. Part two outlines how adolescents’ persuasion skills 

can be increased by situational factors. In this context, chapter three aims attention at how 

targeted advertising on Facebook is associated with adolescents' ad skepticism, and how this 

subsequently influences their purchase intentions. Importantly, the role of a textual 

debriefing is tested to verify whether this tool arrives at increasing their skeptical processing. 

Chapter four reads as a study investigating whether and how privacy control features 

embedded in Facebook’s user interface could serve as a cue to increase adolescents’ critical 

processing and perceived persuasiveness of targeted advertisements. In the third part, this 

dissertation focuses on the influence of social forces on adolescents’ persuasion knowledge 

and ad responses. Chapter five addresses how peer communication among adolescents 

affects the interpretation and evaluation of social advertising on SNSs More precisely, the 

focus lies on how engaging in online peer chatting on these social platforms alters persuasion 

knowledge and attitude toward the ad, and the exact role of tie strength in these 

relationships. Chapter six elaborates on how and when a disclosure based on the social proof 

heuristic succeeds in triggering more persuasion knowledge and privacy protective behavior, 

as compared to a traditional disclosure.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Schematic overview of the dissertation’s structure 
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Part 1: Individual differences  

When making predictions about the influence of advertising on certain outcome variables 

(cognitive, affective or conative), we need to take into consideration that every consumer 

brings his/her own dispositional “make-up” into the research setting (Fennis & Stroebe, 2010; 

Kardes, 2002). The way persuasive stimuli are being processed and evaluated is not invariant 

across consumers, but depends heavily on individual differences. Put differently, consumers 

differ in their message elaboration and ‘persuasibility’ based on their personal characteristics 

(Pelsmacker, Geuens, & Anckaert, 2002; Wright, Friestad, & Boush, 2005). These individual 

differences can include socio-demographic variables (e.g. age, gender, income, etc.), as well 

as psychological variables (e.g. need for cognition, self-monitoring, etc.). In this PhD project, 

we empirically zoom into age differences (Chapter 1), and psychological differences in 

adolescents’ motivational orientation, i.e. chronic regulatory focus (Chapter 2).  

 

Development of persuasion knowledge and privacy behavior by age  

Ever since young consumers were recognized as a lucrative and important target audience, 

the topic of advertising and youth has been the subject of heightened public, regulatory and 

academic debate (Rozendaal et al., 2010). At one end of the spectrum (e.g. policy makers, 

parents, educators, etc.) is the view that young people are inexperienced critical consumers 

that are less able to defend themselves against advertising due to a lack of cognitive skills 

(Gunter et al., 2005; Kunkel et al., 2004). The other end of the spectrum resides with those 

(e.g. marketers and manufacturers of child products) who see young people as expert 

decoders able to critically understand advertising, and hence, can make well-thought out and 

informed choices based on advertising input (Bartholomew & O’Donohoe, 2003; Grant, 

2005). These contentions have served as a major impetus of research inquiries pertaining to 

age-related differences in young people’s advertising skills and responses. For decades, 

scholars have argued that by the age of 12, children have reached a robust level of persuasion 

knowledge for traditional advertising forms (Gunter & Furnham, 1998; Gunter et al., 2005; 

Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001). Recently, however, studies have challenged this claim by 

showing that persuasion knowledge has not entirely matured at the age of 12, showing that it 

continues to develop through adolescence as well (Carter et al., 2011; Rozendaal et al., 2010). 

Given this empirical evidence, it is somewhat remarkable that no research efforts have been 
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we empirically zoom into age differences (Chapter 1), and psychological differences in 

adolescents’ motivational orientation, i.e. chronic regulatory focus (Chapter 2).  

 

Development of persuasion knowledge and privacy behavior by age  

Ever since young consumers were recognized as a lucrative and important target audience, 

the topic of advertising and youth has been the subject of heightened public, regulatory and 

academic debate (Rozendaal et al., 2010). At one end of the spectrum (e.g. policy makers, 

parents, educators, etc.) is the view that young people are inexperienced critical consumers 

that are less able to defend themselves against advertising due to a lack of cognitive skills 

(Gunter et al., 2005; Kunkel et al., 2004). The other end of the spectrum resides with those 

(e.g. marketers and manufacturers of child products) who see young people as expert 

decoders able to critically understand advertising, and hence, can make well-thought out and 

informed choices based on advertising input (Bartholomew & O’Donohoe, 2003; Grant, 

2005). These contentions have served as a major impetus of research inquiries pertaining to 

age-related differences in young people’s advertising skills and responses. For decades, 

scholars have argued that by the age of 12, children have reached a robust level of persuasion 

knowledge for traditional advertising forms (Gunter & Furnham, 1998; Gunter et al., 2005; 

Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001). Recently, however, studies have challenged this claim by 

showing that persuasion knowledge has not entirely matured at the age of 12, showing that it 
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directed to the development of persuasion knowledge past the age of 12. This issue is now 

more relevant than ever as adolescents are daily exposed to the covert and embedded 

targeted ads based on their personal information during their avid engagement on SNSs. 

Therefore, the first empirical project (Chapter 1) explores at what age persuasion knowledge 

(and other persuasion skills) among adolescents’ is fully developed, and how this knowledge 

evolves throughout different age groups in the context of targeted advertising on SNSs. With 

young adults (18-25 years of age) being the benchmark in this study, it facilitates meaningful 

interpretation of adolescents’ progression in persuasion knowledge (Wright et al., 2005), 

therefore allowing us to determine when this knowledge crystallizes into an adult-like defense 

mechanism. 

 

In addition, the first research chapter also focuses on the online privacy of adolescents. 

Nowadays, online privacy has become the “currency” of the commercialized social web 

(Trepte & Reinecke, 2011). More than ever, advertisers have to strike a balance between 

offering relevant and self-serving advertisements on the one hand, and avoid that these same 

ads intrude consumers’ informational privacy on the other. Informational privacy refers to 

‘the claim of individuals, groups or institutions to determine for themselves when, how, and 

to what extent information about them is communicated to others’ (Westin, 1967, p. 7). 

When examining online privacy issues, the bulk of research has mainly focused on 

adolescents’ self-disclosure, mostly on a interpersonal level (Feng & Xie, 2014). However, 

scant knowledge is available on the extent to which adolescents engage in institutional 

privacy protective behavior, which refers to protection strategies to control and cope with the 

use of personal data by companies and third parties for advertising purposes (Raynes-Goldie, 

2010; Walrave & Heirman, 2013; A. L. Young & Quan-Haase, 2013). To date, it remains largely 

unclear whether adolescents are concerned about their institutional privacy in the context of 

advertising on SNSs, and, to what extent they engage in institutional privacy protection 

strategies as a control and coping mechanism. With adolescents’ well-being, e-safety and 

fundamental rights at stake (such as their rights to development and privacy) (Livingstone, 

Ólafsson, & Staksrud, 2013; Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017), Chapter 1 provides empirical 

clarification on the development of adolescents’ privacy protective strategies vis-à-vis 

advertisers on SNSs. 
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Regulatory focus and responses toward targeted ads  

In an increasingly commercialized social media environment, it is not only important to have 

insights in adolescents’ comprehension of targeted ads (i.e. persuasion knowledge), but also 

in their responses toward these personalized messages (Montgomery, 2015). In this respect, 

the literature portrayed targeted advertising as a double-edged sword, with ad responses 

tilting toward different directions (Ham, 2017; Li & Liu, 2017; Maslowska, Smit, & van den 

Putte, 2016). On the one hand, targeting generates more favorable consumer responses as it 

increases the personal relevance of an advertisement by tailoring it to the interests and 

preferences of consumers (e.g. De Keyzer, Dens, & De Pelsmacker, 2015; Ham, 2017; 

Lambrecht & Tucker, 2013; Maslowska, Putte, & Smit, 2011). On the other hand, targeting 

also elicits negative responses as consumers may experience greater feelings of privacy 

concern because of the invasive nature of the underlying data collection practices generating 

these ads (e.g. Baek & Morimoto, 2012; Doorn & Hoekstra, 2013; White, Zahay, 

Thorbjørnsen, & Shavitt, 2008). However, although research has demonstrated that 

consumers may react to targeted advertising in different ways, little is known on how 

individual differences between consumers might account for the substantial variations in 

these responses toward targeted ad. The latter is particularly relevant for the most avid users 

of SNSs (and thus those who are most often confronted with targeted ads), namely 

adolescents (Lenhart, 2015). 

 

To fill this gap, the second empirical paper (Chapter 2) in this dissertation focuses on how 

chronic differences in motivation between adolescents influence their responses toward 

targeted advertising on SNSs. This issue will be addressed by drawing on the regulatory focus 

theory (Higgins, 1997). In short, this theory suggests that there are two types of consumers 

with different motivational orientations: promotion-focused consumers and prevention-

focused consumers. On the one hand, promotion-focused consumers are oriented toward 

achieving positive outcomes, highly focusing on advancement, growth and accomplishments 

in life (i.e. approach-oriented strategies; e.g. becoming healthy by engaging in physical 

activity). On the other hand, prevention-oriented consumers are more dispositioned toward 

avoiding negative outcomes, and therefore focusing more on safety, protection and 

responsibility (i.e. avoidance-oriented strategies; e.g. becoming healthy by refraining from 

smoking (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 1997; Pham & Chang, 2010). Wirtz and Lwin (2009) 
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have shown that regulatory focus theory can serve as a suitable theoretical framework in 

consumer privacy research, asserting that this theory might add a more nuanced and 

balanced explanation with regards to consumer related responses. Therefore, in a series of 

two studies, Chapter 2 focuses on how the effectiveness of targeted advertising is contingent 

upon adolescents’ chronic regulatory focus on SNSs.  

 

Part 2: Situational factors 

Advertising always forms part of a surrounding context, and its interpretation may depend on 

the continuous interaction with these contextual or environmental stimuli. Therefore, in 

addition to personal characteristics (see part 1), situational factors also play an important role 

in the elaboration and evaluation of advertising stimuli (De Pelsmacker, Geuens, & Bergh, 

2010). Situational factors are externally imposed variables that act as independent or 

moderator variables that affect some consumer outcome variable (Fennis & Stroebe, 2010). 

On SNSs, message elaboration highly depends on the context surrounding this message (Knoll 

& Schramm, 2015; Walther, Carr, et al., 2011). Therefore, in this doctoral dissertation, we aim 

attention at how to increase persuasion knowledge by introducing contextual factors into the 

scene. More precisely, Chapter 3 investigates how a textual debriefing increases adolescents’ 

advertising skepticism and influences their subsequent purchase intentions, whereas chapter 

4 sheds light on whether integrating privacy control features on a SNS (and make them highly 

salient) affect adolescents’ critical processing of targeted advertisements. The theoretical 

underpinnings of both chapters will be discussed in the next sections.  

 

Advertising skepticism and the role of a textual debriefing 

One of the most important strategies to enhance young people’s persuasion knowledge is an 

advertising cue. Such cues are designed to signpost a commercial message (i.e. trigger 

awareness), and hence, stimulate them to activate their persuasion assessment. The purpose 

of advertising cues is (1) to help young people to recognize an ad as such, and (2) to disclose 

its persuasive intent to facilitate comprehension of the commercial nature (Hudders et al., 

2017). The rationale behind these cues is that young consumers do not automatically activate 

their persuasion knowledge during advertising exposure, but they must be triggered or cued 

to do so (John, 1999; Kunkel et al., 2004). A cue can stimulate them to use their persuasion 
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knowledge and to think about the ads they see and why they see them. Advertising cues can 

take various forms. They may be pre-warnings (e.g. an announcement at the beginning of the 

commercial break), a (single or multiple) textual disclosure indicating the presence of 

advertising (e.g. “this is advertising” on a website or “sponsored” on SNSs) and icons or 

symbols (e.g. PP-logo in Belgium to announce product placement, PEGI-ratings on 

videogames, etc.).  

 

Although all these forms are of considerable importance to explore, Chapter 3 focuses on a 

different type of cue that has rarely been examined within an advertising context. More 

precisely, we test the usefulness of a textual debriefing in improving adolescents skeptical 

processing of advertising on SNSs. It has been argued that it might be more fruitful to 

motivate young consumers to reflect in the commercial content after exposure, in other 

words, through a debriefing (Hudders et al., 2017). Intrinsically, debriefing is a learning 

process that provides the opportunity for structured reflection whereby experiences are used 

and converted into learning (Costabile et al., 2008; Raemer et al., 2011). Although the roots of 

debriefing lie in military campaigns and war games (where it was defined as the time after an 

experience, when participants were brought together to describe what had occurred, to 

account for their actions and to reflect on the experience), its principle remains active in 

various domains like education or psychology (i.e. debriefing after experiencing a traumatic 

event) (S. C. Rose, Bisson, Churchill, & Wessely, 2002).  

Debriefing is frequently applied in the field of game-based learning (de Freitas & Oliver, 

2006). For instance, Crookall (2010) argued that learning comes not from a serious game 

itself, but from the debriefing afterwards. As such, it is less likely that young people will 

withdraw deeper lessons from an experience all by themselves; they will only learn from it 

when they are stimulated to cognitively reflect on the game once the playing experience is 

over. So in summary, this debriefing method sounds promising and relevant to be 

investigated in the multidisciplinary domain of advertising research. Therefore, Chapter 3 

investigates adolescents’ ad skepticism and consumer responses toward targeted ads on 

Facebook (the most popular SNS among adolescents), and moreover, examine whether these 

effects are conditional upon a textual debriefing (i.e. are these effects more pronounced 

when they are debriefed?).  
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Privacy control features and critical processing 

As the business model behind targeted advertising relies on continuous data collection and 

monitoring of behavioral patterns, marketing and privacy have become inextricably 

intertwined (Montgomery et al., 2017). From a consumer perspective, having control over 

their privacy in a data-based persuasive situation is essential (S. M. Baker, Gentry, & 

Rittenburg, 2005; Bleier & Eisenbeiss, 2015). The element of control has been embedded in 

many conceptualizations of privacy in many instances over the past few decades (e.g. Altman, 

1975; Margulis, 1977; Smith, Milberg, & Burke, 1996). For example, as formulated by Westin 

(1967), privacy can be perceived as “the ability of the individual to control the terms under 

which personal information is acquired and used” (p.7). This being said, control over online 

privacy is particularly important for adolescents (Christofides, Muise, & Desmarais, 2009; 

Livingstone, 2006, 2008). More precisely, control over personal information becomes 

increasingly integral in the privacy conceptions of young consumers as they grow up, and 

even becomes a dominant point of attention during adolescence (Hawk, Hale, Raaijmakers, & 

Meeus, 2008; Wolfe & Laufer, 1974). For adolescents, it is key to have control over who 

knowns what about them, and for what purposes (Livingstone, 2008).  

 

In this respect, Montgomery et al. (2017) argue that adolescents have to be made aware of 

the need to exert control over their privacy in order to be triggered to adopt a critical stance 

regarding marketers using their information for commercial purposes. By drawing attention 

to the control over their online privacy, which means making privacy control salient in a social 

networking environment, adolescents might be triggered to engage in more critical 

processing about targeted advertisements that use their personal information. In this, privacy 

control salience can be defined as the degree to which privacy control is prominent in a 

person’s awareness during interaction with a SNS (Williams, Nurse, & Creese, 2016). In 

chapter 4 of this doctoral dissertation, we test whether privacy control features integrated on 

the user interface of Facebook might act as a cue to make privacy control cognitively salient 

among adolescents, and thus, serve as an interesting tool to increase critical thinking about 

targeted advertising. More precisely, this chapter will zoom into whether and how privacy 

control salience influences adolescents’ critical processing and responses to targeted 

advertisements on the network.  
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Part 3: Social influence 

When investigating targeted advertising on SNSs, it is important to note that these persuasion 

episodes do not occur in a social vacuum, but are -to a certain degree- subjected to social 

influence (and hence, advertising elaboration and responses should be interpreted in the light 

of this influence). Social influence refers to the ways that people are affected by the real and 

imagined pressures of others (Kassin, Fein, & Markus, 2011). Although social factors have 

been shown to affect advertising effectiveness (e.g. Bellman, Rossiter, Schweda, & Varan, 

2012; Herrewijn & Poels, 2014), much of the work on advertising has largely ignored the role 

of social influence on cognitive and affective advertising responses in favor of an emphasis on 

the individual subject (Puntoni & Tavassoli, 2007; Ritson & Elliott, 1999). Put differently, prior 

studies have usually neglected the social context in which ads are being displayed (Knoll & 

Schramm, 2015). In this dissertation, we shed light on how peer communication on SNSs 

influences adolescents’ persuasion knowledge and responses (Chapter 5), and moreover, how 

a social proof heuristic can be implemented in a disclosure on SNSs in order to increase 

adolescents’ persuasion knowledge (Chapter 6).  

 

Peer communication on SNSs  

When adolescents are on SNSs, they continuously participate in different social activities, out 

of which engaging in peer communication through instant messaging can be considered a 

very popular one (Livingstone et al., 2013; Montgomery, 2015). They have embraced online 

peer chatting because it satisfies two important developmental needs of adolescence: 

connecting with peers and enhancing group identity (Gürbüz, Demir, Özcan, Kadak, & Poyraz, 

2017; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008). As meaningful socialization agents, interactions 

with peers exert an important influence in shaping adolescents’ norms, values, attitudes and 

behaviors. For instance, David, Cappella and Fishbein (2006) showed that as a result of 

engaging in online chatting, adolescents’ attitudes and beliefs can be altered to conform to 

normative positions in the chat discussion. This showed the potent effects of online peer 

communication among adolescents (Walther, Carr, et al., 2011). Based on this evidence, we 

can put forth an interesting research venue: how does the peer communication (i.e. chatting) 

on a SNS affect the interpretation and evaluation of targeted advertising?  
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Chapter 5 deals with this research question by focusing on a particular type of targeted 

advertising, which has been called social advertising (Bakshy, Eckles, Yan, & Rosenn, 2012; 

Tucker, 2012). Social advertising refers to ads that are targeted to consumers based on their 

underlying social connections. Therefore, social ads’ content is tailored to specific SNS users 

with information that explicitly refers to their social relationships (Tucker, 2012). On 

Facebook, a social ad takes the form of an ordinary (organic) post promoting a brand that 

friends have liked, and are supplemented with social elements such as “friend X, friend Y and 

7 other friends like brand Z” (the letters X and Y representing the names of a user’s friends). 

Could it be that adolescents’ interpretation and evaluation of these social ads is influenced by 

their social interactions with friends on the same SNS? Put differently, does online peer 

communication on a SNS affect adolescents’ elaboration of a social ad when it appears in the 

same online environment? These questions raise some important questions regarding the 

social influence dynamics on SNSs that may alter perceptions of online advertising. More 

precisely, they reflect the call made by Walther et al. (2011) to investigate how social 

influence transpires under various conditions where online peer communication co-appears 

with institutionally authored messages, such as social ads. Chapter 5 can be considered an 

attempt to respond to this call.  

 

Heuristic-based disclosure  

When adolescents go online, it is unlikely that they will allocate great cognitive resources 

necessary to make informed decisions on issues relating to commercial content (Buijzen, van 

Reijmersdal, & Owen, 2010). In the context of SNSs, it has been argued that adolescents may 

operate under ‘bounded rationality’, unable to make proper sense of all the information 

available on SNSs (Barth & de Jong, 2017; Jia, Wisniewski, Xu, Rosson, & Carroll, 2015). On 

these social platforms, they are engaging on a complicated playground in which innumerable 

pieces of information have to be analyzed and a lot of decisions have to be made in short 

time frames. They send private messages to friends, post reactions, like pictures, play social 

games, watch videos, and so on. Due to the presence of and their engagement in all these 

entertaining activities that require systematic and effortful processing (high cognitive load), 

they will mostly adopt a heuristic processing mode to interpret other pieces of information on 

SNSs, such as ads or disclosures (Hudders et al., 2017; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a; Zuckerman & 

Chaiken, 1998). This means that they apply simplified mental models that rely on quick 
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mental shortcuts or heuristic rules to guide their attitudes and behaviors (Cialdini, 2006; 

Griskevicius et al., 2009; Jia et al., 2015). These mental shortcuts allow them to come to 

decisions using cognitive-resource demanding processes (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). 

Sundar (2008) argues that among all heuristic cues, the social proof heuristic (or brandwagon 

heuristic) might be the most powerful one among youth. Basically, this heuristic rule implies 

that “if significant others are doing or thinking something, then I should do so too” (Cialdini, 

2006; Sundar, 2008). For adolescents, these significant others would be their friends or peers. 

During adolescence, peers gain considerable importance, and adolescents become 

increasingly sensitive to heuristic cues related to peer beliefs and behaviors (Buijzen et al., 

2010; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006a). Therefore, if a disclosure can trigger heuristics 

associated with peers’ beliefs and behavior (i.e. social proof), it might be a particularly 

powerful tool to increase adolescents’ persuasion knowledge. Therefore, in the last chapter 

(Chapter 6), we focus on the idea of implementing a social proof heuristic in a disclosure text 

in order to increase its overall effectiveness among adolescents. We aim to test whether 

making adolescents aware of the fact that their friends are using their persuasion knowledge 

when confronted with ads on SNSs might trigger them to use it as well. More precisely, we 

introduce and test a heuristic-based disclosure (i.e. “your friends know this is sponsored”) and 

compare this to a traditional, explicit disclosure (i.e. “sponsored”) on SNSs.  

 

CONCLUDING WORDS 

Altogether, the core of this dissertation consists of three parts, each of which is divided into 

two chapters (see Figure 2, p. 10). The first part investigates the role of individual 

indifferences (i.e. age and chronic regulatory focus) on adolescents’ persuasion-related skills 

and ad responses. Part two outlines how and when adolescents’ persuasion skills can be 

increased by situational or contextual factors. In the third part, the focus lies on the role of 

social influence on adolescents’ persuasion knowledge and ad responses. Finally, this 

dissertation provides a concluding part in which we aim to integrate and synthesize the key 

findings presented throughout the empirical chapters. Furthermore, we outline the 

theoretical contributions and practical implications, as well as discuss the limitations of our 

studies. We end with formulating future research opportunities that build up on the 

foundations laid by the empirical chapters in the present dissertation.  
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Important to note, every empirical chapter offers a full account of an independent study 

consisting of an introduction, theoretical framework, one or several studies, a general 

discussion and references. Therefore, each empirical chapter stands on its own and can be 

read independently of one another, with each study being an important puzzle piece in the 

overall achievement and contribution of this dissertation. At this point of time, every study 

has been published or submitted for publication as a full paper. With the exception of chapter 

2 (being a cross-sectional study), all the others are experimental in nature. Important to note, 

every study is based on a separate data collection(s), and subsequent analysis. The data 

collections involved adolescents within the age range of 12-18 years; the exact age range 

varies across the studies based on theoretical justifications. Ultimately, regardless of any 

differences the chapters may have, they all share the same purpose in common: providing 

original, timely, relevant and significant insights into adolescents’ interaction with targeted 

advertisements on SNSs. 
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Important to note, every empirical chapter offers a full account of an independent study 

consisting of an introduction, theoretical framework, one or several studies, a general 

discussion and references. Therefore, each empirical chapter stands on its own and can be 

read independently of one another, with each study being an important puzzle piece in the 

overall achievement and contribution of this dissertation. At this point of time, every study 

has been published or submitted for publication as a full paper. With the exception of chapter 

2 (being a cross-sectional study), all the others are experimental in nature. Important to note, 

every study is based on a separate data collection(s), and subsequent analysis. The data 

collections involved adolescents within the age range of 12-18 years; the exact age range 

varies across the studies based on theoretical justifications. Ultimately, regardless of any 

differences the chapters may have, they all share the same purpose in common: providing 

original, timely, relevant and significant insights into adolescents’ interaction with targeted 

advertisements on SNSs. 

  

Introduction  
 

| 21 

REFERENCES 

Aguirre, E., Roggeveen, A. L., Grewal, D., & Wetzels, M. (2016). The personalization-privacy 

paradox: implications for new media. Journal of Consumer Marketing, 33(2), 98–110.  

Ali, M., Blades, M., Oates, C., & Blumberg, F. (2009). Young children’s ability to recognize 

advertisements in web page designs. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 

27(1), 71–83.  

Altman, I. (1975). The Environment and Social Behavior: Privacy, Personal Space, Territory, 

Crowding. Monterey: Brooks/Cole Pub. Co. 

Aslay, C., Lu, W., Bonchi, F., Goyal, A., & Lakshmanan, L. V. S. (2015). Viral marketing meets 

social advertising: Ad allocation with minimum regret. Proc. VLDB Endow., 8(7), 814–

825.  

Baek, T. H., & Morimoto, M. (2012). Stay away from me: Examining the determinants of 

consumer avoidance of personalized advertising. Journal of Advertising, 41(1), 59–76.  

Baker, S. M., Gentry, J. W., & Rittenburg, T. L. (2005). Building understanding of the domain of 

consumer vulnerability. Journal of Macromarketing, 25(2), 128–139.  

Bakshy, E., Eckles, D., Yan, R., & Rosenn, I. (2012). Social influence in social advertising: 

evidence from field experiments. In Proceedings of the 13th ACM Conference on 

Electronic Commerce (pp. 146–161). ACM. 

Barth, S., & de Jong, M. D. T. (2017). The privacy paradox – Investigating discrepancies 

between expressed privacy concerns and actual online behavior – A systematic 

literature review. Telematics and Informatics, 34(7), 1038–1058.  

Bartholomew, A., & O’Donohoe, S. (2003). Everything under control: A child’s eye view of 

advertising. Journal of Marketing Management, 19(3–4), 433–457.  

Batat, W. (2010). Understanding the dimensions of young consumer vulnerability in the web 

2.0 society. Presented at the Child and Teen Consumption, Norrköping, Sweden. 

Bellman, S., Rossiter, J. R., Schweda, A., & Varan, D. (2012). How coviewing reduces the 

effectiveness of TV advertising. Journal of Marketing Communications, 18(5), 363–378. 

Bleier, A., & Eisenbeiss, M. (2015). The importance of trust for personalized online 

advertising. Journal of Retailing, 91(3), 390–409.  

Boerman, S. C., van Reijmersdal, E. A., & Neijens, P. C. (2014). Effects of sponsorship 

disclosure timing on the processing of sponsored content: A study on the 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   25 07-08-18   14:22



 Introduction  
 

| 22 

effectiveness of European disclosure regulations. Psychology & Marketing, 31(3), 214–

224.  

Bonneau, J., Anderson, J., & Danezis, G. (2009). Prying data out of a social network. In 2009 

International Conference on Advances in Social Network Analysis and Mining (pp. 249–

254).  

Boush, D., Friestad, M., & Rose, G. (1994). Adolescent skepticism toward TV advertising and 

knowledge of advertiser tactics. Journal of Consumer Research, 21(1), 165–175.  

Buchmann, J. (2014). Internet Privacy: Options for adequate realisation. Springer Science & 

Business Media. 

Buckingham, D. (2009). The impact of the commercial world on children’s wellbeing. London: 

Department for Children, Schools and Families and the Department for Culture, Media 

and Sport. Retrieved from http://eprints.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/15931 

Buijzen, M., van Reijmersdal, E. A., & Owen, L. H. (2010). Introducing the PCMC Model: An 

investigative framework for young people’s processing of commercialized media 

content. Communication Theory, 20(4), 427–450.  

Campbell, M. C. (1995). When attention-getting advertising tactics elicit consumer inferences 

of manipulative intent: The importance of balancing benefits and investments. Journal 

of Consumer Psychology, 4(3), 225–254. 

Campbell, M. C., & Kirmani, A. (2008). I know what you’re doing and why you’re doing it: The 

use of persuasion knowledge model in consumer research. In C. P. Haugtvedt, P. M. 

Herr, & F. R. Kardes (Eds.), Handbook of Consumer Psychology (pp. 549–573). New 

York: Taylor & Francis Group/Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Carter, O. B. J., Patterson, L. J., Donovan, R. J., Ewing, M. T., & Roberts, C. M. (2011). 

Children’s understanding of the selling versus persuasive intent of junk food 

advertising: Implications for regulation. Social Science & Medicine, 72(6), 962–968.  

Christofides, E., Muise, A., & Desmarais, S. (2009). Information disclosure and control on 

Facebook: Are they two sides of the same coin or two different processes? 

CyberPsychology & Behavior, 12(3), 341–345.  

Cialdini, R. B. (2006). Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion (Revised edition). New York: 

Harper Business. 

Introduction  
 

| 23 

Costabile, M. F., De Angeli, A., Lanzilotti, R., Ardito, C., Buono, P., & Pederson, T. (2008). 

Explore! Possibilities and challenges of mobile learning. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI 

Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 145–154). New York: ACM.  

Crookall, D. (2010). Serious games, debriefing, and simulation/gaming as a discipline. 

Simulation & Gaming, 41(6), 898–920. 

Crowe, E., & Higgins, E. T. (1997). Regulatory focus and strategic inclinations: Promotion and 

prevention in decision-making. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 

Processes, 69(2), 117–132.  

Dangi, H., & Malik, A. (2017). Personalisation in marketing: An exploratory study. International 

Journal of Internet Marketing and Advertising, 11(2), 124–136.  

David, C., Cappella, J. N., & Fishbein, M. (2006). The social diffusion of influence among 

adolescents: Group interaction in a chat room environment about antidrug 

advertisements. Communication Theory, 16(1), 118–140.  

De Freitas, S., & Oliver, M. (2006). How can exploratory learning with games and simulations 

within the curriculum be most effectively evaluated? Computers & Education, 46(3), 

249–264.  

De Keyzer, F., Dens, N., & De Pelsmacker, P. (2015). Is this for me? How consumers respond to 

personalized advertising on social network sites. Journal of Interactive Advertising, 

15(2), 124–134.  

De Pelsmacker, P. D., Geuens, M., & Anckaert, P. (2002). Media context and advertising 

effectiveness: The role of context appreciation and context/ad similarity. Journal of 

Advertising, 31(2), 49–61.  

De Pelsmacker, P., Geuens, M., & Bergh, J. van den. (2010). Marketing Communications: A 

European Perspective. Essex: Pearson Education Limited. 

Debatin, B., Lovejoy, J. P., Horn, A.-K., & Hughes, B. N. (2009). Facebook and online privacy: 

Attitudes, behaviors, and unintended consequences. Journal of Computer-Mediated 

Communication, 15(1), 83–108.  

Doorn, J. van, & Hoekstra, J. C. (2013). Customization of online advertising: The role of 

intrusiveness. Marketing Letters, 24(4), 339–351. 

Dorr, A. (1986). Television and Children: A Special Medium for a Special Audience. Thousand 

Oakes: Sage Publications. 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   26 07-08-18   14:22



I

 Introduction  
 

| 22 

effectiveness of European disclosure regulations. Psychology & Marketing, 31(3), 214–

224.  

Bonneau, J., Anderson, J., & Danezis, G. (2009). Prying data out of a social network. In 2009 

International Conference on Advances in Social Network Analysis and Mining (pp. 249–

254).  

Boush, D., Friestad, M., & Rose, G. (1994). Adolescent skepticism toward TV advertising and 

knowledge of advertiser tactics. Journal of Consumer Research, 21(1), 165–175.  

Buchmann, J. (2014). Internet Privacy: Options for adequate realisation. Springer Science & 

Business Media. 

Buckingham, D. (2009). The impact of the commercial world on children’s wellbeing. London: 

Department for Children, Schools and Families and the Department for Culture, Media 

and Sport. Retrieved from http://eprints.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/15931 

Buijzen, M., van Reijmersdal, E. A., & Owen, L. H. (2010). Introducing the PCMC Model: An 

investigative framework for young people’s processing of commercialized media 

content. Communication Theory, 20(4), 427–450.  

Campbell, M. C. (1995). When attention-getting advertising tactics elicit consumer inferences 

of manipulative intent: The importance of balancing benefits and investments. Journal 

of Consumer Psychology, 4(3), 225–254. 

Campbell, M. C., & Kirmani, A. (2008). I know what you’re doing and why you’re doing it: The 

use of persuasion knowledge model in consumer research. In C. P. Haugtvedt, P. M. 

Herr, & F. R. Kardes (Eds.), Handbook of Consumer Psychology (pp. 549–573). New 

York: Taylor & Francis Group/Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Carter, O. B. J., Patterson, L. J., Donovan, R. J., Ewing, M. T., & Roberts, C. M. (2011). 

Children’s understanding of the selling versus persuasive intent of junk food 

advertising: Implications for regulation. Social Science & Medicine, 72(6), 962–968.  

Christofides, E., Muise, A., & Desmarais, S. (2009). Information disclosure and control on 

Facebook: Are they two sides of the same coin or two different processes? 

CyberPsychology & Behavior, 12(3), 341–345.  

Cialdini, R. B. (2006). Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion (Revised edition). New York: 

Harper Business. 

Introduction  
 

| 23 

Costabile, M. F., De Angeli, A., Lanzilotti, R., Ardito, C., Buono, P., & Pederson, T. (2008). 

Explore! Possibilities and challenges of mobile learning. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI 

Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 145–154). New York: ACM.  

Crookall, D. (2010). Serious games, debriefing, and simulation/gaming as a discipline. 

Simulation & Gaming, 41(6), 898–920. 

Crowe, E., & Higgins, E. T. (1997). Regulatory focus and strategic inclinations: Promotion and 

prevention in decision-making. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 

Processes, 69(2), 117–132.  

Dangi, H., & Malik, A. (2017). Personalisation in marketing: An exploratory study. International 

Journal of Internet Marketing and Advertising, 11(2), 124–136.  

David, C., Cappella, J. N., & Fishbein, M. (2006). The social diffusion of influence among 

adolescents: Group interaction in a chat room environment about antidrug 

advertisements. Communication Theory, 16(1), 118–140.  

De Freitas, S., & Oliver, M. (2006). How can exploratory learning with games and simulations 

within the curriculum be most effectively evaluated? Computers & Education, 46(3), 

249–264.  

De Keyzer, F., Dens, N., & De Pelsmacker, P. (2015). Is this for me? How consumers respond to 

personalized advertising on social network sites. Journal of Interactive Advertising, 

15(2), 124–134.  

De Pelsmacker, P. D., Geuens, M., & Anckaert, P. (2002). Media context and advertising 

effectiveness: The role of context appreciation and context/ad similarity. Journal of 

Advertising, 31(2), 49–61.  

De Pelsmacker, P., Geuens, M., & Bergh, J. van den. (2010). Marketing Communications: A 

European Perspective. Essex: Pearson Education Limited. 

Debatin, B., Lovejoy, J. P., Horn, A.-K., & Hughes, B. N. (2009). Facebook and online privacy: 

Attitudes, behaviors, and unintended consequences. Journal of Computer-Mediated 

Communication, 15(1), 83–108.  

Doorn, J. van, & Hoekstra, J. C. (2013). Customization of online advertising: The role of 

intrusiveness. Marketing Letters, 24(4), 339–351. 

Dorr, A. (1986). Television and Children: A Special Medium for a Special Audience. Thousand 

Oakes: Sage Publications. 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   27 07-08-18   14:22



 Introduction  
 

| 24 

Evans, N. J., & Park, D. (2015). Rethinking the persuasion knowledge model: Schematic 

antecedents and associative outcomes of persuasion knowledge activation for covert 

advertising. Journal of Current Issues & Research in Advertising, 36(2), 157–176.  

Feng, Y., & Xie, W. (2014). Teens’ concern for privacy when using social networking sites: An 

analysis of socialization agents and relationships with privacy-protecting behaviors. 

Computers in Human Behavior, 33, 153–162.  

Fennis, B. M., & Stroebe, W. (2010). The Psychology of Advertising. New York: Psychology 

Press. 

Friestad, M., & Wright, P. (1994). The persuasion knowledge model - How people cope with 

persuasion attempts. Journal of Consumer Research, 21(1), 1–31.  

Grant, I. C. (2005). Young peoples’ relationships with online marketing practices: An intrusion 

too far? Journal of Marketing Management, 21(5–6), 607–623.  

Griskevicius, V., Goldstein, N. J., Mortensen, C. R., Sundie, J. M., Cialdini, R. B., & Kenrick, D. T. 

(2009). Fear and loving in Las Vegas: Evolution, emotion, and persuasion. Journal of 

Marketing Research, 46(3), 384–395.  

Gunter, B., & Furnham, A. (1998). Children as consumers: A psychological analysis of the 

young people’s market. London: Psychology Press. 

Gunter, B., Oates, C., & Blades, M. (2005). Advertising to children on TV: Content, impact, and 

regulation. Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Gürbüz, H. G. A., Demir, T., Özcan, B. G., Kadak, M. T., & Poyraz, B. Ç. (2017). Use of social 

network sites among depressed adolescents. Behaviour & Information Technology, 

36(5), 517–523.  

Ham, C.-D. (2017). Exploring how consumers cope with online behavioral advertising. 

International Journal of Advertising, 36(4), 632–658.  

Ham, C.-D., Nelson, M. R., & Das, S. (2015). How to measure persuasion knowledge. 

International Journal of Advertising, 34(1), 17–53.  

Hawk, S. T., Hale, W. W., Raaijmakers, Q. A. W., & Meeus, W. (2008). Adolescents’ perceptions 

of privacy invasion in reaction to parental solicitation and control. The Journal of Early 

Adolescence, 28(4), 583–608.  

Herrewijn, L., & Poels, K. (2015). The impact of social setting on the recall and recognition of 

in-game advertising. Computers in Human Behavior, 53, 544–555.  

Higgins, E. T. (1997). Beyond pleasure and pain. American Psychologist, 52(12), 1280–1300.  

Introduction  
 

| 25 

Hildebrandt, M. (2006). Profiling: From data to knowledge. Datenschutz Und Datensicherheit, 

30(9), 548–552.  

Hildebrandt, M. (2008). Profiling and the rule of law. Identity in the Information Society, 1(1), 

55–70.  

Hudders, L., Pauw, P. D., Cauberghe, V., Panic, K., Zarouali, B., & Rozendaal, E. (2017). 

Shedding new light on how advertising literacy can affect children’s processing of 

embedded advertising formats: A future research agenda. Journal of Advertising, 

46(2), 333–349.  

 Jia, H., Wisniewski, P. J., Xu, H., Rosson, M. B., & Carroll, J. M. (2015). Risk-taking as a learning 

process for shaping teen’s online information privacy behaviors (pp. 583–599). ACM 

Press.  

John, D. R. (1999). Consumer socialization of children: A retrospective look at twenty-five 

years of research. Journal of Consumer Research, 26(3), 183–213.  

Kardes, F. R. (2002). Consumer Behavior and Managerial Decision Making. Upper Saddle 

River: Prentice Hall. 

Kassin, S. M., Fein, S., & Markus, H. R. (2011). Social Psychology (8th ed). Belmont: Cengage 

Wadsworth. 

Knoll, J. (2016). Advertising in social media: A review of empirical evidence. International 

Journal of Advertising, 35(2), 266-300.  

Knoll, J., & Schramm, H. (2015). Advertising in social network sites: Investigating the social 

influence of user-generated content on online advertising effects. Communications, 

40(3), 341–360.  

Kunkel, D., Wilcox, B. L., Cantor, J., Palmer, E., Linn, S., & Dowrick, P. (2004). Report of the APA 

task force on advertising and children. Washington, DC: American Psychological 

Association. Retrieved from http://www.sfu.ca/cmns/faculty/kline_s/320/06-

spring/resources/sup_readings/childrenads.pdf 

Lambrecht, A., & Tucker, C. E. (2013). When does retargeting work? Information specificity in 

online advertising. Journal of Marketing Research, 50(5), 561–576.  

Lawlor, M.-A., Dunne, Á., & Rowley, J. (2016). Young consumers’ brand communications 

literacy in a social networking site context. European Journal of Marketing, 50(11), 

2018–2040.  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   28 07-08-18   14:22



I

 Introduction  
 

| 24 

Evans, N. J., & Park, D. (2015). Rethinking the persuasion knowledge model: Schematic 

antecedents and associative outcomes of persuasion knowledge activation for covert 

advertising. Journal of Current Issues & Research in Advertising, 36(2), 157–176.  

Feng, Y., & Xie, W. (2014). Teens’ concern for privacy when using social networking sites: An 

analysis of socialization agents and relationships with privacy-protecting behaviors. 

Computers in Human Behavior, 33, 153–162.  

Fennis, B. M., & Stroebe, W. (2010). The Psychology of Advertising. New York: Psychology 

Press. 

Friestad, M., & Wright, P. (1994). The persuasion knowledge model - How people cope with 

persuasion attempts. Journal of Consumer Research, 21(1), 1–31.  

Grant, I. C. (2005). Young peoples’ relationships with online marketing practices: An intrusion 

too far? Journal of Marketing Management, 21(5–6), 607–623.  

Griskevicius, V., Goldstein, N. J., Mortensen, C. R., Sundie, J. M., Cialdini, R. B., & Kenrick, D. T. 

(2009). Fear and loving in Las Vegas: Evolution, emotion, and persuasion. Journal of 

Marketing Research, 46(3), 384–395.  

Gunter, B., & Furnham, A. (1998). Children as consumers: A psychological analysis of the 

young people’s market. London: Psychology Press. 

Gunter, B., Oates, C., & Blades, M. (2005). Advertising to children on TV: Content, impact, and 

regulation. Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Gürbüz, H. G. A., Demir, T., Özcan, B. G., Kadak, M. T., & Poyraz, B. Ç. (2017). Use of social 

network sites among depressed adolescents. Behaviour & Information Technology, 

36(5), 517–523.  

Ham, C.-D. (2017). Exploring how consumers cope with online behavioral advertising. 

International Journal of Advertising, 36(4), 632–658.  

Ham, C.-D., Nelson, M. R., & Das, S. (2015). How to measure persuasion knowledge. 

International Journal of Advertising, 34(1), 17–53.  

Hawk, S. T., Hale, W. W., Raaijmakers, Q. A. W., & Meeus, W. (2008). Adolescents’ perceptions 

of privacy invasion in reaction to parental solicitation and control. The Journal of Early 

Adolescence, 28(4), 583–608.  

Herrewijn, L., & Poels, K. (2015). The impact of social setting on the recall and recognition of 

in-game advertising. Computers in Human Behavior, 53, 544–555.  

Higgins, E. T. (1997). Beyond pleasure and pain. American Psychologist, 52(12), 1280–1300.  

Introduction  
 

| 25 

Hildebrandt, M. (2006). Profiling: From data to knowledge. Datenschutz Und Datensicherheit, 

30(9), 548–552.  

Hildebrandt, M. (2008). Profiling and the rule of law. Identity in the Information Society, 1(1), 

55–70.  

Hudders, L., Pauw, P. D., Cauberghe, V., Panic, K., Zarouali, B., & Rozendaal, E. (2017). 

Shedding new light on how advertising literacy can affect children’s processing of 

embedded advertising formats: A future research agenda. Journal of Advertising, 

46(2), 333–349.  

 Jia, H., Wisniewski, P. J., Xu, H., Rosson, M. B., & Carroll, J. M. (2015). Risk-taking as a learning 

process for shaping teen’s online information privacy behaviors (pp. 583–599). ACM 

Press.  

John, D. R. (1999). Consumer socialization of children: A retrospective look at twenty-five 

years of research. Journal of Consumer Research, 26(3), 183–213.  

Kardes, F. R. (2002). Consumer Behavior and Managerial Decision Making. Upper Saddle 

River: Prentice Hall. 

Kassin, S. M., Fein, S., & Markus, H. R. (2011). Social Psychology (8th ed). Belmont: Cengage 

Wadsworth. 

Knoll, J. (2016). Advertising in social media: A review of empirical evidence. International 

Journal of Advertising, 35(2), 266-300.  

Knoll, J., & Schramm, H. (2015). Advertising in social network sites: Investigating the social 

influence of user-generated content on online advertising effects. Communications, 

40(3), 341–360.  

Kunkel, D., Wilcox, B. L., Cantor, J., Palmer, E., Linn, S., & Dowrick, P. (2004). Report of the APA 

task force on advertising and children. Washington, DC: American Psychological 

Association. Retrieved from http://www.sfu.ca/cmns/faculty/kline_s/320/06-

spring/resources/sup_readings/childrenads.pdf 

Lambrecht, A., & Tucker, C. E. (2013). When does retargeting work? Information specificity in 

online advertising. Journal of Marketing Research, 50(5), 561–576.  

Lawlor, M.-A., Dunne, Á., & Rowley, J. (2016). Young consumers’ brand communications 

literacy in a social networking site context. European Journal of Marketing, 50(11), 

2018–2040.  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   29 07-08-18   14:22



 Introduction  
 

| 26 

Lenhart, A. (2015). Teens, Social Media & Technology Overview 2015 (pp. 1–47). PEW 

Research Center. 

Li, C., & Liu, J. (2017). A name alone is not enough: A reexamination of web-based 

personalization effect. Computers in Human Behavior, 72, 132–139.  

Livingstone, S. (2006). Children’s privacy online: experimenting with boundaries within and 

beyond the family. In R. E. Kraut, M. Brynin, & S. Kiesler (Eds.), Computers, Phones, and 

the Internet: Domesticating Information Technology. Oxford ; New York: Oxford 

University Press. 

Livingstone, S. (2008). Taking risky opportunities in youthful content creation: Teenagers’ use 

of social networking sites for intimacy, privacy and self-expression. New Media & 

Society, 10(3), 393–411. 

Livingstone, S., & Helsper, E. J. (2006). Does advertising literacy mediate the effects of 

advertising on children? A critical examination of two linked research literatures in 

relation to obesity and food choice. Journal of Communication, 56(3), 560–584. 

Livingstone, S., Ólafsson, K., & Staksrud, E. (2013). Risky social networking practices among 

“underage” users: Lessons for evidence-based policy. Journal of Computer-Mediated 

Communication, 18(3), 303–320.  

Luciana, M., Conklin, H. M., Hooper, C. J., & Yarger, R. S. (2005). The development of 

nonverbal working memory and executive control processes in adolescents. Child 

Development, 76(3), 697–712.  

Margulis, S. T. (1977). Conceptions of privacy: Current status and next steps. Journal of Social 

Issues, 33(3), 5–21.  

Maslowska, E., Putte, B. van den, & Smit, E. G. (2011). The effectiveness of personalized E-

mail newsletters and the role of personal characteristics. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, 

and Social Networking, 14(12), 765–770.  

Maslowska, E., Smit, E. G., & van den Putte, B. (2016). It is all in the name: A study of 

consumers’ responses to personalized communication. Journal of Interactive 

Advertising, 16(1), 74–85.  

Ming, W. Q., & Yazdanifard, R. (2014). Native advertising and its effects on online advertising. 

Global Journal of Human-Social Science: E-Economics. 14(8), 11–14. 

Montgomery, K. C. (2015). Youth and surveillance in the Facebook era: Policy interventions 

and social implications. Telecommunications Policy, 39(9), 771–786.  

Introduction  
 

| 27 

Montgomery, K. C., Chester, J., & Milosevic, T. (2017). Ensuring young people’s digital privacy 

as a fundamental right. In B. S. D. Abreu, P. Mihailidis, A. Y. L. Lee, J. Melki, & J. 

McDougall (Eds.), International Handbook of Media Literacy Education (pp. 85–102). 

New York: Routledge. 

Moses, L. J., & Baldwin, D. A. (2005). What can the study of cognitive development reveal 

about children’s ability to appreciate and cope with advertising? Journal of Public 

Policy & Marketing, 24(2), 186–201.  

Owen, L., Lewis, C., Auty, S., & Buijzen, M. (2013). Is children’s understanding of 

nontraditional advertising comparable to their understanding of television 

advertising? Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 32(2), 195–206.  

Pechmann, C., Levine, L., Loughlin, S., & Leslie, F. (2005). Impulsive and self-conscious: 

Adolescents’ vulnerability to advertising and promotion. Journal of Public Policy & 

Marketing, 24(2), 202–221.  

Petrison, L. A., Blattberg, R. C., & Wang, P. (1993). Database marketing: Past, present, and 

future. Journal of Direct Marketing, 7(3), 27–43.  

Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1986). The elaboration likelihood model of persuasion. In 

Communication and Persuasion (pp. 1–24). New York: Springer.  

Pham, M. T., & Chang, H. H. (2010). Regulatory focus, regulatory fit, and the search and 

consideration of choice alternatives. Journal of Consumer Research, 37(4), 626–640.  

Puntoni, S., & Tavassoli, N. T. (2007). Social context and advertising memory. Journal of 

Marketing Research, 44(2), 284–296.  

Raemer, D., Anderson, M., Cheng, A., Fanning, R., Nadkarni, V., & Savoldelli, G. (2011). 

Research regarding debriefing as part of the learning process. Simulation in 

Healthcare: Journal of the Society for Simulation in Healthcare, 6(7), 52–57. 

Raynes-Goldie, K. (2010). Aliases, creeping, and wall cleaning: Understanding privacy in the 

age of Facebook. First Monday, 15(1).  

Ritson, M., & Elliott, R. (1999). The social uses of advertising: An ethnographic study of 

adolescent advertising audiences. Journal of Consumer Research, 26(3), 260–277.  

Rose, S. C., Bisson, J., Churchill, R., & Wessely, S. (2002). Psychological debriefing for 

preventing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). In The Cochrane Collaboration (Ed.), 

Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   30 07-08-18   14:22



I

 Introduction  
 

| 26 

Lenhart, A. (2015). Teens, Social Media & Technology Overview 2015 (pp. 1–47). PEW 

Research Center. 

Li, C., & Liu, J. (2017). A name alone is not enough: A reexamination of web-based 

personalization effect. Computers in Human Behavior, 72, 132–139.  

Livingstone, S. (2006). Children’s privacy online: experimenting with boundaries within and 

beyond the family. In R. E. Kraut, M. Brynin, & S. Kiesler (Eds.), Computers, Phones, and 

the Internet: Domesticating Information Technology. Oxford ; New York: Oxford 

University Press. 

Livingstone, S. (2008). Taking risky opportunities in youthful content creation: Teenagers’ use 

of social networking sites for intimacy, privacy and self-expression. New Media & 

Society, 10(3), 393–411. 

Livingstone, S., & Helsper, E. J. (2006). Does advertising literacy mediate the effects of 

advertising on children? A critical examination of two linked research literatures in 

relation to obesity and food choice. Journal of Communication, 56(3), 560–584. 

Livingstone, S., Ólafsson, K., & Staksrud, E. (2013). Risky social networking practices among 

“underage” users: Lessons for evidence-based policy. Journal of Computer-Mediated 

Communication, 18(3), 303–320.  

Luciana, M., Conklin, H. M., Hooper, C. J., & Yarger, R. S. (2005). The development of 

nonverbal working memory and executive control processes in adolescents. Child 

Development, 76(3), 697–712.  

Margulis, S. T. (1977). Conceptions of privacy: Current status and next steps. Journal of Social 

Issues, 33(3), 5–21.  

Maslowska, E., Putte, B. van den, & Smit, E. G. (2011). The effectiveness of personalized E-

mail newsletters and the role of personal characteristics. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, 

and Social Networking, 14(12), 765–770.  

Maslowska, E., Smit, E. G., & van den Putte, B. (2016). It is all in the name: A study of 

consumers’ responses to personalized communication. Journal of Interactive 

Advertising, 16(1), 74–85.  

Ming, W. Q., & Yazdanifard, R. (2014). Native advertising and its effects on online advertising. 

Global Journal of Human-Social Science: E-Economics. 14(8), 11–14. 

Montgomery, K. C. (2015). Youth and surveillance in the Facebook era: Policy interventions 

and social implications. Telecommunications Policy, 39(9), 771–786.  

Introduction  
 

| 27 

Montgomery, K. C., Chester, J., & Milosevic, T. (2017). Ensuring young people’s digital privacy 

as a fundamental right. In B. S. D. Abreu, P. Mihailidis, A. Y. L. Lee, J. Melki, & J. 

McDougall (Eds.), International Handbook of Media Literacy Education (pp. 85–102). 

New York: Routledge. 

Moses, L. J., & Baldwin, D. A. (2005). What can the study of cognitive development reveal 

about children’s ability to appreciate and cope with advertising? Journal of Public 

Policy & Marketing, 24(2), 186–201.  

Owen, L., Lewis, C., Auty, S., & Buijzen, M. (2013). Is children’s understanding of 

nontraditional advertising comparable to their understanding of television 

advertising? Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 32(2), 195–206.  

Pechmann, C., Levine, L., Loughlin, S., & Leslie, F. (2005). Impulsive and self-conscious: 

Adolescents’ vulnerability to advertising and promotion. Journal of Public Policy & 

Marketing, 24(2), 202–221.  

Petrison, L. A., Blattberg, R. C., & Wang, P. (1993). Database marketing: Past, present, and 

future. Journal of Direct Marketing, 7(3), 27–43.  

Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1986). The elaboration likelihood model of persuasion. In 

Communication and Persuasion (pp. 1–24). New York: Springer.  

Pham, M. T., & Chang, H. H. (2010). Regulatory focus, regulatory fit, and the search and 

consideration of choice alternatives. Journal of Consumer Research, 37(4), 626–640.  

Puntoni, S., & Tavassoli, N. T. (2007). Social context and advertising memory. Journal of 

Marketing Research, 44(2), 284–296.  

Raemer, D., Anderson, M., Cheng, A., Fanning, R., Nadkarni, V., & Savoldelli, G. (2011). 

Research regarding debriefing as part of the learning process. Simulation in 

Healthcare: Journal of the Society for Simulation in Healthcare, 6(7), 52–57. 

Raynes-Goldie, K. (2010). Aliases, creeping, and wall cleaning: Understanding privacy in the 

age of Facebook. First Monday, 15(1).  

Ritson, M., & Elliott, R. (1999). The social uses of advertising: An ethnographic study of 

adolescent advertising audiences. Journal of Consumer Research, 26(3), 260–277.  

Rose, S. C., Bisson, J., Churchill, R., & Wessely, S. (2002). Psychological debriefing for 

preventing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). In The Cochrane Collaboration (Ed.), 

Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   31 07-08-18   14:22



 Introduction  
 

| 28 

Rozendaal, E., Buijzen, M., & Valkenburg, P. (2010). Comparing children’s and adults’ cognitive 

advertising competences in the Netherlands. Journal of Children and Media, 4(1), 77–

89. Rozendaal, E., Lapierre, M. A., van Reijmersdal, E. A., & Buijzen, M. (2011). 

Reconsidering advertising literacy as a defense against advertising effects. Media 

Psychology, 14(4), 333–354.  

Sandberg, H., Gidlöf, K., & Holmberg, N. (2011). Children’s exposure to and perceptions of 

online advertising. International Journal of Communication, 5(0), 21–50. 

Schlee, C. (2013). Targeted Advertising Technologies in the ICT Space: A Use Case Driven 

Analysis. Springer.  

Schmeiser, L. (2017). Retailers beware: Teens want Instagrammable experiences more than 

clothes. Retrieved February 12, 2018, from http://observer.com/2017/04/purchasing-

shopping-habits-teenagers-shareable-experiences/ 

Schumann, J. H., von Wangenheim, F., & Groene, N. (2013). Targeted online advertising: Using 

reciprocity appeals to increase acceptance among users of free web services. Journal 

of Marketing, 78(1), 59–75.  

Shimp, T. A. (2013). Advertising, promotion, and other aspects of integrated marketing 

communications. Mason: South-Western Cengage Learning. 

Rozendaal, E., Slot, N., van Reijmersdal, E. A., & Buijzen, M. (2013). Children’s responses to 

advertising in social games. Journal of Advertising, 42(2–3), 142–154.  

Smith, H. J., Milberg, S. J., & Burke, S. J. (1996). Information privacy: Measuring individuals’ 

concerns about organizational practices. MIS Quarterly, 20(2), 167–196.  

Steinberg, L., Vandell, D. L., & Bornstein, M. H. (2010). Development: Infancy Through 

Adolescence. Cengage Learning. 

Stelzner, M. A. (2016). 2016 Social Media Marketing Industry Report. Social Media Examiner. 

Stiglbauer, B., & Kovacs, C. (2018). Need for uniqueness determines reactions to web-based 

personalized advertising. Psychological Reports, 0(0), 1–22.  

Subrahmanyam, K., & Greenfield, P. (2008). Online communication and adolescent 

relationships. The Future of Children, 18(1), 119–146.  

Sundar, S. S. (2008). The MAIN model: A heuristic approach to understanding technology 

effects on credibility. In M. J. Metzger & A. J. Flanagin (Eds.), Digital Media, Youth, and 

Credibility (pp. 73–100). Cambridge: The MIT Press.  

Trepte, S., & Reinecke, L. (Eds.). (2011). Privacy Online. Berlin: Springer.  

Introduction  
 

| 29 

Tucker, C. E. (2012). Social advertising. SSRN ELibrary. Retrieved from 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1975897 

Tucker, C. E. (2014). Social networks, personalized advertising, and privacy controls. Journal of 

Marketing Research, 51(5), 546–562.  

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1974). Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and biases. 

Science, 185(4157), 1124–1131.  

Valkenburg, P. M., & Cantor, J. (2001). The development of a child into a consumer. Journal of 

Applied Developmental Psychology, 22(1), 61–72.  

Van den Broeck, E., Poels, K., & Walrave, M. (2018). An experimental study on the effect of ad 

placement, product involvement and motives on Facebook ad avoidance. Telematics 

and Informatics, 35(2), 470–479.  

van Reijmersdal, E. A., Boerman, S. C., Buijzen, M., & Rozendaal, E. (2017). This is advertising! 

Effects of disclosing television brand placement on adolescents. Journal of Youth and 

Adolescence, 46(2), 328–342.  

Verdoodt, V., & Lievens, E. (2017). Targeting children with personalised advertising: how to 

reconcile the best interests of children and advertisers. In G. Vermeulen & E. Lievens 

(Eds.), Privacy and Data Protection under Pressure: Transatlantic tensions, EU 

surveillance, and big data (pp. 313–341). Antwerp: Maklu. 

Vesanen, J. (2005). What is personalization? A literature review and framework (Electronic 

working paper) (pp. 1–23). Helsinki: Helsinki School of Economics. 

Vesanen, J. (2007). What is personalization? A conceptual framework. European Journal of 

Marketing, 41(5/6), 409–418.  

Walrave, M., & Heirman, W. (2013). Adolescents, online marketing and privacy: Predicting 

adolescents’ willingness to disclose personal information for marketing purposes. 

Children & Society, 27(6), 434. 

Walther, J. B., Carr, C. T., Choi, S. S. W., Deandrea, D. C., Kim, J., Tong, S. T., & Van Der Heide, 

B. (2011). Interaction of interpersonal, peer, and media influence sources online: A 

research agenda for technology convergence. In Z. Papacharissi (Ed.), A Networked 

Self: Identity, Community, and Culture on Social Network Sites (pp. 17–38). New York: 

Routledge. 

Westin, A. F. (1967). Privacy and Freedom. New York: Atheneum. 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   32 07-08-18   14:22



I

 Introduction  
 

| 28 

Rozendaal, E., Buijzen, M., & Valkenburg, P. (2010). Comparing children’s and adults’ cognitive 

advertising competences in the Netherlands. Journal of Children and Media, 4(1), 77–

89. Rozendaal, E., Lapierre, M. A., van Reijmersdal, E. A., & Buijzen, M. (2011). 

Reconsidering advertising literacy as a defense against advertising effects. Media 

Psychology, 14(4), 333–354.  

Sandberg, H., Gidlöf, K., & Holmberg, N. (2011). Children’s exposure to and perceptions of 

online advertising. International Journal of Communication, 5(0), 21–50. 

Schlee, C. (2013). Targeted Advertising Technologies in the ICT Space: A Use Case Driven 

Analysis. Springer.  

Schmeiser, L. (2017). Retailers beware: Teens want Instagrammable experiences more than 

clothes. Retrieved February 12, 2018, from http://observer.com/2017/04/purchasing-

shopping-habits-teenagers-shareable-experiences/ 

Schumann, J. H., von Wangenheim, F., & Groene, N. (2013). Targeted online advertising: Using 

reciprocity appeals to increase acceptance among users of free web services. Journal 

of Marketing, 78(1), 59–75.  

Shimp, T. A. (2013). Advertising, promotion, and other aspects of integrated marketing 

communications. Mason: South-Western Cengage Learning. 

Rozendaal, E., Slot, N., van Reijmersdal, E. A., & Buijzen, M. (2013). Children’s responses to 

advertising in social games. Journal of Advertising, 42(2–3), 142–154.  

Smith, H. J., Milberg, S. J., & Burke, S. J. (1996). Information privacy: Measuring individuals’ 

concerns about organizational practices. MIS Quarterly, 20(2), 167–196.  

Steinberg, L., Vandell, D. L., & Bornstein, M. H. (2010). Development: Infancy Through 

Adolescence. Cengage Learning. 

Stelzner, M. A. (2016). 2016 Social Media Marketing Industry Report. Social Media Examiner. 

Stiglbauer, B., & Kovacs, C. (2018). Need for uniqueness determines reactions to web-based 

personalized advertising. Psychological Reports, 0(0), 1–22.  

Subrahmanyam, K., & Greenfield, P. (2008). Online communication and adolescent 

relationships. The Future of Children, 18(1), 119–146.  

Sundar, S. S. (2008). The MAIN model: A heuristic approach to understanding technology 

effects on credibility. In M. J. Metzger & A. J. Flanagin (Eds.), Digital Media, Youth, and 

Credibility (pp. 73–100). Cambridge: The MIT Press.  

Trepte, S., & Reinecke, L. (Eds.). (2011). Privacy Online. Berlin: Springer.  

Introduction  
 

| 29 

Tucker, C. E. (2012). Social advertising. SSRN ELibrary. Retrieved from 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1975897 

Tucker, C. E. (2014). Social networks, personalized advertising, and privacy controls. Journal of 

Marketing Research, 51(5), 546–562.  

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1974). Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and biases. 

Science, 185(4157), 1124–1131.  

Valkenburg, P. M., & Cantor, J. (2001). The development of a child into a consumer. Journal of 

Applied Developmental Psychology, 22(1), 61–72.  

Van den Broeck, E., Poels, K., & Walrave, M. (2018). An experimental study on the effect of ad 

placement, product involvement and motives on Facebook ad avoidance. Telematics 

and Informatics, 35(2), 470–479.  

van Reijmersdal, E. A., Boerman, S. C., Buijzen, M., & Rozendaal, E. (2017). This is advertising! 

Effects of disclosing television brand placement on adolescents. Journal of Youth and 

Adolescence, 46(2), 328–342.  

Verdoodt, V., & Lievens, E. (2017). Targeting children with personalised advertising: how to 

reconcile the best interests of children and advertisers. In G. Vermeulen & E. Lievens 

(Eds.), Privacy and Data Protection under Pressure: Transatlantic tensions, EU 

surveillance, and big data (pp. 313–341). Antwerp: Maklu. 

Vesanen, J. (2005). What is personalization? A literature review and framework (Electronic 

working paper) (pp. 1–23). Helsinki: Helsinki School of Economics. 

Vesanen, J. (2007). What is personalization? A conceptual framework. European Journal of 

Marketing, 41(5/6), 409–418.  

Walrave, M., & Heirman, W. (2013). Adolescents, online marketing and privacy: Predicting 

adolescents’ willingness to disclose personal information for marketing purposes. 

Children & Society, 27(6), 434. 

Walther, J. B., Carr, C. T., Choi, S. S. W., Deandrea, D. C., Kim, J., Tong, S. T., & Van Der Heide, 

B. (2011). Interaction of interpersonal, peer, and media influence sources online: A 

research agenda for technology convergence. In Z. Papacharissi (Ed.), A Networked 

Self: Identity, Community, and Culture on Social Network Sites (pp. 17–38). New York: 

Routledge. 

Westin, A. F. (1967). Privacy and Freedom. New York: Atheneum. 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   33 07-08-18   14:22



 Introduction  
 

| 30 

White, T. B., Zahay, D. L., Thorbjørnsen, H., & Shavitt, S. (2008). Getting too personal: 

Reactance to highly personalized email solicitations. Marketing Letters, 19(1), 39–50.  

Williams, M., Nurse, J. R., & Creese, S. (2016). Privacy salience: Taxonomies and research 

opportunities. In A. Lehmann, D. Whitehouse, S. Fischer-Hübner, L. Fritsch, & C. Raab 

(Eds.), Privacy and Identity Management. Facing up to Next Steps (pp. 263–278). 

Springer. 

Wirtz, J., & Lwin, M. O. (2009). Regulatory focus theory, trust, and privacy concern. Journal of 

Service Research, 12(2), 190–207. https://doi.org/10.1177/1094670509335772 

Wolfe, M., & Laufer, R. S. (1974). The concept of privacy in childhood and adolescence. In S. T. 

Margulis (Ed.), Privacy (pp. 29–54). Stony Brook: Environmental Design Research. 

Wright, P., Friestad, M., & Boush, D. M. (2005). The development of marketplace persuasion 

knowledge in children, adolescents, and young adults. Journal of Public Policy & 

Marketing, 24(2), 222–233.  

Young, A. L., & Quan-Haase, A. (2013). Privacy protection strategies on Facebook. 

Information, Communication & Society, 16(4), 479–500.  

Young, B. M. (1990). Television advertising and children. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Zarsky, T. (2010). Responding to the inevitable outcomes of profiling: Recent lessons from 

consumer financial markets, and beyond. In Data Protection in a Profiled World (pp. 

53–74). Dordrecht: Springer.  

Zuckerman, A., & Chaiken, S. (1998). A heuristic-systematic processing analysis of the 

effectiveness of product warning labels. Psychology and Marketing, 15(7), 621–642.  

  

 

 

 

  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   34 07-08-18   14:22



 Introduction  
 

| 30 

White, T. B., Zahay, D. L., Thorbjørnsen, H., & Shavitt, S. (2008). Getting too personal: 

Reactance to highly personalized email solicitations. Marketing Letters, 19(1), 39–50.  

Williams, M., Nurse, J. R., & Creese, S. (2016). Privacy salience: Taxonomies and research 

opportunities. In A. Lehmann, D. Whitehouse, S. Fischer-Hübner, L. Fritsch, & C. Raab 

(Eds.), Privacy and Identity Management. Facing up to Next Steps (pp. 263–278). 

Springer. 

Wirtz, J., & Lwin, M. O. (2009). Regulatory focus theory, trust, and privacy concern. Journal of 

Service Research, 12(2), 190–207. https://doi.org/10.1177/1094670509335772 

Wolfe, M., & Laufer, R. S. (1974). The concept of privacy in childhood and adolescence. In S. T. 

Margulis (Ed.), Privacy (pp. 29–54). Stony Brook: Environmental Design Research. 

Wright, P., Friestad, M., & Boush, D. M. (2005). The development of marketplace persuasion 

knowledge in children, adolescents, and young adults. Journal of Public Policy & 

Marketing, 24(2), 222–233.  

Young, A. L., & Quan-Haase, A. (2013). Privacy protection strategies on Facebook. 

Information, Communication & Society, 16(4), 479–500.  

Young, B. M. (1990). Television advertising and children. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Zarsky, T. (2010). Responding to the inevitable outcomes of profiling: Recent lessons from 

consumer financial markets, and beyond. In Data Protection in a Profiled World (pp. 

53–74). Dordrecht: Springer.  

Zuckerman, A., & Chaiken, S. (1998). A heuristic-systematic processing analysis of the 

effectiveness of product warning labels. Psychology and Marketing, 15(7), 621–642.  

  

 

 

 

  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   35 07-08-18   14:22



 
 

 

  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   36 07-08-18   14:22



Part I
Individual Differences

 
 

 

  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   37 07-08-18   14:22



 

 

 

 
 
 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   38 07-08-18   14:22



1
Adolescents’ persuasion-related skills and

privacy protection strategies in the context of
targeted advertising on social networking

sites: Implications for regulation

Zarouali, B., Verdoodt, V., Walrave, M., Poels,
K., Ponnet, K., & Lievens, E. (2018). 

Under review. 

 

 

 

 
 
 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   39 07-08-18   14:22



 Chapter 1 
 

 | 36 

ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the development of adolescents’ persuasion-related abilities and 

privacy protection strategies in the context of targeted advertisements on social networking 

sites (SNSs). A survey was conducted among 374 adolescents aged between 12 and 17, and 

469 young adults (18-25 years) served as a comparative benchmark. Results indicate that 

persuasion knowledge increased progressively throughout adolescence, and reached adult-

like levels only by the age of 16. In addition, adolescents have a limited knowledge on the 

meaning of the “sponsored” disclosure that SNSs use to signpost a targeted ad, as well as 

inadequate awareness of commercial data collection practices. This awareness slowly 

increased as a function of their age until it reached an adult level around the age of 20. 

Finally, findings reveal that adolescents took little action to cope with targeted 

advertisements by means of privacy protection strategies. However, at the same time, they 

also indicated to be concerned about their privacy on SNSs. Theoretical and practical 

implications are discussed, and considerable attention is given to implications for policy. As 

regulatory frameworks are undergoing significant reforms (e.g. GDPR and ePrivacy 

Regulation), the gained insights directly feed into recommendations for policy makers and 

regulatory bodies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Growing up in the digital era, adolescents have embraced social networking sites (SNSs) as an 

integral part of their daily lives. Adolescents turn to such platforms to communicate with their 

peers, search for information and consume interactive and entertaining media content. The 

pervasiveness and increased popularity of SNSs among adolescents has also drawn the 

attention of advertisers, offering them an important venue for their commercial agendas. On 

these platforms, adolescents are regularly confronted with targeted advertising that is 

tailored to their personal characteristics and behavior. The tracking, profiling and targeting 

practices that enable personalization are sophisticated and opaque, and as such, can 

significantly impact adolescents’ ability to make critical commercial decisions or decisions 

concerning their privacy and personal data (Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017). Recently, this practice 

has not only been the subject of heightened public and academic concerns (van Reijmersdal 

et al., 2017), but it also raises important issues from a children’s rights perspective, 

particularly for their rights to privacy and protection against economic exploitation under the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017). It is, therefore, of 

importance to investigate whether adolescents understand advertising on SNSs (i.e. their 

persuasion knowledge) and determine to which extent they engage in protective behaviors to 

safeguard their privacy toward companies and third parties (i.e. their institutional privacy 

behaviors). This research focus responds to four important gaps in extant literature.  

 

First, a vast amount of studies on youth’s persuasion knowledge level have focused –almost- 

exclusively on children as a priority group. Adolescents (12+ year) have received little 

scholarly attention in past advertising research as they are considered to possess a sufficient 

understanding of persuasive techniques, allowing them to process commercial content more 

critically and gain more control over the influence advertisements exert on them (Sandberg et 

al., 2011; Zarouali, Ponnet, Walrave, & Poels, 2017). However, this conclusion might not be 

warranted since little is known about their persuasion knowledge level towards more subtle 

and embedded advertising formats, such as targeted ads on SNSs (i.e. sponsored posts) 

(Hudders et al., 2017). Moreover, recent literature even revealed some alarming indications 

that adolescents might not be fully aware of commercial attempts that circulate in a social 

networking environment (Lawlor et al., 2016; Zarouali et al., 2017). As they are avid SNSs 
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users, it is therefore imperative to obtain solid empirical proof on whether and when 

adolescents’ persuasion knowledge in a SNS context is fully developed or matured. As argued 

by Wright, Friestad and Boush (2005), the only meaningful way to calibrate adolescents’ 

attainments in persuasion knowledge is in direct comparison with the skill levels of young 

adults.  

A second hiatus is that little academic knowledge is available on the effectiveness of 

advertising disclosures on SNSs. Ad disclosures are labels that reveal the persuasive nature of 

a particular message. An important and widely used label is the word “sponsored”, which can 

be found on popular SNSs such as Facebook and Instagram to indicate a targeted ad. 

Recently, it has been questioned whether the word “sponsored” is clear and transparent 

enough to label advertising (Einstein, 2016). Because of the importance of making online 

persuasion attempts readily distinguishable for young consumers (Hudders et al., 2017), 

research is needed to provide a more thorough expose of adolescents’ understanding of the 

word sponsored in order to determine whether this disclosure truly succeeds in making 

advertising on SNSs transparent. 

The third gap refers to how adolescents cope with these targeted ads in terms of protecting 

their online privacy. Although studies already investigated privacy protection strategies in a 

SNS environment (e.g. Christofides et al., 2009; Walrave, Vanwesenbeeck, & Heirman, 2012), 

they have almost exclusively focused on what has been referred to as social privacy, or the 

privacy strategies to control what information is visible to other users (e.g. friends, parents, 

etc.) on SNSs (A. L. Young & Quan-Haase, 2013). To the best of our knowledge, no academic 

knowledge is available with regards to adolescents’ institutional privacy protecting strategies, 

or strategies to control and cope with what personal information is used by companies and 

third parties for advertising purposes (Raynes-Goldie, 2010; A. L. Young & Quan-Haase, 2013). 

Therefore, a thorough understanding is needed on whether adolescents know what kinds of 

data are being used for targeted advertisements, and the degree to which they engage in 

institutional privacy protection strategies (as compared to adults) to manage their privacy vis-

à-vis commercial actors on SNSs.  

Fourth, as little knowledge is available on adolescents’ developmental capacities in 

understanding personalized advertising in an online social environment, it particularly calls for 

more research from a regulatory perspective (Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017). The current 

regulatory framework is undergoing significant developments (e.g. the implementation of the 
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new General Data Protection Regulation, the negotiations on the proposed ePrivacy 

Regulation) and, as such, it is of crucial importance that there is a solid evidence base that can 

underpin the rationale of regulatory or policy decisions (European Commission, 2010). 

Therefore, more insights are needed that directly feed into recommendations for policy 

makers and regulatory bodies, for instance with regard to age limits, potential limitations of 

certain advertising practices and advertising disclosures on SNSs.  

 

Based on the aforementioned, our research aim is threefold. First, we explore at what age 

persuasion knowledge among adolescents’ (12-17 years) is fully developed in the context of 

targeted advertising on SNSs, with young adults being the benchmark (18-25 years). This 

comparison will allow for meaningful interpretation on the progression of adolescents’ 

persuasion knowledge, allowing us to determine when this knowledge crystallizes into a 

sophisticated defense mechanism. Second, by using the same comparative base, we aim to 

explore whether adolescents have an adequate understanding of the ‘sponsored’ disclosure 

that designates targeted advertisements on SNSs. Third, we examine adolescents’ awareness 

of data collection practices, as well as privacy conceptions and institutional privacy protection 

strategies on SNSs (as compared to young adults). This allows us to explore patterns of 

privacy awareness and management from a targeted advertising perspective. With the 

obtained findings, we shed light on important and timely policy implications.  

 

Background: the complex regulatory framework for targeted advertising 

At the EU level, the collection and processing of children’s data for targeted advertising 

practices is covered by the General Data Protection Regulation (“GDPR”) (European 

Parliament and Council, 2016), and the ePrivacy Directive (European Parliament and Council, 

2002). The GDPR, which will be applicable as of 25 May 2018, applies to (most often fully or 

partially automated) processing of personal data (Article 2 GDPR). Although the EU legislator 

opted for a high level of harmonisation by adopting a regulation, the GDPR still leaves a 

margin of manoeuvre to the EU Member States regarding the implementation of certain 

provisions, including a number of provisions that could be important for children (Lievens & 

Verdoodt, 2017). Of these provisions, Article 8, which contains specific requirements 

regarding consent for the processing of personal data of children, has received the most 
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attention. Article 8 requires parental consent for all children under 16 years old when 

information society services are offered directly to them, and consent is the legitimation 

ground that is relied upon. Importantly, Member States are allowed to lower this age 

threshold to a minimum of 13 years and several of them have already chosen to do this 

(Lievens & Milkaite, 2017). 

Second, the ePrivacy Directive contains rules for the processing of personal data in the 

electronic communication sector and the free movement of such data and of electronic 

communication equipment and services. As such, it forms an additional layer of protection, 

complementing the GDPR. In January 2017, the European Commission launched its proposal 

for an ePrivacy Regulation (“ePrivacy Proposal”), which is set to replace the ePrivacy Directive 

and align the rules for electronic communications with the new standards of the GDPR. At the 

moment, it is still unclear what the real impact of these changes on the daily lives of children 

and the exercise of their rights will be (Lievens & Verdoodt, 2017). In this regard, research on 

adolescents’ understanding of the personalization and data collection elements, as well as the 

uptake of privacy protection strategies are highly relevant to develop evidence-based 

recommendations regarding both the implementation of the GDPR (e.g. deciding on the age 

threshold of Article 8) and the adoption of a new ePrivacy Regulation.  

 

In addition, aside from the rules on the use of personal data, advertisers that choose to use 

targeted advertising on SNS have to comply with the more general rules for commercial 

communication contained in the eCommerce Directive (European Parliament and Council, 

2000). More specifically, advertisers are legally required to identify targeted advertisements 

on SNS as commercial content. In practice, the so-called principle of identification has led 

certain advertisers to use a type of labeling or ‘cues’ to make commercial content 

recognizable (Verdoodt, Clifford, & Lievens, 2016). This also applies to targeted ads being 

displayed on the newsfeeds of SNS users. For instance, Facebook and Instagram use the term 

‘sponsored’ for advertising messages that appear in the newsfeed of their users. Therefore, it 

is highly relevant to test whether the sponsored disclosure can be identified in a clear and 

unambiguous way by adolescents.  

In conclusion, considering that the legal framework applicable to targeting youth with 

personalized advertising is currently undergoing significant reforms, we provide empirical 

clarity on adolescents’ persuasion knowledge, disclosure knowledge, awareness of data 
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collection practices, and their privacy protection strategies. Based on this, we aim to put forth 

worthwhile directions for the on-going regulatory reforms. In the next section, the theoretical 

framework will be addressed.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Persuasion knowledge 

Most studies on children and advertising competences are built upon the tenets of the 

Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad & Wright, 1994), which refers to consumers’ theories 

of persuasion attempts and includes beliefs about marketers’ motives, strategies, and tactics. 

More frequently than not, the concept of persuasion knowledge has been used to infer a 

consumer’s understanding of the selling and persuasive intent of advertising (which has 

usually been labeled ‘advertising literacy’ in the literature on children). For decades, scholars 

have argued that by the age of 12, children have reached a robust level of persuasion 

knowledge for traditional advertising forms (Gunter & Furnham, 1998; Gunter et al., 2005; 

Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001). Recently, however, studies have countered this claim by showing 

that persuasion knowledge has not entirely matured at the age of 12, indicating that it 

continues to develop through adolescence as well (Carter et al., 2011; Rozendaal et al., 2010). 

Given this empirical evidence, it is somewhat remarkable to observe that no research efforts 

have been directed to the development of persuasion knowledge past the age of 12. This 

issue is now more relevant than ever as adolescents are daily exposed to covert and 

embedded advertising formats during their –extensive- time on SNSs (i.e. sponsored posts or 

targeted ads). To elaborate on this issue, it is essential to address that persuasion knowledge 

is contingent upon two major elements: (1) cognitive and information processing ability, and 

(2) experience (Friestad & Wright, 1994).  

 

When it comes to cognitive and information processing ability, it has been asserted that 

covert and embedded ads require a greater amount of mental resources to successfully 

process the persuasive and selling intent of these persuasion episodes (Hudders et al., 2017; 

Owen, Lewis, Auty, & Buijzen, 2013b; Panic, Cauberghe, & De Pelsmacker, 2013). On SNSs, 

targeted ads adopt the format of the network, and are subtly integrated in the user news 

feed in between other, organic posts (Aguirre et al., 2016). This practice blurs the boundaries 
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that persuasion knowledge has not entirely matured at the age of 12, indicating that it 
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between advertising, entertainment and information, making it more challenging for 

adolescents to understand these messages as pieces of marketing content (Hudders et al., 

2017). Therefore, we argue that persuasion knowledge of targeted advertisements on SNSs 

needs sufficient time to develop, which should be a process that continues during 

adolescence as well.  

A second requirement for persuasion knowledge development is the experience or practice 

individuals have with advertisements, which can simply be defined as the amount of 

exposures to a specific ad format (Evans & Park, 2015; Friestad & Wright, 1994). As argued by 

Friestad and Wright (1994), experience and practice with certain types of persuasion 

attempts may only begin beyond a consumer’s childhood. In contrast to traditional 

advertising (to which children are exposed to from a very young age), consumers might start 

to gain experience with targeted ads on SNSs during their adolescent years, as the terms of 

service of most SNSs usually restrict their use to those aged 13 or older. Although it should be 

acknowledged that children may already have a profile account before the age of 13 

(Livingstone et al., 2013; Ofcom, 2017), we can still argue that experience-based development 

of persuasion knowledge in a SNSs context is most likely to occur well-beyond the childhood 

years, and thus develop throughout adolescence. 

Based on this reasoning, we expect adolescents’ persuasion knowledge to increase as a 

function of their age during adolescence. However, the question still remains when 

adolescents reach an adult-like level of persuasion knowledge (i.e. a fully developed or 

matured persuasion knowledge). Therefore, we formulate:  

H1: Persuasion knowledge of targeted advertising on SNSs gradually increases during 

adolescence.  

RQ1: At what age do adolescents reach adult levels of persuasion knowledge of 

targeted advertising on SNSs? 

 

Disclosure knowledge  

For persuasion knowledge to be activated and used, one must first identify a message as a 

persuasion attempt (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008; Evans & Park, 2015; Friestad & Wright, 1994). 

However, in a digital landscape in which ads are increasingly embedded within informative 

and entertaining content, it becomes really challenging to recognize the persuasion intent of 

these messages, not in the least for young consumers. As already addressed, targeted ads on 
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SNSs take the form of ordinary posts and are subtly integrated on a user’s news feed. Recent 

studies indicated that it might not be straightforward for adolescents to interpret these 

embedded targeted ads as commercial attempts and understand their persuasive intent 

(Lawlor et al., 2016; Zarouali et al., 2017). As evidence of this lack of transparency, the Federal 

Trade Commission (2015) issued guidelines calling for clear disclosures of advertisements on 

SNSs. Such disclosure must reveal the persuasive nature of a given post in an unambiguous 

way (Hudders et al., 2017). Nowadays, the word “sponsored” is usually being used on SNSs as 

a disclosure to refer to a targeted ad (e.g. Facebook, Instagram, etc.). However, questions 

have been raised about this choice of nebulous terminology to label advertising as such, 

which may not be clear for (young) consumers (Einstein, 2016). This might be problematic 

because simply noticing and encoding a disclosure is not sufficient: it also has to be 

comprehended by its recipients to be useful (Rogers, Lamson, & Rousseau, 2000; Tessitore & 

Geuens, 2013). Put simply, a disclosure among adolescents can only be effective in prompting 

advertising resistance if they understand the meaning and purpose of the disclosure; 

otherwise, it might simply be reduced to an unfamiliar word or sign. Surprisingly, to date, it 

remains unclear whether or not adolescents understand what the word ‘sponsored’ exactly 

entails when it is presented in the context of a post on a SNS. Therefore, we aim to shed light 

on adolescents’ development of disclosure knowledge in this context and, moreover, 

determine when this knowledge reaches adult levels. In sum:  

RQ2a: Does disclosure knowledge on SNSs increase during adolescence?  

RQ2b: At what age do adolescents reach adult levels of disclosure knowledge on SNSs? 

 

Awareness of data collection and use 

In addition to persuasion knowledge, adolescents need a wider array of advertising 

competences to fully comprehend how targeted advertisements work and intend to persuade 

people. In this respect, it is essential to know that these platforms have compiled an 

unprecedented database of personal information about their users, which companies and 

third parties can easily employ to tailor advertising at specific, predefined target groups who 

are most likely to be interested in a particular product or service (Knoll, 2015; Tucker, 2014). 

Advertisers can select their audience based on innumerable pieces of personal data, such as 

socio-demographic information, preferences and interests, lifestyle pattern, real-time 

location, visited websites, etc. Therefore, being aware of the acquisition and usage of one’s 
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personal data by companies and brands is crucial to have an accurate and thorough 

understanding of targeted advertising on SNSs, as well as to trigger critical reflection with 

regards to the consequences of these marketing practices for their online privacy.  

Tracking and profiling of consumers’ online information and activities often happens covertly 

on SNSs (Boerman, Kruikemeier, & Borgesius, 2017). Research showed that users’ usually 

know that data collection and usage is somehow involved, but have insufficient knowledge on 

how and which data are being used by companies and third parties (McDonald & Cranor, 

2010; Smit, Van Noort, & Voorveld, 2014). Thus, even if adolescents were to have sufficient 

persuasion knowledge (i.e. understanding that targeted ads aim to sell and persuade), it does 

not necessarily follow that they also understand the underlying data acquisition and usage 

due to a general lack of transparency (Lievens & Verdoodt, 2017; Zarouali et al., 2017). A 

recent study of De Pauw et al. (2017) illustrates this line of reasoning: although the children in 

their study were able to recognize a personalized advertisement, few of them succeeded in 

understanding that the advertisement was based on their own personal data, i.e. their 

previous browsing behavior. Surprisingly, other than this finding, little insights are available on 

adolescents’ knowledge of advertisers’ widespread acquisition and use of personal data for 

targeting purposes on SNSs. Therefore, we aim to provide more conclusive empirical evidence 

on this issue. Hence, we formulate following research questions:  

RQ3a: Does awareness of data collection and use on SNSs for advertising purposes 

increase during adolescence?  

RQ3b: At what age do adolescents reach adult levels of awareness of data collection 

and usage on SNSs for advertising purposes? 

 

Institutional privacy protection strategies and concerns 

From the moment SNSs gained a considerable popularity around the globe, the topic of online 

privacy attracted the attention of academic research from the angle of commercial 

exploitation by companies and third parties (Debatin et al., 2009; Livingstone et al., 2013). 

Although this issue concerns all users on SNSs, it is particularly important in the case of 

adolescents. When it comes to online privacy on SNSs, it has been argued that adolescents 

engage in loose and laissez-faire behavior, hereby sometimes ignoring the risk of privacy 

invasions (Trepte & Reinecke, 2011; Youn, 2009). In this context, scholars often refer to what 

has been called the privacy paradox (Barnes, 2006; Norberg, Horne, & Horne, 2007; 
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Taddicken, 2014). This paradox asserts that adolescents in general consider their online 

privacy to be important, yet they do not act accordingly to protect it in specific situations 

(Barnes, 2006). Indeed, studies have revealed that adolescents are less eager to engage in 

privacy protective behavior than older age groups, as they disclose much more personal 

information and are less likely to use privacy settings as compared to adult users (e.g. 

Christofides et al., 2009; Walrave et al., 2012).  

However, it is important to note that this line of reasoning mainly applies to adolescents’ 

protective strategies towards their social privacy on SNSs. This refers to protective measures 

to control access to their personal data by other users, rather than the SNS provider or third 

parties (like advertisers). Considering the intrusiveness and ubiquity of targeted advertising in 

SNSs, it is crucial to also determine to what extent adolescents engage in institutional privacy 

protective behavior, which refers to protection strategies to control and cope with the use of 

personal data by companies and third parties for advertising purposes (Raynes-Goldie, 2010; 

A. L. Young & Quan-Haase, 2013). To date, it remains somewhat unclear whether adolescents 

are truly concerned about their institutional privacy in the context of advertising on SNSs, 

and, to what extent they engage in institutional privacy protection strategies as a control and 

coping mechanism. In this regard, boyd (2014) argued that adolescents might not be 

concerned about commercial or organizational actors having access to their personal 

information; online privacy for them rather means avoiding surveillance from parents, 

teachers, friends and other meaningful persons in their lives. This can be explained by 

referring to adolescents’ imagined audiences on a SNS: whereas friends, peers, family and 

other members of their network represent “known audiences” (i.e. social privacy), advertisers 

and commercial parties are usually “unknown audiences” (i.e. institutional privacy) (Debatin 

et al., 2009; Trepte & Reinecke, 2011; A. L. Young & Quan-Haase, 2013). In other words, the 

information gathering practices for purposes of targeted advertising might remain invisible on 

social platforms, and thus, out of reach of adolescents’ privacy concerns (Debatin et al., 

2009).  

 

Based on this discussion, we highlight the urgent need to clarify adolescents’ privacy concerns 

vis-à-vis advertisers on SNSs (i.e. institutional privacy), with adults being the comparative 

base; and more importantly, explore to what extent they engage in institutional privacy 

protecting strategies to cope with advertisements based on their personal data. With 
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personal data by companies and brands is crucial to have an accurate and thorough 
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adolescents’ well-being, e-safety and fundamental rights at stake (such as their rights to 

privacy and development) (Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017), we formulate the following important 

research questions:  

RQ4a: Does engaging in institutional privacy protection strategies increase during 

adolescence?  

RQ4b: At what age do adolescents reach adult levels of institutional privacy protection 

strategies on SNSs?  

RQ5: To what extent are adolescents concerned about their institutional privacy, and 

how does this compare to adults?  

 

METHODS  

Participants and procedure  

The adolescent sample consisted of 374 respondents aged between 12 and 17 (n12year = 60; 

n13year = 70; n14year = 56; n15year = 68; n16year = 63; n17year = 57)(Mage = 14.47, SD = 1.69; 53% 

girls) who met the criterion of being active on SNSs. We decided to include 12 year olds as 

well because solid and reliable evidence exists that significant numbers of children younger 

than 13 have a profile on a SNS, even though the minimum age is set to 13 (e.g. Lilley & Ball, 

2013; Ofcom, 2017). All adolescents in the sample were recruited from a large secondary 

school situated in Flanders, an followed an academic school track. Prior to the study, formal 

consent from the school’s principal, parental consent and adolescents’ informed consent 

were obtained. The study’s procedure was approved by the ethical committee of our 

institution [ethical approval number: SHW_17_37]. The paper-and-pencil questionnaire was 

conducted in classrooms during school time. All respondents were assured that their 

responses would be treated anonymous and confidential, and that they could withdraw their 

participation at any given time without negative consequences. No respondent decided to do 

so.  

A total of 469 young adults aged 18-25 years participated in the study (n18year = 40; n19year = 

76; n20year = 63; n21year = 81; n22year = 60; n23year = 30; n24year = 69; n25year = 50) (Mage = 21.41, SD 

= 2.19; 52% female). These respondents were recruited by university students in their 

community environment. Most had a higher education level (69%), around one third had a 

higher secondary education level (28%), and 1 % had a low secondary or lower education. The 
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majority of the respondents were students (73%), 22 % had a full-time position, 2% had a 

part-time position, and 2% were unemployed at that point in time. As argued by Rozendaal et 

al. (2010), young adults represent an accurate benchmark in advertising research because of 

two reasons: 1) they have grown up in a –more or less- similar digital and commercial media 

environment as today’s adolescents, and 2) they are expected to have a ‘mature’ level of 

persuasion knowledge, making them highly suitable for direct comparisons. The young adults 

received the exact same survey as the adolescents, with the only exception that they 

conducted it online (instead of a paper-and-pencil questionnaire).  

 

Measures  

Persuasion knowledge was operationalized as understanding of the selling and persuasive 

intent of a sponsored post on a SNS. To measure this construct, we used the recently 

developed persuasion knowledge scale (PKS) (Boerman, van Reijmersdal, Rozendaal, & Dima, 

2017) consisting of six items. A sample item is “The reason that sponsored posts are shown on 

SNSs is to encourage people to buy the advertised brand”). The response options ranged from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scale was found to be reliable (αadolescents = .93; 

αadults = .78). All items were aggregated to form a single measure for persuasion knowledge 

(Madolescents = 5.05, SDadolescents = 1.49; Madults = 6.06, SDadults = .67)   

To assess disclosure knowledge, participants were asked in an open-ended question whether 

they understood what the word ‘sponsored’ says about a post appearing on their news feed. 

Thus, they had to recall any facts they knew related to the meaning of this particular 

disclosure. These responses were then attributed a score based on the participants’ 

knowledge of four key pieces of information that were determined a priori: (1) the post is an 

advertisement; (2) the post has a commercial intent (i.e. any reference to the selling or 

persuasive intent); (3) an advertiser pays for the post; (4) the post is based on one’s personal 

data. This score was used to obtain a single measure of disclosure knowledge, ranging from 0 

(no fact recalled) to 4 (all facts recalled) (Madolescents = 1.44, SDadolescents = .91; Madults = 2.01, 

SDadults = .75). 

To measure awareness of data collection and use, we asked participants whether they were 

aware of what type of data SNSs collect for brands to use for targeting sponsored posts. Six 

options were presented: 1) personal information (e.g. age, gender, residence, etc.); 2) 

preferences and interests (e.g. liked pages); 3) behavior on SNSs (e.g. wall posts, shared 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   50 07-08-18   14:22



1

 Chapter 1 
 

 | 46 
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higher secondary education level (28%), and 1 % had a low secondary or lower education. The 
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two reasons: 1) they have grown up in a –more or less- similar digital and commercial media 

environment as today’s adolescents, and 2) they are expected to have a ‘mature’ level of 

persuasion knowledge, making them highly suitable for direct comparisons. The young adults 

received the exact same survey as the adolescents, with the only exception that they 

conducted it online (instead of a paper-and-pencil questionnaire).  

 

Measures  

Persuasion knowledge was operationalized as understanding of the selling and persuasive 

intent of a sponsored post on a SNS. To measure this construct, we used the recently 

developed persuasion knowledge scale (PKS) (Boerman, van Reijmersdal, Rozendaal, & Dima, 

2017) consisting of six items. A sample item is “The reason that sponsored posts are shown on 

SNSs is to encourage people to buy the advertised brand”). The response options ranged from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scale was found to be reliable (αadolescents = .93; 

αadults = .78). All items were aggregated to form a single measure for persuasion knowledge 

(Madolescents = 5.05, SDadolescents = 1.49; Madults = 6.06, SDadults = .67)   

To assess disclosure knowledge, participants were asked in an open-ended question whether 

they understood what the word ‘sponsored’ says about a post appearing on their news feed. 

Thus, they had to recall any facts they knew related to the meaning of this particular 

disclosure. These responses were then attributed a score based on the participants’ 

knowledge of four key pieces of information that were determined a priori: (1) the post is an 

advertisement; (2) the post has a commercial intent (i.e. any reference to the selling or 

persuasive intent); (3) an advertiser pays for the post; (4) the post is based on one’s personal 

data. This score was used to obtain a single measure of disclosure knowledge, ranging from 0 

(no fact recalled) to 4 (all facts recalled) (Madolescents = 1.44, SDadolescents = .91; Madults = 2.01, 

SDadults = .75). 

To measure awareness of data collection and use, we asked participants whether they were 

aware of what type of data SNSs collect for brands to use for targeting sponsored posts. Six 

options were presented: 1) personal information (e.g. age, gender, residence, etc.); 2) 

preferences and interests (e.g. liked pages); 3) behavior on SNSs (e.g. wall posts, shared 
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pictures, comments, etc.); 4) real-time location (e.g. via location services on smartphone); 5) 

Social contacts (e.g. friends list, chat messages from Facebook Messenger, etc.); 6) behavior 

outside the network (e.g. visited websites via Google, apps used, etc.). The answer options 

were yes, no or don’t know. As commercial actors can easily use all of these data, all six 

options were true. The answers will be analyzed separately, as well as aggregated to form a 

single measure. In this respect, the answer yes was coded 1, and no or don’t know were 

coded 0. The total score served as the value for adolescents’ awareness of data collection and 

usage for advertising purposes (Madolescents = 2.35; SDadolescents = 1.73; Madults = 4.09, SDadults = 

1.75).  

Based on the study conducted by Young and Quan-Haase (2013), we measured institutional 

privacy protection strategies by asking respondents about 8 strategies they employed to 

control and cope with their personal data being used by advertisers for commercial purposes 

(e.g. “I restrict my personal information to SNSs to prevent advertisers from obtaining it”). 

Respondents were asked to rate these strategies on a 7-point Likert scale, with response 

options ranging from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree) (for all the items, see 

Table 2). Similar to the previous concept, the strategies will be analyzed separately, as well as 

averaged to create a single measure of the extent to which adolescents engage in overall 

institutional privacy protection behavior on SNSs (Madolescents = 3.60; SDadolescents = 1.09; Madults 

= 3.47, SDadults = 1.08) 

We used the six-item Global Information Privacy Concern scale (Malhotra, Kim, & Agarwal, 

2004), and made slight adaptations in order to measure respondents’ privacy concerns in the 

context of advertising on SNSs (i.e. institutional privacy concerns). The response categories 

ranged from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree). A sample item is ‘To me, the 

most important thing is to keep my privacy intact from online brands on SNSs’. Initially, the 

scale’s reliability was .69 for the adolescent subsample, and .54 for the adult subsample. 

Therefore, we omitted the fourth item to improve the scale’s reliability (αadolescents = .78; αadults 

= .78). The mean score of the remaining five items was used as a measurement of 

institutional privacy concern (Madolescents = 5.77 , SDadolescents = .98; Madults = 5.41, SDadults = 1.03).  

Finally, we also included control variables in our survey (e.g. gender, time spent on SNSs and 

education). However, preliminary analyses clearly showed that none of these covariates had a 

significant contribution in answering our research questions nor testing our hypothesis. 
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Therefore, based on this examination and analysis of our data, we decided not to include 

them in the final analyses (see Bernerth & Aguinis, 2016). 

 

RESULTS 

Persuasion knowledge  

We first conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVA) to investigate differences in persuasion 

knowledge during the adolescent years. A significant association was found between age and 

persuasion knowledge (F(5, 365) = 33.47, p < .001). To elaborate on this result, we visualized 

the development of persuasion knowledge in Figure 1. As can be seen on this depiction, 

persuasion knowledge gradually increases from the age of 12 until it seems to level off around 

the age of 15-16. Post-hoc LSD tests confirmed that persuasion knowledge increased 

significantly until the age of 16 (M = 5.83, SE = .12) (see Table 1). From then on, no significant 

increase in persuasion knowledge can be witnessed. When it comes to adults, age was not 

positively related to persuasion knowledge (F(7, 461) = .89, p = .52). The mean persuasion 

knowledge score among adults was 6.06 (and thus, representing the adult benchmark). As 

shown in Table 1, post-hoc analyses reveal that only by the age of 16, adolescents possess a 

persuasion knowledge level that does not differ significantly from adults (M16year = 5.83 vs 

Madults = 6.06, p = .08). Therefore, we conclude that persuasion knowledge toward targeted 

advertising on SNS reaches adult-like levels around the age of 16.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The development of persuasion knowledge throughout adolescence 

Madults = 6.06  
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Respondents were asked to rate these strategies on a 7-point Likert scale, with response 

options ranging from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree) (for all the items, see 

Table 2). Similar to the previous concept, the strategies will be analyzed separately, as well as 

averaged to create a single measure of the extent to which adolescents engage in overall 

institutional privacy protection behavior on SNSs (Madolescents = 3.60; SDadolescents = 1.09; Madults 

= 3.47, SDadults = 1.08) 

We used the six-item Global Information Privacy Concern scale (Malhotra, Kim, & Agarwal, 

2004), and made slight adaptations in order to measure respondents’ privacy concerns in the 

context of advertising on SNSs (i.e. institutional privacy concerns). The response categories 

ranged from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree). A sample item is ‘To me, the 

most important thing is to keep my privacy intact from online brands on SNSs’. Initially, the 

scale’s reliability was .69 for the adolescent subsample, and .54 for the adult subsample. 

Therefore, we omitted the fourth item to improve the scale’s reliability (αadolescents = .78; αadults 

= .78). The mean score of the remaining five items was used as a measurement of 

institutional privacy concern (Madolescents = 5.77 , SDadolescents = .98; Madults = 5.41, SDadults = 1.03).  

Finally, we also included control variables in our survey (e.g. gender, time spent on SNSs and 

education). However, preliminary analyses clearly showed that none of these covariates had a 

significant contribution in answering our research questions nor testing our hypothesis. 
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Disclosure knowledge  

Similar to previous procedures, we ran an ANOVA to test whether disclosure knowledge 

significantly increases with age. Results indicated that disclosure knowledge differed 

significantly among the age groups (F(5, 368) = 12.64, p < .001). As illustrated in Table 1, 

adolescents keep getting better in articulating the meaning of the ‘sponsored’ disclosure until 

the age of 16 (M16year = 1.76, SE = .10). When it comes to which facts adolescents recalled, our 

data show that they are able to articulate that the sponsored disclosure refers to an 

advertiser (or at least some commercial agent) having paid for showing the post (this was 

recalled by 67% of all adolescents). This fact is followed by the understanding that sponsored 

refers to an ad (64%). Importantly, the other two information pieces were hardly recalled: the 

post has a commercial intent (8%), and is based on personal data (4%). Among the adults, no 

significant relationship was found between age and disclosure knowledge (F(7, 443) = 1.73, p 

= .10), with a mean score of 2.01 on this construct. As can be deduced from Table 1, LSD post-

hoc tests revealed that only by the age of 17 do adolescents have a similar level of disclosure 

knowledge (i.e. a level of knowledge that did not significantly differed from adults) (M17 year = 

1.84 vs Madults = 2.01, p < .05). Therefore, we conclude that before the age of 17, young 

people’s knowledge of the ‘sponsored’ disclosure may not be entirely matured. Important to 

note, even at this age, disclosure knowledge remains relatively low.  

 
Table 1: Means, standard errors and post-hoc comparisons using LSD 

Means with different superscript differ significantly at least at p < .05 

 Persuasion 
knowledge 

Disclosure knowledge Data  
collection 

Privacy protection  

 M SE M SE M SE M SE 

Adolescents         

  12 year 3.69a 0.12 .87a 0.10 1.63a 0.22 3.24a .14 

  13 year 4.28b 0.12 1.10a,b 0.10 1.57a,b 0.20 3.29a .13 

  14 year 5.02c 0.13 1.46c 0.11 2.02a,b 0.23 3.95b .15 

  15 year 5.52d 0.12 1.62c,d 0.10 2.77c 0.21 3.81b,c .13 

  16 year 5.83d,e 0.12 1.76d,e 0.10 2.89c,d 0.21 3.50a,c .14 

  17 year 6.04e,f 0.13 1.84d,e,f 0.11 3.30d 0.22 3.86b,c .14 

Adults 6.06e,f 0.04 2.01f 0.04 4.09e 0.08 3.47a .05 
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Figure 2: The proportion of adolescents being aware of data collection and use  

 

Data collection awareness 

To explore the association between the age and data collection awareness, Pearson’s chi-

square tests were used. Results revealed that 5 out the 6 options were positively related to 
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.05); real-time location (χ2(10) = 34.24, p < .001); behavior outside network (χ2(10) = 42.60, p < 

.001). For social contacts, no significant association was found with age (χ2(10) = 7.54, p = .67). 

To visualize this, we included Figure 2, which shows the proportion –in percentages- of 
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used. This clearly illustrates the five abovementioned (gradual) increases, but also shows an 
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the age of 16 (M16year = 1.76, SE = .10). When it comes to which facts adolescents recalled, our 

data show that they are able to articulate that the sponsored disclosure refers to an 

advertiser (or at least some commercial agent) having paid for showing the post (this was 

recalled by 67% of all adolescents). This fact is followed by the understanding that sponsored 

refers to an ad (64%). Importantly, the other two information pieces were hardly recalled: the 

post has a commercial intent (8%), and is based on personal data (4%). Among the adults, no 

significant relationship was found between age and disclosure knowledge (F(7, 443) = 1.73, p 

= .10), with a mean score of 2.01 on this construct. As can be deduced from Table 1, LSD post-

hoc tests revealed that only by the age of 17 do adolescents have a similar level of disclosure 

knowledge (i.e. a level of knowledge that did not significantly differed from adults) (M17 year = 

1.84 vs Madults = 2.01, p < .05). Therefore, we conclude that before the age of 17, young 

people’s knowledge of the ‘sponsored’ disclosure may not be entirely matured. Important to 

note, even at this age, disclosure knowledge remains relatively low.  

 
Table 1: Means, standard errors and post-hoc comparisons using LSD 

Means with different superscript differ significantly at least at p < .05 

 Persuasion 
knowledge 

Disclosure knowledge Data  
collection 

Privacy protection  

 M SE M SE M SE M SE 

Adolescents         

  12 year 3.69a 0.12 .87a 0.10 1.63a 0.22 3.24a .14 

  13 year 4.28b 0.12 1.10a,b 0.10 1.57a,b 0.20 3.29a .13 

  14 year 5.02c 0.13 1.46c 0.11 2.02a,b 0.23 3.95b .15 

  15 year 5.52d 0.12 1.62c,d 0.10 2.77c 0.21 3.81b,c .13 

  16 year 5.83d,e 0.12 1.76d,e 0.10 2.89c,d 0.21 3.50a,c .14 

  17 year 6.04e,f 0.13 1.84d,e,f 0.11 3.30d 0.22 3.86b,c .14 

Adults 6.06e,f 0.04 2.01f 0.04 4.09e 0.08 3.47a .05 
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Figure 2: The proportion of adolescents being aware of data collection and use  
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post-hoc output in Table 1 demonstrates that even by the age of 17, adolescents have not yet 

reached a matured level of data collection awareness (M17year = 3.30 vs. M adults = 4.09, p < 

.001). Further examination indeed showed that this awareness continued to develop during 

young adulthood as well, since age accounted for a significant variation in data collection 

awareness among adults as well (F(7, 461) = 2.17, p < .05). Only by the age of 20 did this 

knowledge stagnate, with no further significant increases (M20year = 5.08, SD = .21).  

 

Institutional privacy protection  

Table 2 presents all the privacy protection strategies in relation to adolescents’ age, along 

with a test of significance (F-tests). A general trend can be identified for five out of eight 

privacy protection strategies (1, 4, 5, 6 and 8): young adolescents (12-13 years) have low 

scores for protecting and coping with their institutional privacy, but they gradually tend to 

engage in more strategies as they enter late adolescence. Nevertheless, it can be concluded 

that even by the age of 17, the overall scores of these five privacy protection strategies are 

relatively low. For the three remaining options, i.e. reading the privacy policy, changing 

advertising settings and deleting cookies, the increase in adolescents’ age had no significant 

influence in engaging in these three privacy protection strategies.  

 

To avoid a lengthy account on all the different protection strategies and their respective 

relationships, we used adolescents’ aggregated score on privacy protection strategies to 

answer our research questions. First, an ANOVA revealed a significant association between 

age and adolescents’ aggregated institutional privacy protection behavior (F(5, 359) = 5.033, p 

< .001), which confirms the trends visualized in Table 2. Although significant, we must again 

emphasize that the ‘age-related improvements’ are limited, with 17-year old adolescents 

presenting a mean score of only 3.86 out of 7. When it comes to adults, age was not 

significantly related to institutional privacy behavior (F(7, 461) = 1.09, p = .37), with a mean 

score of 3.47 on a scale of 7. Surprisingly, in answering the research question that requires 

the comparison between adolescents and adults in terms of privacy protective behavior, 

analyses showed that adults were not more likely to engage in privacy protective behavior. 

On the contrary, as Table 1 delineates, pairwise comparisons with LSD show that adolescents 

have rather similar scores to adults before the age of 14 (i.e. statistically not different), but 

from then on, they score significantly higher on privacy protection strategies than adults 
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(except for the age of 16). All in all, the mean scores for adolescents remain relatively low, 

which also holds true for adults.  

 

Finally, analyses also indicated that age was not significantly associated with adolescents’ 

institutional privacy concerns (F(5, 362) = 1.73, p =.13). This indicates that institutional privacy 

concern is a -more or less- stable construct throughout adolescence. Interestingly, an 

additional ANOVA revealed that adolescents were even more concerned about their 

institutional privacy concerns than adults (Madolescents = 5.77 vs. Madults = 5.41, p < .001). This 

will be further elaborated in the discussion.  

 

Table 2: Age differences in privacy protecting strategies during adolescence 

Trend line 12 year 13 year 14 year 15 year 16 year 17 year 

1) I have changed the default privacy settings for advertisements on my SNSs (***) 

 3.54 3.59 4.13 4.35 3.82 4.82 

2) I delete my cookies to give SNSs less information about my search behavior and preferences for 

advertisements (n.s.) 

 3.12 3.25 3.80 3.51 3.19 3.07 

3) I have changed my advertising preferences on SNSs (n.s.) 

 2.83 3.06 3.35 3.44 3.23 2.84 

4) I delete my search history to give SNSs less information about my visited websites for advertisements (***) 

 3.13 3.30 4.02 3.93 3.67 3.72 

5) I restrict my personal information to SNSs to prevent advertisers from obtaining it (***) 

 3.59 3.81 4.71 4.56 4.11 4.72 

6) I do not ‘like’ or ‘follow’ brands on SNSs because I want to avoid that they will show me advertisements (**) 

 3.20 2.81 3.84 3.44 3.19 3.82 

7) I have read the privacy policy of the SNSs that I’m active on to inform me about advertisements (n.s.) 

 2.80 2.87 2.96 2.84 2.56 2.89 

8) I pay attention to the apps that I give access to my personal information on SNSs (***) 

 3.77 3.99 4.45 4.65 4.17 5.00 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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GENERAL DISCUSSION  

In the present study we contribute to a deeper understanding of the development of 

persuasion knowledge -or ‘advertising literacy’- during the adolescent years (12-17 years) for 

targeted advertisements on SNSs (also called ‘sponsored posts’). These ads take the form of a 

regular SNS post, and are well embedded in the overall layout of a social network (i.e. on a 

user’s news feed in between other seemingly similar organic posts). In addition, we shed light 

on other persuasion-related abilities (i.e. disclosure knowledge and data collection 

awareness) and institutional privacy management during this period as well. In all this, young 

adults (18-25 year) were set as the empirical benchmark. The research is timely because 

regulatory frameworks are currently undergoing significant reforms (e.g. GDPR, ePrivacy 

Regulation, etc.), and the results could therefore feed into valuable recommendations for 

policy makers.  

First, the data showed a developmental progression in adolescents’ persuasion knowledge 

(i.e. the understanding of the selling and persuasive intent) in the context of targeted ads on 

SNSs. We found that persuasion knowledge was limited around the age of 12. Past this age, it 

gradually increased until it seemed to level off around the age of 16, reaching sophisticated 

adult-like levels. This result puts the general conception that persuasion knowledge is 

acquired between the ages of 8 to 12 into perspective. The assertion is mainly based on 

studies conducted with traditional advertising (i.e. television commercials) (Rozendaal, 

Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2010; Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001). Our study challenges and extends 

previous research by showing that for advertising on a SNSs, persuasion knowledge continues 

to develop well beyond the childhood years, and might only be considered a fully developed, 

sophisticated and robust defense mechanism around the age of 16 in a commercialized social 

landscape. Adolescents may be ‘social media literate’, but this does not necessarily transfer 

into being ‘ad literate’ on these platforms.  

With regards to disclosure knowledge, it appeared that adolescents had serious difficulties in 

recalling any facts they knew related to the meaning of the word sponsored. Although we 

found evidence that adolescents were increasingly cognizant of the disclosure meaning, and 

eventually reach adult-like levels around the age of 17, it might still be insufficient. At this age, 

adolescents –at best- have a shallow interpretation that a ‘sponsored post’ refers to an 

advertisement, and moreover, that an advertiser has paid money to show this message. 
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However, they did not seem to be aware of the broader -and more essential- elements of the 

disclosure, i.e. the fact that it refers to a post with a commercial intent, and more 

importantly, that the post is targeted based on their personal information. As the sponsored 

disclosure failed prompt these two facts among adolescents, questions can be raised on the 

effectiveness of this disclosure in informing them about targeted persuasive attempts on SNSs 

in a clear, transparent and unambiguous way. 

Although our data showed that adolescents have an adult level persuasion knowledge by the 

age of 16, the collection and use of personal data to personalize these ads were mostly 

operating ‘under the radar’ of adolescents’ consciousness. This awareness eventually 

matured only by the age of 20. That being said, it must be addressed that even at this point, 

respondents were not entirely capable to determine which pieces of information companies 

and third-parties can use. Thus, adolescents are not sufficiently aware of how data are being 

collected, aggregated, and eventually used to target them with personalized ads. This 

covertness of data collection, profiling and targeting practices could make it very difficult for 

adolescents to make well-informed consumer decisions, as well as engage in critical online 

privacy assessments.  

Finally, our study also revealed empirical indications of adolescents not adequately engaging 

in institutional privacy protection strategies, i.e. strategies to control and cope with the use of 

personal data by companies and third parties for advertising purposes (see Table 2 for an 

overview of these strategies). Although older adolescents engaged more often in these 

strategies than young adults, their overall level of protection only scratched the surface of 

what can be deemed responsible privacy-protective behavior on SNSs (particularly among the 

younger ones). However, poor institutional privacy protection is not necessarily an indication 

of not caring or not being concerned. Our results also showed that adolescents were actually 

concerned about the collection and usage of their personal data on SNSs, hereby perceiving 

advertisers as an immediate privacy concern. Thus, an interesting contradiction emerges 

between adolescents being concerned about their institutional privacy on the one hand; but 

on the other, exhibit lax institutional privacy protective behavior. This empirical inconsistency 

confirms the privacy paradox (Barnes, 2006; Norberg, Horne, & Horne, 2007). Adolescents’ 

privacy concerns are not translated into privacy-protective behavior on SNSs. 

Recommendations on this issue will be discussed below (cfr. practical implications).  
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Implications for regulation  

Need for ‘specific protection’ in both the GDPR and ePrivacy proposal 

The GDPR already pays particular attention to ‘children’ and acknowledges that they merit 

specific protection regarding their personal data, as they are less aware of the risks and the 

consequences of the processing of their personal data on their rights (Recital 38 GDPR). This 

specific protection for children should be awarded especially when their personal data is 

processed in the context of marketing and profiling (Recital 38 GDPR). Advertisers that want 

to process children’s personal data for the delivery of personalized advertising will have to 

comply with the principles and requirements for data controllers and the specific protection 

for children in the GDPR (Macenaite & Kosta, 2017; Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017; Borgesius, 

2015). Considering the overall low levels of persuasion knowledge and data collection 

awareness during adolescence in this study, we argue that adolescents deserve specific 

protection when it comes to targeted advertising on SNS. This group of youngsters is fully 

awarded the right to privacy and freedom of expression on the basis of the UNCRC. 

Therefore, it is essential that legislators carefully balance any decision in this context and 

adopt (age-based) measures that recognize the reality of adolescents’ low advertising 

competences. In this regard, however, choosing a high age threshold in the context of Article 

8 of the GDPR will not necessarily provide better protection for youth, given the inherently 

problematic nature of (parental) consent (Lievens & Verdoodt, 2017). As such, we 

recommend Member States to adopt a lower age threshold for consent combined with 

additional specific protection measures (see infra) for all children under 18 years when it 

comes to the processing of their personal data in the context of (targeted) advertising. 

 

The proposed ePrivacy Regulation brings about important changes for the players involved in 

targeted advertising (Article 29 Data Protection Working Party 2017a; Borgesius et al., 2017). 

According to the most recent draft legislative resolution of the European Parliament, users 

need to be provided with granular settings for consent for the processing of their 

communications data for different purposes including inter alia tracking for commercial 

purposes or for direct marketing for non-commercial purposes (e.g. behavioral advertising); 

tracking for personalized content; and providing personal data to third parties (including 

providing unique identifiers to match with personal data held by third parties) (Borgesius et 
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al., 2017). Yet, whereas the GDPR explicitly recognizes children as a vulnerable group of 

individuals that deserve specific protection when it comes to the processing of their personal 

data, especially in the context of profiling and marketing, the original proposal for an ePrivacy 

Regulation contained no references to children, neither to young children, nor to adolescents. 

This is problematic since our findings clearly demonstrated that adolescents still have little 

understanding of and knowledge about tracking practices used and the extent and sensitivity 

of the data collected for targeted advertising. Therefore, the ePrivacy Regulation should be 

aligned with the GDPR, by recognizing that children, including adolescents, require specific 

protection when it comes to the processing of their communications data (Verdoodt & 

Lievens, 2017).  

 

Default limitations and age-appropriate services  

Furthermore, default limitations on the collection of personal data of adolescents (as well as 

younger children) for both the development of user profiles and the application thereof for 

targeted advertising purposes might be considered (Lievens & Verdoodt, 2017). These 

findings resonate in the viewpoint of the Article 29 Working Party, who argued in 2013 that in 

the best interest of the child, companies “should not process children’s personal data for 

behavioral advertising purposes, neither directly nor indirectly, as this will be outside the 

scope of a child’s understanding and therefore exceed the boundaries of lawful processing” 

(Article 29 Data Protection Working Party, 2013). More recently, the Working Party 

highlighted that as children (i.e. all under 18s) represent a more vulnerable group of society, 

organizations should, in general, refrain from profiling them for marketing purposes (Article 

29 Data Protection Working Party, 2017b). In this regard, the present results confirm that not 

only children, but also older adolescents continue to experience severe difficulties in 

understanding the persuasive and selling intent of targeted advertising, as well as being 

aware of the underlying data-driven mechanisms. Therefore, specific limitations on the 

collection and use of both children’s and adolescents’ communications data could be a step 

forward.  

The study also showed that adolescents were not very effective in engaging in privacy 

protection behavior toward personalized advertising. In this regard, the Article 29 Working 

Party stresses that children should be able to exercise their rights to privacy and data 

protection in a manner that is adapted to their level of maturity (Article 29 Data Protection 
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understanding the persuasive and selling intent of targeted advertising, as well as being 

aware of the underlying data-driven mechanisms. Therefore, specific limitations on the 

collection and use of both children’s and adolescents’ communications data could be a step 

forward.  

The study also showed that adolescents were not very effective in engaging in privacy 

protection behavior toward personalized advertising. In this regard, the Article 29 Working 

Party stresses that children should be able to exercise their rights to privacy and data 

protection in a manner that is adapted to their level of maturity (Article 29 Data Protection 
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Working Party, 2009). Therefore, any protective measure against targeted advertising should 

take into account this lack of privacy-enhancing behavior among adolescents, as well as their 

age, implying that different measures might be needed for younger adolescents as compared 

to older ones.  

 

Disclosure on SNSs 

Targeted advertising on SNSs involves the mixing of commercial and non-commercial content, 

rendering it difficult for adolescents’ to adequately recognize the marketing purpose. As 

already mentioned, the legislative response to these practices requires the adequate 

signposting of commercial content and the advertising industry has responded by creating the 

sponsored disclosures indicating the commercial nature of their messages. However, our 

results indicate that adolescents did not comprehend that the word ‘sponsored’ referred to 

the persuasive intent of a message, nor did they understand the fact that it implies that a 

message is targeted based on their personal information. In other words, the current practice 

of several social media platforms – i.e. the signposting of commercial communication with the 

word “sponsored” or “sponsored posts” – is not effective when it comes to adolescents and, 

as such, fails to fulfil the aim of the identification principle. Therefore, further research 

inquiries into appropriate and effective advertising disclosures for adolescents are necessary. 

The development of such disclosures needs to take into account various elements, such as 

cross-media use (i.e. uniform label across different devices), adoption processes by users or 

viewers, specific cognitive characteristics and levels of advertising literacy of specific user 

groups (such as minors) and regular monitoring of efficiency (Verdoodt, Clifford, & Lievens, 

2016). Insights on these issues should lead to clear policy guidelines to ensure the successful 

implementation of a transparent disclosure.  

 

Practical implications  

This research first of all holds implications for advertisers and marketers. For the sake of 

responsible advertising practice, we encourage these actors to become aware of the fact that 

adolescents might not be sophisticated decoders of personalized commercial communication 

on SNSs. Many targeted persuasive attempts may operate beyond the light of adolescents’ 

understanding and awareness, which raises concerns regarding the appropriateness of 
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targeted advertising. In this regard, the advertising industry has important responsibilities 

(Montgomery & Chester, 2015). Advertisers could carry out in-depth data protection impact 

assessments, with attention for the best interests and rights of adolescents, when setting up 

personalized advertising campaigns (Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017). As shown by our findings, the 

age and level of maturity of the adolescent should play an important role in these 

assessments. Based on the latter, SNS providers should subsequently adapt their data 

protection policies. In sum, targeted advertising undoubtedly offers an interesting 

opportunity to reach a young audience, but this opportunity should –at all times- be 

harnessed with sufficient circumspection and transparency. 

In addition, some practical recommendations can be formulated towards SNS providers. First, 

privacy policies must be multi-dimensional, ranging from offering privacy policies that actually 

make sense to adolescents to adopting fair and adolescent-friendly marketing practices 

(Lievens & Verdoodt, 2017). For instance, a distinction could be made between users based 

on the age information given upon registration, thereby offering an alternative child-friendly 

service incorporating the same features but limited tracking for targeted advertising (Van 

Alsenoy et al., 2015). Second, SNS providers could consider employing new types of disclosure 

for campaigns aimed at adolescents; one that truly arrives at accurately revealing the 

persuasive nature of targeted advertisements, as well as informs its recipients about the 

personalized nature of the message in a clear and unambiguous way (e.g. “this is a 

personalized ad”). Finally, the low adoption of institutional privacy protection strategies 

among adolescents might call for privacy-friendly default settings. Providers of SNS currently 

offer easy tools for the users of the service to tweak “social privacy” settings (which allow 

users to limit access to “friends” or to “block” certain users), but not for those settings that 

enable users to control collection and use of data by third parties for targeted advertising 

practices. Important to underline is, however, that although adolescents did not engage in 

institutional privacy protection strategies, they generally were concerned about institutional 

privacy. Therefore, they should be given ‘adolescent-friendly’ information about personal 

data collection and processing, as well as be allowed to exercise meaningful control over its 

usage by the SNS provider and third parties for targeted advertising purposes (to be in 

accordance with Article 12 GDPR). For all these recommendations, we call for corporate social 

responsibility on the part of SNS providers to ensure young consumers’ privacy and 

persuasion protection during their interactions on their platforms. 
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Finally, we can also address relevant implications for caretakers (e.g. parents, teachers, etc.). 

The slow but gradual increase in persuasion knowledge and data collection awareness 

indicates that it is more crucial than ever to include (social) media literacy in school curricula, 

with a specific focus on ad literacy, starting from a young age. They should be taught at 

school, but also at home (e.g. by their parents), that advertisers on SNSs possess innumerable 

pieces of information about their users, and can use these data to persuade people based on 

personalized ads. Also, information should be provided about how and why these persuasive 

messages are created and presented, which may encourage adolescents to take a critical 

stance vis-à-vis targeted advertisements on SNSs (Zarouali et al., 2017) In addition, they 

should also be triggered to reflect on the possible consequences of these practices for their 

online privacy. Privacy decision making is seldom the result of a rational calculus of costs and 

benefits; rather, it is often affected by misperceptions, ignorance, and a lack of knowledge 

(Acquisti, Brandimarte, & Loewenstein, 2015). Therefore, increasing privacy awareness and 

literacy might be a key element in dismantling the privacy paradox that emerged in this study 

(Trepte, 2016). If adolescents are provided with the necessary knowledge on how and why to 

engage in effective privacy-protective strategies (e.g. changing default privacy settings, 

adapting ad preferences, not using third-party apps that demand personal information, etc.), 

it might lead to translating adolescents’ privacy concerns into responsible privacy behavior.   

 

Limitations and directions for future research  

Despite these relevant implications, this study has also some limitations that provide 

interesting future research venues. First, although we revealed important associations 

between adolescents’ age and several persuasion-related competences on SNSs (persuasion 

knowledge, disclosure knowledge, etc.), we did not investigate which processes were at the 

base of these age differences (e.g. cognitive development, information processing abilities, 

etc.), nor did we test under which conditions these differences might vary (e.g. contextual 

factors, personality traits, etc.). Put simply, establishing these associations does not translate 

into further understanding of how and when they occur. We need to arrive at a more 

accurate and better substantiated empirical examination and theoretical explanation of 

adolescents’ interaction with and awareness of personalized communications on social 

platforms. This will subsequently feed into a –much needed- wider base of knowledge 
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contributing to theoretical advancement. Therefore, this study could serve as an important 

departing point that paves the way for a highly relevant and timely research agenda. 

Second, this study was conducted based on a convenience sample (data were collected from 

one school). Although research often relies on data from nonprobability samples, scholars 

should still take precautions in terms of generalizing the current findings beyond their 

geographic context. Despite this limitation, this study still enhances our understanding of 

adolescents’ engagements with personalized advertising on SNSs.  

Third, in operationalizing persuasion knowledge, we did not specifically differentiate between 

understanding the selling and persuasive intent. Prior studies did make this distinction among 

children, and found that understanding of the persuasive intent is cognitively more complex 

than the straightforward purpose of the selling intent, and therefore, takes more time to 

develop (e.g. Carter et al., 2011; Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2010). Therefore, it could 

be relevant to take this particular distinction into consideration in future research efforts. In 

addition to the constructs used in this research, it would be interesting to include other 

cognitive advertising-related abilities (e.g. ad skepticism, critical processing, persuasion 

resistance, etc.), to investigate whether the developmental patterns observed in this study 

hold for these other abilities as well.  

Fourth, we focused on what has been referred to as dispositional persuasion-related abilities, 

or the possession of persuasion knowledge, disclosure knowledge and data collection 

awareness (Hudders et al., 2017) These types of measures deliver useful insights about the 

general level of adolescents’ persuasion abilities. However, future research endeavors could 

also focus on its situational counterpart, or to the actual activation and application of these 

abilities during (and/or directly before or after) exposure to a specific targeted ad on a SNS.  

Finally, we assessed awareness of data collection and use by presenting on six types of data 

(e.g. personal information, location, visited websites, etc.). This number of presented options 

is arbitrary, based on what we consider to be important and commonly used data. However, 

it is important to note that SNSs collect innumerable pieces of personal data. In addition, as 

technology develops rapidly, advancements will most likely open the floodgates to even more 

extensive forms of data collection for advertising purposes. It is therefore essential that 

scholars keep pace with these improvements, and set up scientific inquiries among a youth 

audience with regards to the understanding, awareness, fairness, transparency and privacy 

implications of these practices.  
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ABSTRACT 

This article examines whether individual differences in chronic regulatory focus (prevention 

versus promotion focus) among adolescents influences the way they evaluate targeted 

advertising on social networking sites. Study 1 (survey) reveals that adolescents with a 

promotion focus (who are oriented toward achieving positive outcomes) have a more positive 

attitude and a higher purchase intention toward targeted advertising, as compared to 

prevention-focused adolescents (who are dispositioned toward avoiding negative outcomes). 

Study 2 (experiment) investigates how adolescents’ chronic regulatory focus can alter their 

attitude and purchase intention on a mock social networking site that includes a targeted 

advertisement. Results show that a low personalized targeted ad is better evaluated (in terms 

of a more positive attitude and higher purchase intention) among prevention-focused 

adolescents, whereas a high personalized targeted ad results in better advertising outcomes 

among promotion-focused adolescents. Contributions to theory and implications for 

advertising practice are discussed.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Rapid developments in information and communication technology have offered advertisers 

unprecedented abilities to use adolescents’ personal information to reach out to them in 

online environments. The processing of personal data allows advertisers to select and target 

audiences more precisely by directing a specific advertisement only to those who are most 

likely to be interested in a particular product or service. This technique, also known as 

targeting, is a frequently occurring practice on social network sites (SNSs), where 

innumerable pieces of personal data (e.g. socio-demographics, preferences, interests, lifestyle 

pattern, etc.) are available for marketing purposes (Knoll, 2016; Tucker, 2014). The latter has 

rapidly convinced advertisers to allocate greater shares of their media budgets to social media 

marketing (Knoll, 2016). These days, targeting on SNSs represents a widely adopted 

advertising strategy. A recent large-scale survey among more than 5000 marketers revealed 

that targeted ads on SNSs have become immensely popular, with approximately 86% of 

marketers making use of Facebook (i.e. the largest and most famous SNS) as a platform for 

advertising purposes (Stelzner, 2016). As adolescents are known to be heavy users of SNSs 

(Lenhart, 2015), they are regularly exposed to targeted advertising on these social platforms. 

Therefore, it is of great importance to gain a wider base of empirical knowledge on how 

adolescents interact with targeted advertising on SNSs.  

However, targeting seems to be a medal with two sides. Past academic research on the 

effectiveness of targeted advertising revealed two opposite conclusions (Ham, 2017; Zarouali, 

Ponnet, Walrave, & Poels, 2017). On the one hand, targeting generates more favorable 

consumer responses as it increases the personal relevance of an advertisement by adjusting it 

to the interests and preferences of consumers (e.g. De Keyzer, Dens, & De Pelsmacker, 2015; 

Lambrecht & Tucker, 2013; Maslowska, Putte, & Smit, 2011; Yan et al., 2009). On the other 

hand, targeting could also elicit negative responses as consumers may experience greater 

feelings of privacy concern because of the invasive nature of targeted advertising (e.g. Baek & 

Morimoto, 2012; Doorn & Hoekstra, 2013; White, Zahay, Thorbjørnsen, & Shavitt, 2008; 

Zarouali et al., 2017). Although research demonstrates that consumers may react to targeted 

advertising in different ways, little is known about when they respond accordingly (Taylor, 

2013). Especially on a personal level, scant knowledge is available on how individual 

differences might account for the substantial variations in responses toward targeted ads.  
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To fill this gap, we aim to shed light on how chronic differences in motivation between 

adolescents influence their responses toward targeted advertising on SNSs. We will address 

this issue by drawing on the regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997). This theory delineates 

how individuals adopt different motivational orientations during goal pursuit. Two types of 

regulatory focus can be distinguished: a promotion focus, which emphasizes approach-

oriented strategies (e.g. becoming healthy by engaging in physical activity), and a prevention 

focus, which accentuates avoidance-oriented strategies (e.g. becoming healthy by refraining 

from smoking) (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 1997; Pham & Chang, 2010). In short, a 

person’s regulatory focus refers to the extent to which a person is motivated to either realize 

achievements or avoid hazards (Zhao & Pechmann, 2007). This framework might be a 

relevant theoretical backbone in determining why people react differently to an advertising 

format that elicits feelings of privacy intrusion. 

 

Therefore, in a series of two studies, we focus on the latent motivations of adolescents to 

evaluate targeted advertising either positively or negatively. More precisely, in Study 1 we set 

up a survey to assess how chronic regulatory focus predicts adolescents’ general attitude 

toward targeted advertising and their intention to make purchases based on targeted 

content. By means of this study, we want to examine the influence of regulatory focus on 

adolescents’ responses to targeted advertising in a general way. In Study 2, we extend our 

research aim by experimentally investigating how chronic regulatory focus can alter attitude 

and purchase intention by making it context-specific. We therefore set up an experiment and 

manipulate a concrete online setting (i.e. a SNS) that includes targeted advertising. In this 

regard, we highlight how the degree of personalization of a targeted ad can act as an 

influential moderator in the relationship between chronic regulatory focus and adolescents’ 

attitude and behavioral response toward targeted advertising.  

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Informational privacy concern 

An important issue that marketers have to take into consideration when using targeted 

advertising is the concern of consumers regarding their informational privacy (Awad & 

Krishnan, 2006). Informational privacy refers to ‘the claim of individuals, groups or institutions 
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to determine for themselves when, how, and to what extent information about them is 

communicated to others’ (Westin, 1967, p.7). Then, information privacy concern refers to 

beliefs regarding the extent to which individuals are disturbed about the information 

collection practices of others and how the acquired information will be used (Dinev, Albano, 

Xu, D’Atri, & Hart, 2016). A suitable theoretical framework to address the privacy issue 

regarding targeted advertising is the privacy calculus model (Culnan & Armstrong, 1999; 

Dinev & Hart, 2006; Laufer & Wolfe, 1977). This model suggests that, when consumers’ 

personal information is being used for a certain purpose (e.g. advertising), they perform a 

calculus between the loss of their privacy and the potential gain of disclosing their private 

information. Their eventual behavior is determined by the outcome of this privacy-trade-off 

(Jiang, Heng, & Choi, 2013). In other words, when consumers are exposed to targeted 

advertising, they perform a risk-benefit analysis to assess the outcomes they would 

experience in return for entrusting their personal information, and respond accordingly 

(Dinev & Hart, 2006; Smith, Dinev, & Xu, 2011; Xu, Dinev, Smith, & Hart, 2011). If the 

perceived benefits exceed the perceived losses, then consumers would be likely to accept 

targeting as a data-based advertising practice. 

 

The rationale behind the privacy calculus model has been applied in past research efforts to 

determine how consumers would evaluate targeted advertising. In this regard, empirical 

findings point toward two opposite directions (Zarouali et al., 2017). On the one hand, people 

might consider targeted advertising as more appealing, useful, self-relevant and aligned with 

their personal interests and preferences (Tucker, 2014; White et al., 2008). In this case, the 

benefits of targeting outweighs the losses of it, and is therefore considered to deliver the 

right message to the right person at the right time (Cho & Cheon, 2004). However, on the 

other hand, targeted commercial messages could also be perceived as personally intrusive as 

consumers may experience greater feelings of privacy concern, hereby eliciting negative 

responses (Tucker, 2014; White et al., 2008). In this case, the losses exceed the benefits, and 

consumers will consider it as a disturbing persuasive practice. This process is called 

personalization reactance: that is, a psychological resistance in response to highly distinctive 

and inappropriate personalized ads (White et al., 2008). This may lead to consumers behaving 

in the opposite way to the one intended by advertisers (Doorn & Hoekstra, 2013; White et al., 

2008). In conclusion, the literature demonstrates that consumers may react to targeted 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   76 07-08-18   14:22



2

 Chapter 2  
 

 | 72 

To fill this gap, we aim to shed light on how chronic differences in motivation between 

adolescents influence their responses toward targeted advertising on SNSs. We will address 

this issue by drawing on the regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997). This theory delineates 
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from smoking) (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 1997; Pham & Chang, 2010). In short, a 

person’s regulatory focus refers to the extent to which a person is motivated to either realize 

achievements or avoid hazards (Zhao & Pechmann, 2007). This framework might be a 

relevant theoretical backbone in determining why people react differently to an advertising 

format that elicits feelings of privacy intrusion. 

 

Therefore, in a series of two studies, we focus on the latent motivations of adolescents to 

evaluate targeted advertising either positively or negatively. More precisely, in Study 1 we set 

up a survey to assess how chronic regulatory focus predicts adolescents’ general attitude 

toward targeted advertising and their intention to make purchases based on targeted 

content. By means of this study, we want to examine the influence of regulatory focus on 

adolescents’ responses to targeted advertising in a general way. In Study 2, we extend our 

research aim by experimentally investigating how chronic regulatory focus can alter attitude 

and purchase intention by making it context-specific. We therefore set up an experiment and 

manipulate a concrete online setting (i.e. a SNS) that includes targeted advertising. In this 

regard, we highlight how the degree of personalization of a targeted ad can act as an 

influential moderator in the relationship between chronic regulatory focus and adolescents’ 

attitude and behavioral response toward targeted advertising.  

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Informational privacy concern 

An important issue that marketers have to take into consideration when using targeted 

advertising is the concern of consumers regarding their informational privacy (Awad & 

Krishnan, 2006). Informational privacy refers to ‘the claim of individuals, groups or institutions 
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to determine for themselves when, how, and to what extent information about them is 

communicated to others’ (Westin, 1967, p.7). Then, information privacy concern refers to 

beliefs regarding the extent to which individuals are disturbed about the information 

collection practices of others and how the acquired information will be used (Dinev, Albano, 
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perceived benefits exceed the perceived losses, then consumers would be likely to accept 

targeting as a data-based advertising practice. 

 

The rationale behind the privacy calculus model has been applied in past research efforts to 

determine how consumers would evaluate targeted advertising. In this regard, empirical 

findings point toward two opposite directions (Zarouali et al., 2017). On the one hand, people 

might consider targeted advertising as more appealing, useful, self-relevant and aligned with 

their personal interests and preferences (Tucker, 2014; White et al., 2008). In this case, the 

benefits of targeting outweighs the losses of it, and is therefore considered to deliver the 

right message to the right person at the right time (Cho & Cheon, 2004). However, on the 

other hand, targeted commercial messages could also be perceived as personally intrusive as 

consumers may experience greater feelings of privacy concern, hereby eliciting negative 

responses (Tucker, 2014; White et al., 2008). In this case, the losses exceed the benefits, and 

consumers will consider it as a disturbing persuasive practice. This process is called 

personalization reactance: that is, a psychological resistance in response to highly distinctive 

and inappropriate personalized ads (White et al., 2008). This may lead to consumers behaving 

in the opposite way to the one intended by advertisers (Doorn & Hoekstra, 2013; White et al., 

2008). In conclusion, the literature demonstrates that consumers may react to targeted 
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advertising in two opposite ways, but scant psychological knowledge is available regarding the 

individual differences between people that explain these differences.  

 

Although it is important to explore the general tendency of how dispositional differences 

affect consumer responses toward targeted advertising on SNSs, gaining insights into this 

topic among adolescents may be of particular importance. It has been argued that 

adolescents often engage in a loose and laissez-faire behavior when it comes to dealing with 

privacy invasive attempts (e.g. targeted advertising), hereby ignoring the potential privacy 

threats (Barnes, 2006; Trepte & Reinecke, 2011). Therefore, we need to arrive at a more 

accurate and better substantiated observation and explanation of adolescents’ responses 

toward targeted advertising based on a wider base of knowledge. In the present study, we 

expect adolescents’ chronic regulatory focus to be an important explanatory factor. Wirtz and 

Lwin (2009) have showed that regulatory focus theory can serve as a fruitful theoretical 

framework in consumer privacy research. As such, they argue that this theory might add a 

more nuanced and balanced explanation with regards to consumer related responses, a kind 

of explanation that is highly needed in the fragmented literature on targeted advertising 

responses. We will address the regulatory focus theory in the next section.  

 

Regulatory focus among adolescents 

The regulatory focus theory is a goal-pursuit theory that emphasizes the motivational 

orientation of consumers in daily life (Cesario, Higgins, & Scholer, 2008; Higgins, 1997). It 

posits that many consumer decisions (e.g. which brand to purchase, how to evaluate 

advertising, etc.) take place in the context of motivational goals and needs that consumers 

are constantly pursuing (Pham & Higgins, 2005). The theory suggests that there are two types 

of consumers with different motivational dispositions: promotion-focused consumers and 

prevention-focused consumers. On the one hand, promotion-focused consumers are oriented 

toward achieving positive outcomes, highly focusing on advancement, growth and 

accomplishments in life. On the other hand, prevention-oriented consumers are more 

dispositioned toward avoiding negative outcomes, and therefore focusing more on safety, 

protection and responsibility. Put differently, a promotion focus emphasizes the presence of 

positive outcomes by reducing errors of omission (e.g. missing opportunities to make 

progress), whereas a prevention focus stresses the absence of negative outcomes by reducing 
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errors of commission (e.g. doing something that turns out to be a mistake) (Crowe & Higgins, 

1997; Haws, Dholakia, & Bearden, 2010). Following this reasoning, it can be asserted that 

different psychological processes take place when the goal is avoiding losses rather than 

achieving gains (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 1997). Importantly, although an individual’s 

regulatory focus is a stable disposition, it can also momentarily be induced or primed by 

situational factors (e.g. by presenting scenario’s, framing messages, reflecting on past 

experiences, etc.; usually in experimental studies) (Haws et al., 2010; Idson, Liberman, & 

Higgins, 2000). In the current study, we limit our focus to an individual’s chronic regulatory 

focus as a stable motivational orientation.  

 

Although most of the studies testing regulatory focus were conducted among adult 

consumers, the theory also postulates that adolescents have a predisposition to be either 

prevention or promotion focused. This is because their motivational orientation already 

develops in early childhood through interaction with social caretakers (Crowe & Higgins, 

1997; Higgins, 1997). Zhao and Pechmann (2007) offer empirical ground to prove that, in 

agreement with the latter assumption, there are two distinct groups of adolescents: 

promotion-focused adolescents, who are motivated to accomplish achievements and ensure 

opportunities of advancement, and prevention-focused adolescents, who are motivated to 

stay away from threats and ensure security and safety in all circumstances. To date, no 

academic attention has been paid to the role of individual differences in regulatory focus in 

evaluating privacy sensitive advertising practices. Therefore, we investigate in Study 1 the 

relationship between adolescents’ chronic regulatory focus and their general evaluation of 

targeted advertising. 

 

STUDY 1 

Regulatory focus and targeting on SNSs 

The regulatory focus theory has gained significant influence in consumer behavior because of 

its ability to explain various psychological processes and behaviors (Haws et al., 2010; Pham & 

Avnet, 2004; Pham & Higgins, 2005). An important part of this theory pays attention to the 

evaluation of different consumer related stimuli. It posits that information related to hedonic 

and aspirational benefits of a product (e.g. luxury, sensory gratification and aesthetics) carries 
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advertising in two opposite ways, but scant psychological knowledge is available regarding the 
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topic among adolescents may be of particular importance. It has been argued that 

adolescents often engage in a loose and laissez-faire behavior when it comes to dealing with 

privacy invasive attempts (e.g. targeted advertising), hereby ignoring the potential privacy 

threats (Barnes, 2006; Trepte & Reinecke, 2011). Therefore, we need to arrive at a more 

accurate and better substantiated observation and explanation of adolescents’ responses 

toward targeted advertising based on a wider base of knowledge. In the present study, we 

expect adolescents’ chronic regulatory focus to be an important explanatory factor. Wirtz and 

Lwin (2009) have showed that regulatory focus theory can serve as a fruitful theoretical 

framework in consumer privacy research. As such, they argue that this theory might add a 

more nuanced and balanced explanation with regards to consumer related responses, a kind 

of explanation that is highly needed in the fragmented literature on targeted advertising 

responses. We will address the regulatory focus theory in the next section.  

 

Regulatory focus among adolescents 

The regulatory focus theory is a goal-pursuit theory that emphasizes the motivational 

orientation of consumers in daily life (Cesario, Higgins, & Scholer, 2008; Higgins, 1997). It 

posits that many consumer decisions (e.g. which brand to purchase, how to evaluate 

advertising, etc.) take place in the context of motivational goals and needs that consumers 

are constantly pursuing (Pham & Higgins, 2005). The theory suggests that there are two types 

of consumers with different motivational dispositions: promotion-focused consumers and 

prevention-focused consumers. On the one hand, promotion-focused consumers are oriented 

toward achieving positive outcomes, highly focusing on advancement, growth and 

accomplishments in life. On the other hand, prevention-oriented consumers are more 

dispositioned toward avoiding negative outcomes, and therefore focusing more on safety, 

protection and responsibility. Put differently, a promotion focus emphasizes the presence of 

positive outcomes by reducing errors of omission (e.g. missing opportunities to make 

progress), whereas a prevention focus stresses the absence of negative outcomes by reducing 
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errors of commission (e.g. doing something that turns out to be a mistake) (Crowe & Higgins, 

1997; Haws, Dholakia, & Bearden, 2010). Following this reasoning, it can be asserted that 

different psychological processes take place when the goal is avoiding losses rather than 

achieving gains (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 1997). Importantly, although an individual’s 

regulatory focus is a stable disposition, it can also momentarily be induced or primed by 

situational factors (e.g. by presenting scenario’s, framing messages, reflecting on past 

experiences, etc.; usually in experimental studies) (Haws et al., 2010; Idson, Liberman, & 

Higgins, 2000). In the current study, we limit our focus to an individual’s chronic regulatory 

focus as a stable motivational orientation.  

 

Although most of the studies testing regulatory focus were conducted among adult 

consumers, the theory also postulates that adolescents have a predisposition to be either 

prevention or promotion focused. This is because their motivational orientation already 

develops in early childhood through interaction with social caretakers (Crowe & Higgins, 

1997; Higgins, 1997). Zhao and Pechmann (2007) offer empirical ground to prove that, in 

agreement with the latter assumption, there are two distinct groups of adolescents: 

promotion-focused adolescents, who are motivated to accomplish achievements and ensure 

opportunities of advancement, and prevention-focused adolescents, who are motivated to 

stay away from threats and ensure security and safety in all circumstances. To date, no 

academic attention has been paid to the role of individual differences in regulatory focus in 

evaluating privacy sensitive advertising practices. Therefore, we investigate in Study 1 the 

relationship between adolescents’ chronic regulatory focus and their general evaluation of 

targeted advertising. 

 

STUDY 1 

Regulatory focus and targeting on SNSs 

The regulatory focus theory has gained significant influence in consumer behavior because of 

its ability to explain various psychological processes and behaviors (Haws et al., 2010; Pham & 

Avnet, 2004; Pham & Higgins, 2005). An important part of this theory pays attention to the 

evaluation of different consumer related stimuli. It posits that information related to hedonic 

and aspirational benefits of a product (e.g. luxury, sensory gratification and aesthetics) carries 
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a greater weight under promotion focus, whereas information related to utilitarian and 

necessary features (e.g. safety and protection) carries a greater weight under prevention 

focus (Hassenzahl, Schöbel, & Trautmann, 2008; Pham & Higgins, 2005; Roy & Ng, 2012). For 

instance, Safer (1998) found that promotion-oriented consumers prefer accomplishment 

dimensions and to a lesser extent a protection dimension of a car (e.g. fancy leather seats and 

regular breaks). On their turn, prevention-focused consumers favor the safety and protection 

dimension and less the accomplishment dimension of a car (e.g. anti-locking brakes and 

regular seats) (see Higgins, 2002; Pham & Higgins, 2005). Florack et al. (2004) found that 

individuals with a prevention focus, more so than individuals with a promotion focus, 

preferred a sun lotion with a claim that stressed the importance of skin protection (safety 

dimension), whereas promotion focus respondents preferred the sun lotion that emphasized 

the goal of getting tanned (accomplishment dimension). Other studies found similar results as 

well, with conclusions that point toward the same direction: promotion-oriented consumers 

are inclined to evaluate commercial stimuli more favorably when they offer clear benefits and 

advancements, whereas prevention-focused consumers evaluate stimuli more favorably 

when they have a clear link with risk prevention (e.g. Aaker & Lee, 2001; Wang & Lee, 2006). 

Put differently, prevention-focused consumers prefer to preserve the status quo, hereby 

protecting their safety and avoiding risks, whereas promotion-focused consumers find it 

easier to choose a course of action that departs from the status quo, hereby seeking 

advancements and innovations (Chernev, 2004). In sum, this reasoning delineates that when 

consumers evaluate stimuli, such as products or ads, they tend to focus on the most relevant 

dimensions that are consistent with their regulatory focus (Florack, Scarabis, & Gosejohann, 

2005). 

 

In line with these findings, we expect adolescents to have different dimensions or goals in 

mind when being confronted with targeted advertising. The goal to protect their online 

privacy should carry a greater weight under prevention focus (Wirtz & Lwin, 2009). The goal 

to get more relevant ads should take the upper hand under promotion focus (Wang, 

Kandampully, & Jia, 2013). More precisely, we expect adolescents with a prevention focus to 

be more concerned with features such as safety and privacy protection. In this regard, they 

should perceive targeted advertising as a privacy intrusion as their personal information is 

being collected and used for an inappropriate persuasion attempt. However, individuals with 
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a promotion focus, who typically focus more on aspirational benefits such as advancement 

and achievement, should emphasize the potential possibilities of targeting, i.e. ads being 

relevant and in line with one’s personal interests. Based on this reasoning, we expect 

promotion-oriented adolescents to have a more positive attitude toward targeted advertising 

(Aad), and a higher purchase intention (PI). In summary:  

H1: Adolescents with a promotion focus will generate a stronger influence on attitude 

toward targeted advertising than adolescents with a prevention focus.  

H2: Adolescents with a promotion focus will generate a stronger influence on purchase 

intention than adolescents with a prevention focus.  

 

Method 

Participants and procedure 

The data of Study 1 were drawn from a broader study on adolescents and advertising. The 

sample consists of 164 respondents aged 14-18 year old (Mage = 15.89, SD = 1.13; 45% girls). 

Adolescents were recruited by means of a convenience sample. We asked an acquainted 

principal of a large secondary school situated in Flanders whether they were willing to 

participate in the study. Upon agreement, the principal selected classes in the third and 

fourth year of the secondary school. Formal consent from the school’s principal and parental 

consent was sought prior to the study. A self-administered questionnaire was conducted 

during school time in the presence of a researcher, who explained the purpose and procedure 

of the study. Also, as not every adolescent might understand what targeted advertising is, we 

provided an explanation in the survey that informs them how this persuasive strategy works. 

All respondents were assured that their responses would be treated anonymous and 

confidential, and that they could withdraw their participation at any given time without 

negative consequences.  

 

Measures  

Chronic self-regulatory focus was assessed using the General Regulatory Focus Measure 

(Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002), consisting of nine items that measure promotion focus 

(e.g. ‘I typically focus on the success I hope to achieve in the future’) and nine items that 

measure prevention focus (e.g. ‘In general, I am focused on preventing negative events in my 
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a greater weight under promotion focus, whereas information related to utilitarian and 
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are inclined to evaluate commercial stimuli more favorably when they offer clear benefits and 
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advancements and innovations (Chernev, 2004). In sum, this reasoning delineates that when 

consumers evaluate stimuli, such as products or ads, they tend to focus on the most relevant 

dimensions that are consistent with their regulatory focus (Florack, Scarabis, & Gosejohann, 
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In line with these findings, we expect adolescents to have different dimensions or goals in 

mind when being confronted with targeted advertising. The goal to protect their online 

privacy should carry a greater weight under prevention focus (Wirtz & Lwin, 2009). The goal 

to get more relevant ads should take the upper hand under promotion focus (Wang, 

Kandampully, & Jia, 2013). More precisely, we expect adolescents with a prevention focus to 
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a promotion focus, who typically focus more on aspirational benefits such as advancement 
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relevant and in line with one’s personal interests. Based on this reasoning, we expect 

promotion-oriented adolescents to have a more positive attitude toward targeted advertising 

(Aad), and a higher purchase intention (PI). In summary:  

H1: Adolescents with a promotion focus will generate a stronger influence on attitude 

toward targeted advertising than adolescents with a prevention focus.  

H2: Adolescents with a promotion focus will generate a stronger influence on purchase 

intention than adolescents with a prevention focus.  

 

Method 

Participants and procedure 

The data of Study 1 were drawn from a broader study on adolescents and advertising. The 

sample consists of 164 respondents aged 14-18 year old (Mage = 15.89, SD = 1.13; 45% girls). 

Adolescents were recruited by means of a convenience sample. We asked an acquainted 

principal of a large secondary school situated in Flanders whether they were willing to 

participate in the study. Upon agreement, the principal selected classes in the third and 

fourth year of the secondary school. Formal consent from the school’s principal and parental 

consent was sought prior to the study. A self-administered questionnaire was conducted 

during school time in the presence of a researcher, who explained the purpose and procedure 

of the study. Also, as not every adolescent might understand what targeted advertising is, we 

provided an explanation in the survey that informs them how this persuasive strategy works. 

All respondents were assured that their responses would be treated anonymous and 

confidential, and that they could withdraw their participation at any given time without 

negative consequences.  
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Chronic self-regulatory focus was assessed using the General Regulatory Focus Measure 

(Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002), consisting of nine items that measure promotion focus 

(e.g. ‘I typically focus on the success I hope to achieve in the future’) and nine items that 

measure prevention focus (e.g. ‘In general, I am focused on preventing negative events in my 
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life’). The response categories ranged from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree). 

The promotion and prevention subscale were both found to be reliable (αpromotion = .77; 

αprevention = .80) and not significantly correlated (r = .05, p = .55). In line with previous studies 

(e.g. Adams, Faseur, & Geuens, 2011; Lockwood et al., 2002; McKay-Nesbitt, Bhatnagar, & 

Smith, 2013), we calculated a measure of dominant regulatory focus by subtracting the mean 

prevention focus score from the mean promotion focus score. Positive scores indicate a 

predominate promotion focus, negative scores represent a predominant prevention focus. 

Global attitude toward advertising was measured based on three items used by Pollay and 

Mittal (1993) (e.g. ‘Overall, I consider targeted advertising a good thing’), as they have 

recently successfully been used in research on targeted advertising (Schumann, von 

Wangenheim, & Groene, 2013), and moreover, in the context of advertising aimed at 

adolescents on SNSs as well (Vanwesenbeeck, Ponnet, & Walrave, 2017). The response 

options ranged from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree). The mean score of all 

items was used (M = 2.75, SD = .81; α = .80).  

Purchase intention was measured by using three slightly adapted items of Soh, Reid and King 

(2009) to assesses consumer willingness to rely on advertising for purchase decision making. 

A sample item is ‘I am willing to rely on information of targeted ads when making purchase-

related decisions’. The response options ranged from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly 

agree). All the items were aggregated to form a single measure of purchase intention (M = 

2.69, SD = .90; α =.85). 

 

Results 

Our analyses consisted of two separate linear regressions to investigate the relationship 

between chronic regulatory focus as an independent variable (IV) and (1) attitude toward 

advertising, and (2) purchase intention as dependent variables (DVs). In addition, we also 

added age and gender as covariates in the equation. In the first analysis, with attitude as a DV, 

the model explained a significant level of variance (F(3,144) = 4.55, p < .01; R2 = .09). As 

adolescents’ promotion focus became more dominant (and hence, prevention focus less 

dominant), their attitude toward targeted advertising increased (b = .24, t(144) = 3.00, p < 

.01). The second model, with purchase intention as a DV, also predicted a significant level of 

variance (F(3,144) = 4.14, p < .01; R2 =.08), indicating that the more adolescents were 

predominantly promotion-focused (and hence, the weaker prevention-focused), the higher 
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their purchase intention appeared to be (b = .29, t(144) = 3.11, p < .01). Interestingly, in both 

models, we found a significant effect of gender on our DV’s. Boys have a significantly more 

positive attitude toward targeted advertising than girls (Mboy = 2.96 vs. Mgirl = 2.62, p < .05) , 

as well as a higher purchase intention (Mboy = 3.10 vs. Mgirl = 2.80, p < .01). In conclusion, 

these results confirm both our hypotheses (H1 & H2). 

 

Discussion  

In this first study, we aimed to investigate the association between adolescents’ regulatory 

focus and attitude and purchase intentions toward targeting. The analyses supported our 

expectation that adolescents with a predominant promotion focus, as compared to a 

prevention-focus, have more positive attitude toward targeting. Moreover, they are more 

willing to rely on targeted advertising for purchase decisions. In Study 2, we aim to strengthen 

and extend our findings by investigating specific conditions under which regulatory focus can 

alter attitude and purchase intention. More precisely, we will look at targeted ads that differ 

in their degree of personalization.  

 

STUDY 2 

In Study 1, we investigated how regulatory focus influenced general evaluations of targeted 

advertising. This means that, after having assessed their chronic regulatory focus, adolescents 

were presented questions about advertising (attitude and purchase intention), without 

placing them in a concrete advertising setting. Put differently, these responses refer to a 

general conception of advertising (see Hudders et al., 2017). However, it has also been argued 

that individual differences in chronic regulatory focus might lead to variations in consumer 

responses across different contexts, highly depending on the setting and stimulus (Bhatnagar 

& McKay-Nesbitt, 2016; Idson et al., 2000). Therefore, in Study 2, we aim to investigate how 

regulatory focus influences the evaluation of specific forms of targeted advertising. More 

precisely, the purpose is to extend the results of Study 1 by conducting an experiment that 

investigates how promotion- and prevention-focused adolescents respond in direct 

anticipation of a specific persuasive attempt, i.e. a targeted ad on a SNS. In this regard, the 

focus will lie on the degree of personalization of targeted advertising (low-high) as a 

moderating variable. 
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dominant), their attitude toward targeted advertising increased (b = .24, t(144) = 3.00, p < 
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their purchase intention appeared to be (b = .29, t(144) = 3.11, p < .01). Interestingly, in both 

models, we found a significant effect of gender on our DV’s. Boys have a significantly more 

positive attitude toward targeted advertising than girls (Mboy = 2.96 vs. Mgirl = 2.62, p < .05) , 

as well as a higher purchase intention (Mboy = 3.10 vs. Mgirl = 2.80, p < .01). In conclusion, 

these results confirm both our hypotheses (H1 & H2). 

 

Discussion  

In this first study, we aimed to investigate the association between adolescents’ regulatory 

focus and attitude and purchase intentions toward targeting. The analyses supported our 

expectation that adolescents with a predominant promotion focus, as compared to a 

prevention-focus, have more positive attitude toward targeting. Moreover, they are more 

willing to rely on targeted advertising for purchase decisions. In Study 2, we aim to strengthen 

and extend our findings by investigating specific conditions under which regulatory focus can 

alter attitude and purchase intention. More precisely, we will look at targeted ads that differ 

in their degree of personalization.  

 

STUDY 2 

In Study 1, we investigated how regulatory focus influenced general evaluations of targeted 

advertising. This means that, after having assessed their chronic regulatory focus, adolescents 

were presented questions about advertising (attitude and purchase intention), without 

placing them in a concrete advertising setting. Put differently, these responses refer to a 

general conception of advertising (see Hudders et al., 2017). However, it has also been argued 

that individual differences in chronic regulatory focus might lead to variations in consumer 

responses across different contexts, highly depending on the setting and stimulus (Bhatnagar 

& McKay-Nesbitt, 2016; Idson et al., 2000). Therefore, in Study 2, we aim to investigate how 

regulatory focus influences the evaluation of specific forms of targeted advertising. More 

precisely, the purpose is to extend the results of Study 1 by conducting an experiment that 

investigates how promotion- and prevention-focused adolescents respond in direct 

anticipation of a specific persuasive attempt, i.e. a targeted ad on a SNS. In this regard, the 

focus will lie on the degree of personalization of targeted advertising (low-high) as a 

moderating variable. 
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Degree of personalization 

As mentioned earlier, targeted advertising employs personal data of online consumers to 

tailor commercial messages. These ads can vary in terms of the degree of personalization, 

that is, the degree to which personal information is used in the message that uniquely 

identifies or characterizes its recipient (White et al., 2008). On SNSs, advertisers can use an 

extensive variety of personal data considering the vast amount of information (e.g. pictures, 

interests, likes, etc.) continuously being updated by users that go beyond the standard socio-

demographic characteristics (Knoll, 2016). This allows SNSs to display advertising that varies in 

the degree of personalization, depending on the amount of information advertisers opt to use 

for targeting purposes. Prior literature offers empirical evidence that a consumer’s reaction to 

targeted advertisement depends on the degree of personalization (e.g. Kalyanaraman & 

Sundar, 2006; White et al., 2008).  

 

On the one hand, personalization can be high, which means that targeted advertisements 

convey highly distinctive knowledge of their personal characteristics, which can in turn 

activate people’s awareness of vigilance and protection against this persuasion attempt 

(Doorn & Hoekstra, 2013; White et al., 2008). But whether or not adolescents will activate 

this vigilant coping strategy can be explained based on differences in (information) processing 

patterns between prevention- and promotion-focused individuals. The first group is 

characterized by risk aversion and vigilance, which usually translates into less openness to risk 

(Higgins, 1997; Pham & Higgins, 2005). Kirmani & Zhu (2007) revealed that prevention-

focused people are highly vigilant against commercial manipulation, and they may think in 

terms of how to avoid being persuaded by an inappropriate and risky persuasion attempts. 

Their results showed that they were more suspicious about brands, perceived ads as more 

deceptive, and evaluated brands less favorably when the manipulative intent was salient. On 

their turn, promotion-oriented individuals can be distinguished by their eagerness, which 

usually translates into greater openness to risk-taking and unsafe behavior (Higgins, 1997; 

Pham & Higgins, 2005). They are not likely to activate vigilant information processing or 

generate concerns about marketing stimuli (Herzenstein, Posavac, & Brakus, 2007; Pham & 

Higgins, 2005). They are inclined to focus on positive information and use an ‘approach 

strategy’ when evaluating advertising by thinking how an ad can help or serve them achieve 

their goals (Kirmani & Zhu, 2007). Highly personalized ads should be an appropriate means of 
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achieving those goals efficiently. Therefore, we expect high-personalized targeted ads (i.e. ads 

that show a highly salient degree of personalization) to be more effective among promotion-

focused adolescents, compared to prevention-focused adolescents.  

 

On the other hand, personalization can also be low, meaning that a little amount of distinctive 

personal information is used for targeting purposes. In this case, the targeted ad is presented 

as a marketing technique that uses personal information while avoiding to highlight or 

overemphasize the possible privacy risks as it uses low and ‘safe’ levels of personalization. 

Following the reasoning discussed in the previous paragraph, we expect that prevention-

oriented adolescents will evaluate low personalized advertising more favorably than 

promotion-oriented adolescents. In summary, we hypothesize:  

H3: If the degree of personalization is low, targeted advertising is evaluated more 

favorably (Aad & PI) among prevention-focused adolescents than promotion-focused 

adolescents. 

H4: If the degree of personalization is high, targeted advertising is evaluated more 

favorably (Aad & PI) among promotion-focused adolescents than prevention-focused 

adolescents. 

 

Method 

Design and participants  

72 participants participated in a between-subjects design with 2 conditions (low 

personalization – high personalization). The adolescents were aged 14-16 years (Mage = 14.05; 

SD = .56; 65 % male), recruited from a secondary school situated in Flanders. Prior to the start 

of the experiment, we obtained informed consent from the schools’ principal and the 

participants. The experiment itself was conducted in classrooms during school time, under 

the supervision of one of the researchers. 

 

Materials & stimuli  

We conducted two pretests to check our experimental materials and stimuli (for a discussion 

of the scales, see the section on measures below). Pretest 1 tested our self-created mock SNS 

on credibility. Pretest 2 controlled whether our two ads differed in terms of personalization 
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SD = .56; 65 % male), recruited from a secondary school situated in Flanders. Prior to the start 

of the experiment, we obtained informed consent from the schools’ principal and the 

participants. The experiment itself was conducted in classrooms during school time, under 

the supervision of one of the researchers. 

 

Materials & stimuli  

We conducted two pretests to check our experimental materials and stimuli (for a discussion 

of the scales, see the section on measures below). Pretest 1 tested our self-created mock SNS 

on credibility. Pretest 2 controlled whether our two ads differed in terms of personalization 
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(low vs. high). First, a mock SNS, called Social Engine, has been created for the purpose of the 

experiment (see Appendix Figure 1). It contained all the main functionalities of Facebook and 

was also given the ‘look and feel’ of this SNS by using the same theme colors, fonts and 

general lay-out. Pretest 1 (n = 40) revealed that adolescents evaluated Social Engine as a 

credible and realistic SNS (M = 5.15, SD = 1.49). Second, we created two targeted test ads, a 

low and a high personalized ad (see Appendix Figure 2). Both ads promoted the new Chuck 

Taylor All Stars II sneakers from Converse, a brand that is very popular among adolescents. 

The personalization manipulation was achieved by varying the advertising copy of the ad. Low 

personalization was a targeted ad that only used adolescents’ general interest for sneakers 

(e.g. ‘These sneakers suit you very well, don’t hesitate to check our new collection in your 

local store!’). The high personalized targeting was also based on adolescents’ general interest 

for sneakers, but used additional information about their age, gender and location (e.g. ‘You 

are 15 years old, you live in place X, you like sneakers. Don’t hesitate to check out our new 

collection sneakers in your local store!’). The results of Pretest 2 (n = 21) showed that 

adolescents perceived the high personalized ad as much more personalized to their personal 

characteristics than the low personalized ad (Mhigh = 6.43; Mlow = 4.14; t(20) = 3.55, p < .01; on 

a scale of 1 to 9).  

 

Procedure  

Participants started with filling out a survey with socio-demographic questions. After having 

completed these questions, they were directed to Social Engine (our mock SNS). All 

participants received a personal username and password to log in to the network. They were 

given ten minutes to get familiar with the network. Thereafter, they were instructed to have a 

look at their general newsfeed. On this newsfeed, they encountered a set of posts that were 

integrated by the researcher prior to the experiment to simulate a realistic scenario. For every 

participant, the newsfeed contained the exact same posts, except for one, which was the test 

ad of our experiment. Participants were randomly assigned to receive one advertisement, 

either a low or a high personalized targeting ad. After having inspected this newsfeed ad at 

their own pace, they were told to log out and go back to the survey. At this point, participants 

completed the remaining part of the questionnaire, which included the dependent and 

independent variables, followed by the manipulation check.  
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Measures  

To measure the credibility of our mock SNS, we used three 7-point statements provided by 

Williams and Drolet (2005) (believable/credible/realistic), with strongly disagree and strongly 

agree as endpoints. The mean score was used as an indicator of credibility (M = 5.15, SD = 

1.49; α = .90). For testing the degree of personalization, we asked participants whether the 

advertisement was personalized according to their personal interests (Kalyanaraman & 

Sundar, 2006). This question was measured on a 9-point Likert scale, ranging from strongly 

disagree to strongly agree (M = 4.62, SD = 1.52). 

To assess regulatory focus, we again used the validated scale of Lockwood et al. (2002). Both 

the promotion and prevention subscale were found to be reliable (αpromotion = .88; αprevention = 

.85) and not significantly correlated (r = .00, p = .99). We again computed a measure of 

dominant regulatory focus by subtracting the prevention focus score from the promotion 

focus score. Based on this difference score, previous studies mostly performed a median split 

on regulatory focus for moderation analysis, in which all values below the median were 

categorized as prevention focus, and all values above the median as promotion focus. 

However, given the problematic nature of a median split, we opt to analyze the continuous 

regulatory focus difference score at low (-1SD; prevention focus) and high values (+1SD; 

promotion focus), which is referred to as a spotlight analysis (Fitzsimons, 2008; Krishna, 2016; 

Spiller, Fitzsimons, Lynch, & McClelland, 2013).  

Attitude toward targeted advertising was measured by using three 7-point bipolar items 

based on the study of Rosbergen, Pieters and Wedel (1997) (anchored by ‘bad/good’, 

‘unattractive/attractive’ and ‘not worth watching/worth watching’). The mean score of the 

items was used as an indicator of attitude (M = 4.59, SD = 1.73; α = .95).  

Purchase intention was assessed by means of three items originating from the study of Baker 

and Churchill (1977) (e.g. ‘Would you buy this product if you happened to see it in a store?’). 

The response options ranged from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree). All the 

items were aggregated to form a single measure of purchase intention (M = 4.38, SD = 1.68; α 

=.87).  

The manipulation check in the actual study for degree of personalization was assessed by 

using the same measure as in the pretest (M = 4.42, SD = 2.76). Furthermore, as we used an 

existing brand in our test ads (Converse), it might be that adolescents’ responses are affected 

by their attitude toward this particular brand. Therefore, we also conducted a confound check 
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by using three bipolar items that represent attitude toward the brand (‘bad/good’, 

‘like/dislike’ and ‘favorable/unfavorable’) (M = 3.92, SD = 1.38; α = .84). 

 

Results 

The manipulation check indicated that adolescents in the high personalization condition 

believed that the high personalized targeted ad contained more distinctive personal 

information than the low personalized ad (Mhigh = 5.21, Mlow = 3.71; t(70) = -2.37, p < .05). In 

addition, the confound check yielded no significant difference in brand attitude between our 

two conditions (Mlow = 3.95 vs. Mhigh = 3.90; t(70) = .15, p = .88). Therefore, differences across 

both experimental conditions regarding the dependent variables cannot be attributed to 

variations in brand attitude.  

Next, a first multiple regression was conducted with Aad as a DV, chronic regulatory focus and 

degree of personalization as IVs, gender and age as control variables and an interaction term 

which was entered as a product of chronic regulatory focus and degree of personalization. 

The overall model was significant (F(5,66) = 5.93, p < .001; R2 = .31), and revealed a significant 

interaction effect of chronic regulatory focus and degree of personalization (b = 1.16, t(66) = 

4.09, p < .001). To explore the nature of this interaction, a spotlight analysis was performed at 

one standard deviation below (prevention focus) and one standard deviation above 

(promotion focus) the mean of regulatory focus. Results revealed that a low personalized 

targeted ad generates a more positive attitude among prevention-focused adolescents (Mprev 

= 4.02 vs. Mprom = 2.35; b = -.63, t(66) = -3.53, p < .001), whereas high personalization is more 

effective among promotion-oriented adolescents (Mprev = 3.08 vs. Mprom = 4.45; b = .52, t(66) 

= 2.35, p <.01) (see Figure 1A). The exact same pattern also emerged in our second regression 

model with PI as a DV. The model as a whole was significant (F(5,66) = 4.17, p < .01; R2 = .24), 

and we again found a significant interaction effect of regulatory focus and degree of 

personalization (b = .99, t(66) = 3.46, p < .001). Spotlight analysis indicated that prevention-

focused adolescents have a greater purchase intention in case of a low personalized ad (Mprev 

= 4.38 vs. Mprom = 2.98; b = -.53, t(66) = -2.92, p < .01), and promotion-focused adolescents for 

a high personalized ad (Mprev = 3.03 vs. Mprom = 4.24; b = .46, t(66) = 2.04, p < .05) (see Figure 

1B). In sum, these results confirm H3 and H4. Interestingly, results again revealed a significant 

gender effect, proving that boys, as compared to girls, have a more positive attitude and a 

higher purchase intention toward (low and high personalized) targeted advertising (p < .05). 
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Figure 1: Cross-over interaction effects between regulatory focus and degree of 

personalization for: (A) Aad and (B) PI 
 

Discussion  

In this second study, we experimentally investigated how chronic regulatory focus influences 

advertising responses when the ad varied in degree of personalization. The results revealed a 

significant interaction effect of degree of personalization and regulatory focus on advertising 

outcomes (Aad and PI). More precisely, the data showed that low personalized targeted ads 

were more effective among prevention-focused adolescents, whereas high personalization 

resulted in better outcomes among promotion-focused adolescents.  
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The present research argued that targeted advertising on SNSs could be affected by 

adolescents’ chronic regulatory focus. Study 1 found that promotion-focused adolescents, 

who are usually focused on aspirational benefits such as advancement and achievement, 

evaluated targeted advertising more positively compared to prevention-focused adolescents, 

who can be characterized by self-regulation goals such as protection and safety (e.g. privacy 

protection). This finding truly catches the essence of regulatory focus theory in that it shows 

that promotion-focused consumers are oriented toward achieving positive outcomes (the ad 

relevance of targeting), whereas prevention-focused adolescents emphasize the avoidance of 

negative outcomes (privacy intrusion of targeting). In Study 2 (experiment), we shed some 

light on the evaluation of targeted advertising among prevention and promotion consumers 

within a specific persuasive setting on a SNS. The results revealed that prevention-oriented 

adolescents evaluate low personalized advertising more favorably (Aad and PI) than 

promotion-oriented adolescents, but when advertising was highly personalized, the results 

pointed toward the opposite direction: promotion-oriented adolescents responded more 

favorably than prevention-focused adolescents. In addition to these findings, we also found a 

consistent gender effect across both studies: boys responded more favorably to targeted 

advertising compared to girls. This relationship confirms the empirical evidence of previous 

studies that females are more uncomfortable about personalized advertising than males (e.g. 

Yu & Cude, 2009). Overall, these results lead to relevant contributions and implications, which 

will be discussed in the next section.  

 

Theoretical contributions  

This research contributes to the extant literature on both targeted advertising and regulatory 

focus. First, prior advertising research has revealed that consumers might see targeted 

advertisements as more appealing and more in line with their personal interests (i.e. positive 

advertising outcomes), but they also might see it as creepy and inappropriate if they feel that 

their privacy has been breached by this practice (i.e. negative advertising outcomes) (Tucker, 

2014; White et al., 2008). Despite a wide body of research investigating the effectiveness of 

targeted content in an online environment, more research efforts were needed that explain 

when individuals react either positively or negatively to targeted content. In this regard, 
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existing studies fall short in addressing individual differences that might serve as explanatory 

factors. The present research reveals that differences in underlying chronic self-regulation 

goals among adolescents influences the effectiveness of targeted advertising in general 

(Study 1) and by including a targeted ad on a mock SNS (Study 2). Hence, these results might 

reveal an important determinant that explains the processing of and response toward 

personalized persuasive content in a social media environment.  

 

Second, we have also contributed to the regulatory focus theory in several ways. Although 

Wirtz and Lwin (2009) paved the way for using regulatory focus as a theoretical backbone for 

privacy-related issues, no attention has been paid to the power of this theory in explaining 

people’s responses toward advertising practices that induce privacy concerns (as does 

targeted advertising). Therefore, to the best of our knowledge, the current research is the 

first to offer empirical evidence for the (psychological) interplay between targeted advertising 

and individuals’ chronic regulatory focus. Next, studies on regulatory focus have almost 

exclusively examined adult consumers (some exceptions are Kim, 2006; Zhao & Pechmann, 

2007). As such, by demonstrating its applicability in the context of adolescents, we provide 

solid proof that it could serve as an important framework in explaining adolescents’ decision-

making. At last, we have also contributed to the regulatory focus theory in a final way. Prior 

studies that used this theoretical framework generally focused on how a specific product or 

certain attributes of a product can prime a specific regulatory focus. In this case, advertising 

response would then be influenced by regulatory focus induced by, for example, message 

framing (e.g. manipulating the slogan of the product). However, in the current research, it 

was not the product itself that influenced effectiveness measures (the product did not vary 

across the conditions), but rather the individual’s chronic regulatory focus. Put differently, the 

outcome was not the result of the product or certain product attributes, but the result of 

important dispositional differences between adolescents in terms of self-regulation.  

 

Practical implications 

In addition, this research also holds some relevant implications for practitioners for the 

development of effective advertising campaigns on SNSs. Our results have demonstrated that 

the chronic self-regulatory focus as an individual trait can be useful for segmenting an 

audience for optimal ad effectiveness. For promotion-oriented adolescents, targeted 
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advertising content is more appreciated, and certainly if the advertisement is highly 

personalized. However, for prevention-focused adolescents, we recommend to refrain from 

using tailored persuasive messages on SNSs. Nevertheless, if an advertiser still decides to 

allocate financial resources to targeted advertising aimed at prevention-oriented adolescents, 

then it should preferably be based on as little as possible personal information (low 

personalization) in order to ensure optimal ad effectiveness.  

 

In order to apply these recommendations, it is thus important to have adequate knowledge of 

one’s target group(s), and more precisely, knowledge on whether potential customers are 

mainly promotion or prevention-focused. Assessing someone’s predominant regulatory focus 

should nowadays be possible based on the considerable amount of personal and interest 

based data provided by different SNSs. Although it may not possible to determine chronic 

regulatory focus directly, other types of information can serve as a useful proxy or substitute 

for this motivational orientation. First, it has been proven that chronic regulatory focus is 

associated with sociodemographic characteristics, such as gender (Kumar, 2016; McKay-

Nesbitt, Bhatnagar, & Smith, 2013), education (Kumar, 2016) and cultural background (Lee, 

Aaker, & Gardner, 2000). These characteristics are easily available among the possible 

targeting options of most SNSs. Second, during adolescence, adult role models are very 

important as teens are in the midst of their identity development (Steinberg, 2010). 

Therefore, it is likely that they follow and like different famous celebrities and role models on 

SNSs. In this regard, Lockwood et al. (2002) showed that promotion-focused individuals tend 

to be more motivated by positive role models, and prevention-focused individuals by negative 

role models. This knowledge (i.e. someone’s likes of role model fan pages) can therefore also 

be used to determine an individual’s chronic regulatory focus. Finally, advertisers nowadays 

are also able to display ads on SNSs based on users’ web browsing outside the SNS (e.g. 

Google search queries) (Facebook, 2016). Prior research has demonstrated that prevention- 

and promotion-focused individuals have different information searching patterns (for an 

overview, see Pham & Higgins, 2005), which can also be used as a proxy to assess a target 

group’s regulatory focus. So, in conclusion, these implications offer a new way of looking at 

the marketplace by adapting a communication strategy on SNSs based on the chronic 

regulatory focus of specific target audiences.  

 

The impact of regulatory focus on ad responses  
 

| 89 

Limitations and directions for future research  

The present studies have a number of limitations that might open up interesting 

opportunities for future research. First, it might have been better practice if we included a 

third condition to the ‘degree of personalization’ factor in Study 2. In addition to the low and 

high personalization condition, it would have been interesting to incorporate ‘no 

personalization’ as a control condition as well. However, after extensive deliberation, we 

chose not to. The reason is straightforward: on SNSs, every advertisement is in a way 

personalized. An advertiser only chooses the amount of personal information s/he wants to 

use to target an audience. Thus, a targeted ad on a SNS can vary in degree of personalization 

(e.g. low and high), but can never be ‘not personalized’. Therefore, for the sake of a realistic 

experimental design, we opted to only include two ad formats that do exist in a real SNS 

environment.  

Second, in the present studies, we have revealed the association between chronic regulatory 

focus and responses toward targeted advertising. However, we have not examined why this 

relationship occurred. Therefore, future research should investigate the psychological 

mechanisms that drive the responses toward targeted advertising among prevention- and 

promotion-focused adolescents. By exploring important mediating variables behind this 

relationship, we can improve our understanding of the underlying processes through which 

chronic regulatory focus can determine responses toward targeted marketing 

communications.  

Third, study 1 (survey) was conducted based on a convenience sample. Although research 

often relies on data from non-probability samples, scholars should take precautions in terms 

of generalizing the current findings.  

At last, although we argued that it is important to gain knowledge into the motivational 

mechanisms that explain adolescents’ reactions towards targeted content on SNSs, it could 

also be relevant to explore the tendency of how adult consumers interact with targeted 

content. As adolescents’ consumer related abilities are not yet entirely matured, they may 

react differently to (targeted) advertising persuasion than adults (Boush, Friestad, & Rose, 

1994; van Reijmersdal, Rozendaal, Smink, Noort, & Buijzen, 2016). Future research could 

therefore focus on whether targeted advertising persuasion on SNSs depends on adults’ 

chronic self-regulation. 
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APPENDIX 

Figure 1: 
Screenshot of our self-created mock social network sites 

 

 
Figure 2: 
The two test ads in Study 2: a high personalized ad (left) and a low personalized ad (right)  
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ABSTRACT 

Adolescents are regularly exposed to commercial messages on social networking sites. There 

is scant knowledge of how they interact with marketing communications on these social 

platforms. This study examines how advertising on Facebook is associated with adolescents’ 

ad skepticism, and how this influences their purchase intentions. Also, the moderating role of 

privacy concern and a textual debriefing about the nature of the advertising technique are 

investigated. In total, 363 adolescents aged 16-18 years participated in an experimental study. 

The results show that, in general, retargeted Facebook ads (compared to non-retargeting) 

lead to higher purchase intentions. However, when textual debriefing is provided or for 

adolescents with a high privacy concern, skeptical attitude toward retargeting increases, 

which in turn decreases purchase intentions. These research findings hold some important 

implications for actors from different fields of expertise, such as policy makers, practitioners 

and educators. 
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INTRODUCTION 

During the last decade, the advertising industry has witnessed a sharp increase in innovative 

online marketing techniques. Advertisers are searching for new ways to adapt their messages 

to the characteristics or behavior of consumers. In that regard, retargeting can be addressed 

as one of those recent innovative practices. Retargeting refers to exposing an online user to 

an advertisement including a particular kind of content that (s)he searched for online or saw 

on a previously visited website (Goldfarb, 2013). For example, if an internet user searched for 

or saw a pair of shoes on a website, this item or a similar one may appear in retargeted ads as 

(s)he continues to browse the web. Retargeting is a frequently occurring tactic in the data-

rich environment of social networking sites (SNSs), and certainly on Facebook, where 

advertisers have rapidly adopted this technique (Hamman & Plomion, 2013).  

Notwithstanding its implementation in practice, scant research has been conducted to 

investigate the effects of retargeting on SNS, making this a particularly fruitful and relevant 

area (Knoll, 2015). Although it is important to explore the general tendency of how 

consumers interact with retargeting on SNS, gaining insights into this practice among 

adolescents may be of particular importance. Being avid SNS users, adolescents are regularly 

exposed to retargeting on these social platforms. Consequently, it is important for this group 

to understand how, when, and why advertisers try to influence them with this technique. 

However, during adolescence, cognitive abilities and with information processing skills are still 

developing, which means that their knowledge of advertising techniques and persuasion 

strategies is not entirely matured (Boush et al., 1994; Friestad & Wright, 1994). The latter 

applies particularly for new advertising formats as adolescents may have limited knowledge 

about these novel persuasion techniques due to inexperience and unfamiliarity (Verhellen, 

Oates, De Pelsmacker, & Dens, 2014). As a result, adolescents might be less able to critically 

reflect on advertising on a conscious level, making them a group of consumers at risk of 

unwanted persuasion effects.  

 

The aim of this study is to investigate how adolescents process (i.e. advertising skepticism) 

retargeted ads on Facebook, compared to non-retargeted ads, and how this influences their 

behavioral response (i.e. purchase intention). Furthermore, it has been argued that 

marketplace comprehension and critical processing can be influenced by various personal and 
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situational characteristics (Shimp, 2010). In the context of retargeted advertising, we will 

therefore investigate the impact of adolescents’ privacy concern as a personal factor. As 

retargeting employs personal information of online consumers to customize advertising (i.e. 

their browsing history), it can be argued that one’s level of online informational privacy 

concern can be an important factor in the elaboration and effectiveness of retargeting. The 

contextual factor that will be investigated is a textual debriefing about the nature of the 

advertising technique. As young consumers may sometimes encounter difficulties to 

recognize and understand advertising critically, it is said that they must be contextually aided 

or encouraged to do so (John, 1999). Therefore, a textual debriefing could be effective in 

triggering critical advertising knowledge.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES  

To test our hypotheses, we have developed a theoretical model (Figure 1) representing a 

moderated mediation relationship, also called conditional process model (Hayes, 2013). In 

this section, the full model will be broken down into separate but interrelated hypotheses in 

order to obtain an interpretative overview of how the model is constituted.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Adolescents’ Processing of Retargeted Ads on Facebook 
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Responses toward retargeting 

As studies about retargeting are scarce, we will built upon insights from similar practices that 

have gone by several names, such as targeting, customization, tailoring, personalization and 

online behavioral advertising (Taylor, 2013). Although some slight differences, they all share 

the same basic principle with retargeting: target advertising to those consumers that are most 

likely to be interested based on personal information. We will, for the sake of clarity, group all 

these techniques under the term ‘targeting’. Studies investigating this topic among adult 

consumers have yielded inconsistent results (Maslowska et al., 2011; Yu & Cude, 2009). Two 

main perspectives can be distinguished in the literature. On the one hand, consumers might 

perceive the content of a targeted ad as more appealing, relevant and aligned with their 

personal interests (Tucker, 2014). The targeted ad is believed to deliver the right message to 

the right people at the right time, implicating that people perceive it as more relevant and 

consistent with their goals and interests (Cho & Cheon, 2004). Empirical support for this 

perspective was found in studies indicating that targeted advertising content leads to 

favorable responses, such as positive attitudes (Kalyanaraman & Sundar, 2006; Maslowska et 

al., 2011), increased purchase intention (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011) and click-through rate (Yan 

et al., 2009). On the other hand, the advantage of receiving relevant ads comes at the 

expense of people perceiving targeted advertising as both creepy and unpleasant as they may 

experience greater feelings of privacy invasion (Tucker, 2014). The latter can result in less 

positive attitudes and a decrease in purchase intention, and an increase in ad avoidance and 

rejection (Baek & Morimoto, 2012; McDonald & Cranor, 2010; Yu & Cude, 2009). 

 
Given these mixed findings about targeting, it leaves us to wonder how young consumers will 

react to a specific advertising technique that customizes commercial content based on their 

online search behavior, as retargeting does. Adolescents exposed to a retargeted ad 

(compared to a non-retargeted ad) generally possess more information (e.g. price, availability, 

etc.) because they are exposed to an ad containing the very same product or service they 

have already looked for in an earlier search query. It can be expected that repeated exposure 

and more information lead to favorable effects on advertising outcomes (Dodds, Monroe, & 

Grewal, 1991; Pechmann & Stewart, 1988). Therefore, the current study predicts that 

adolescents will have a higher purchase intention for a product depicted in a retargeted ad, 

compared to a non-retargeted ad. In summary, we posit the following hypothesis:  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Adolescents’ Processing of Retargeted Ads on Facebook 
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Responses toward retargeting 

As studies about retargeting are scarce, we will built upon insights from similar practices that 

have gone by several names, such as targeting, customization, tailoring, personalization and 

online behavioral advertising (Taylor, 2013). Although some slight differences, they all share 

the same basic principle with retargeting: target advertising to those consumers that are most 

likely to be interested based on personal information. We will, for the sake of clarity, group all 

these techniques under the term ‘targeting’. Studies investigating this topic among adult 

consumers have yielded inconsistent results (Maslowska et al., 2011; Yu & Cude, 2009). Two 

main perspectives can be distinguished in the literature. On the one hand, consumers might 

perceive the content of a targeted ad as more appealing, relevant and aligned with their 

personal interests (Tucker, 2014). The targeted ad is believed to deliver the right message to 

the right people at the right time, implicating that people perceive it as more relevant and 

consistent with their goals and interests (Cho & Cheon, 2004). Empirical support for this 

perspective was found in studies indicating that targeted advertising content leads to 

favorable responses, such as positive attitudes (Kalyanaraman & Sundar, 2006; Maslowska et 

al., 2011), increased purchase intention (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011) and click-through rate (Yan 

et al., 2009). On the other hand, the advantage of receiving relevant ads comes at the 

expense of people perceiving targeted advertising as both creepy and unpleasant as they may 

experience greater feelings of privacy invasion (Tucker, 2014). The latter can result in less 

positive attitudes and a decrease in purchase intention, and an increase in ad avoidance and 

rejection (Baek & Morimoto, 2012; McDonald & Cranor, 2010; Yu & Cude, 2009). 

 
Given these mixed findings about targeting, it leaves us to wonder how young consumers will 

react to a specific advertising technique that customizes commercial content based on their 

online search behavior, as retargeting does. Adolescents exposed to a retargeted ad 

(compared to a non-retargeted ad) generally possess more information (e.g. price, availability, 

etc.) because they are exposed to an ad containing the very same product or service they 

have already looked for in an earlier search query. It can be expected that repeated exposure 

and more information lead to favorable effects on advertising outcomes (Dodds, Monroe, & 

Grewal, 1991; Pechmann & Stewart, 1988). Therefore, the current study predicts that 

adolescents will have a higher purchase intention for a product depicted in a retargeted ad, 

compared to a non-retargeted ad. In summary, we posit the following hypothesis:  
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H1: Retargeted ads lead to higher levels of purchase intention compared to non-

retargeted ads (i.e. direct relationship).  

 

Advertising skepticism toward retargeting 

During adolescence, young people may become skeptical about different kinds of social 

communications, including advertising (Friestad & Wright, 1994). This phenomenon can be 

explained by the reactance theory introduced by Brehm (1989). Most of the time, people 

want the freedom to think, feel, and act as they choose. When realizing that they are subject 

to an (external) commercial attempt that tries to persuade them, they will perceive it as a 

threat to their autonomy and freedom of choice, triggering what has been defined as 

reactance (Brehm, 1989). Subsequently, this reactance can generate resistance to persuasion 

by people by avoiding the persuasive message, or disagreeing in a more thoughtful manner, 

i.e. counterarguing and questioning the credibility of the source and the message (Kassin et 

al., 2011; Silvia, 2006). Based on the latter, White, Zahay, Thorbjørnsen, & Shavitt (2008) 

showed that targeted messages result in ‘personalization reactance’ - a psychological 

resistance in response to inappropriate personalization of messages. This implies that, given 

that advertisers track down the personal browsing history of (usually) unaware online 

consumers to enable retargeting, people may experience this as an invasion of their online 

privacy and therefore feel deceived. Because of this privacy intrusion and feelings of 

deception, people may be more likely to deal with this advertising practice by criticizing the 

tactic and process the ad with more skepticism (Boerman et al., 2014). Next to reactance, 

Knowles and Linn (2004) assert another prominent factor of resistance to persuasion: a 

distrust of commercial stimuli. This face of resistance alerts consumers to be guarded and 

cautious when faced with a persuasive message, especially if the persuaders’ goals are 

mistrusted. As people are usually poorly informed about how companies deal with their 

private information and data online, they often lack a sense of trust in the advertising industry 

with regards to targeted advertising (Bergström, 2015; Ur, Leon, Cranor, Shay, & Wang, 

2012). Again, this confirms our premise that adolescent consumers might engage in skeptical 

reasoning when they are confronted with retargeted advertisements on SNS, more so than 

non-retargeted ads, because it –usually unbeknown- employs their previously visited 

websites. We therefore expect that advertising skepticism to be higher for retargeted ads 

than for non-retargeted ads among young consumers.  
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Several scholars have also shown that advertising skepticism leads to negative evaluations. 

More specifically, studies of Obermiller and colleagues (2005; 1998) have supported the 

notion that the extent of people’s skepticism is an important determinant of their 

(behavioral) responses to advertising. Therefore, we expect that retargeted ads will not only 

generate higher skeptical processing than non-retargeted ads (see previous paragraph), but 

we also predict that this effect will subsequently lead to a lower purchase intention for 

retargeted ads compared to non-retargeted ads (i.e. mediation effect). This leads to the 

following hypothesis: 

H2: Retargeted ads lead to higher levels of advertising skepticism compared to non-

retargeted ads, which in turn will lead to a lower purchase intention. 

 

Personal moderator: the role of privacy concern  

An important issue that advertisers may face when targeting advertising to consumers’ online 

preferences and personal data is informational privacy concern. Westin (1967, p. 7) defines 

informational privacy as “the claim of individuals, groups or institutions to determine for 

themselves when, how, and to what extent information about them is communicated to 

others”. Privacy concern can range from users’ discomfort with marketers gathering personal 

information from them based on their online behavior to concerns about personal data 

becoming available to third parties (other businesses, the government, etc.) (Cranor, 2004). In 

general, most consumers participate in online communities with insufficient understanding 

that personal information related to their online interactions will be collected and used for 

marketing purposes (Smit et al., 2014). Eventually, when they do find out, for example when 

being exposed to retargeted ads, they may experience a feeling of privacy intrusion, especially 

if they feel uninformed about who is collecting their browsing information, how they obtain it 

or for what purposes it is used (Nowak & Phelps, 1995). The stronger an individual’s concerns 

about marketers’ data gathering practices, the more likely a consumer will adopt privacy 

protecting behavior (Youn, 2009). 

Past research findings already revealed that an increased privacy concern among adolescents 

elicits various privacy protecting behaviors, such as seeking out interpersonal advice, avoiding 

websites that ask for personal information and falsifying or providing incomplete personal 

information (Youn, 2005, 2009). Within a social network environment, privacy concerned 

adolescents tend to delete comments, untag themselves from photos or content, enhance 
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privacy-setting strategies, and even, deactivate their account if necessary (Feng & Xie, 2014; 

Madden, Lenhart, Cortesi, & Gasser, 2013). Based on these findings, we also expect a privacy 

protecting strategy among young consumers in terms of advertising coping behavior. More 

precisely, it can be assumed that adolescents with a high privacy concern will adopt a 

protective stance when they are confronted with retargeted ads, in this case a skeptical 

evaluation. In contrast, adolescents with a low degree of privacy concern should not engage 

in skeptical elaboration of retargeted messages as a defense mechanism. We therefore 

expect the level of privacy concern to be a moderator for the skeptical appraisal of 

retargeting. Consequently, we formulate the following hypothesis:  

H3: Adolescents with a higher privacy concern will have a higher ad skepticism for 

retargeted ads, as compared to non-retargeted ads. For adolescents with a lower privacy 

concern, no difference is expected for these two advertising techniques.  

 
Contextual moderator: the role of a textual debriefing  

Besides personal factors, contextual factors might also affect adolescents’ skeptical 

processing. Young consumers may sometimes encounter difficulties to recognize and 

understand commercial content critically. They may have already acquired some knowledge 

about advertising, but this does not necessarily mean that they actually retrieve this 

knowledge when confronted with advertising and apply it as a critical defense to generate 

critical thoughts and counterarguments (Rozendaal et al., 2011). Therefore, it has been 

asserted that youngsters must be contextually helped or encouraged to engage in critical 

elaboration of consumer related affairs (John, 1999). More precisely, adolescents can be 

offered a cue to make them consciously aware of retargeting and trigger their critical 

advertising knowledge. This can make the commercial nature and the persuasive motives of 

advertising more accessible in the minds of young consumers (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000). 

This contextual cue could be particularly suitable and effective for a new, nontraditional 

advertising technique, such as retargeting, as adolescents might have underdeveloped 

knowledge about and limited experience with it.  

Contextual cues can take various forms (e.g. pre-warnings, after-warnings, texts, symbols, 

icons, etc.), can vary regarding the content (e.g. semantic content, visual content, etc.) and 

characteristics (placement, size, exposure time, interactivity, color, vividness, etc.) (see An & 

Kang, 2013). In the present study, we will investigate the usefulness of using a debriefing tool 

The influence of debriefing on skepticism and intentions  
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for improving adolescents critical processing of advertising. Intrinsically, debriefing is a 

learning process that provides the opportunity for structured reflection whereby experiences 

are used and converted into learning (Costabile et al., 2008). This learning may originate from 

individual reflections on prior experiences (Raemer et al., 2011). The principle of debriefing is 

omnipresent in various domains like education and psychology (e.g. debriefing after 

experiencing a traumatic event) (Rose et al., 2002), and could therefore also be relevant in 

the multidisciplinary domain of advertising research. Today, debriefing is frequently applied in 

the field of game-based learning (e.g. Crookall, 2010; van der Meij, Leemkuil, & Li, 2013). For 

instance, Crookall (2010) argued that learning comes not from the game itself, but from the 

debriefing afterwards. As such, it is less likely that young people will withdraw deeper lessons 

from an experience all by themselves; they will only learn from it when they are stimulated to 

cognitively reflect on the game once the playing experience is over. We argue that this 

debriefing method sounds promising to be investigated within an advertising setting. 

We expect debriefing to be a moderator for eliciting skeptical advertising thoughts. More 

precisely, we argue that when no debriefing is provided, critical processing will be triggered to 

a lesser extent, which will result in little or no difference in skepticism between retargeted 

and non-retargeted ads. However, when the debriefing is provided, it will stimulate 

adolescents’ critical and skeptical advertising reflection. In this case, we expect a retargeted 

ad to generate more skepticism than a non-retargeted ad due to its use of personal browser 

histories for marketing purposes. Therefore, we postulate the following hypothesis:  

H4: Adolescents provided with a debriefing will have higher ad skepticism for 

retargeted ads, as compared to non-retargeted ads. For adolescents not provided with 

a textual debriefing, no difference in ad skepticism will be found for these two 

advertising techniques.  

 

In sum, the abovementioned hypotheses test our theoretical model stepwise by decomposing 

it in several parts. Now we aim to merge everything into one model, i.e. a moderated 

mediation model. Therefore, we end with an overarching hypothesis that allows us to test our 

theoretical model as a whole:  

H5: Privacy concern and a textual debriefing moderate the indirect effect of retargeted 

ads on purchase intention through advertising skepticism.  
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METHODS 

Sample description and design 

In total, 363 adolescents aged 16-18 years (Mage = 17.27, SDage = .80) participated in the study 

(61% female). The adolescents were 11th and 12th graders recruited from six different schools 

situated in the Dutch speaking part of Belgium, Flanders. The experiment used a 2 (non-

retargeted ad – retargeted ad) x 2 (textual debriefing – no textual debriefing) between subject 

design.  

 
Pretest and stimuli  

In order to choose a suitable product to use in the Facebook ad, a pretest (n = 87) was 

conducted among adolescents including several products (e.g. sunglasses, backpack, bicycle). 

The product needed to be particularly appealing for adolescents. The results showed that 

they are highly familiar with sunglasses (M = 7.01, SD = 2.31) on a scale from one to 10, and, 

more importantly, are likely to search a pair of sunglasses on the internet to purchase them 

(M = 3.31, SD = 1.23, on a scale from one to five), which is a necessary precondition for 

retargeting to take place. Therefore, we chose sunglasses as product for the advertisement. 

We opted for the sunglasses of the brand Vans, which is a youth-culture brand highly popular 

and well-known among teenagers (VF Corporation, 2013). Based on this, we created two test 

advertisements, a retargeted and a non-retargeted ad (see Appendix). These ads differed 

slightly from each other because they bear different characteristics: retargeting depicts a 

specific product a consumer has visited and searched for before, with a clear hint to be 

directed back to the original website (e.g. by providing a buy button). A non-retargeting ad 

has a more general content, referring to the whole brand line and not to a specific product as 

such. Because the visuals of these two ads are different, we tested them in an additional 

pretest (n = 40) to make sure they did not differ from each other in terms of important 

advertising outcomes and to rule out the ‘visual difference’ as a extraneous or confounding 

factor in our experimental design. The results showed that the retargeting ad was not 

significantly different from the non-retargeting ad - purely based on the visual - in terms of 

attitude toward the ad (Mret = 3.10 vs Mnon-ret = 3.22; t(38) = .28, p = .78), attitude towards the 

brand (Mret = 3.47 vs Mnon-ret = 3.3; t(35) = -.29, p = .78), and purchase intention (Mret = 2.57 vs 

Mnon-ret = 2.25; t(38) = -.74, p = .47). Next, we created a Facebook fan page of a fictitious music 
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festival, called T-world (the T stands for Teenager) on which the Vans advertisement was 

shown (see next section for the cover story). Since adolescents are avid festival attenders, it 

can be assumed that a Facebook fan page concerning a teenage festival will draw their 

attention. Finally, we also created the textual debriefing, which consisted of a text informing 

the adolescents they were exposed to either retargeting or non-retargeting (depending on 

the experimental condition the participant is situated in), and moreover, explains how this 

technique exactly works (see Appendix). Prior to the study, we checked if the textual 

debriefing was clear and comprehensible for adolescents by presenting the text to a class of 

12 pupils. After having read the debriefing text, all pupils mentioned to have understood it 

without difficulties.  

 
Procedure 

Prior to the implementation of the online experiment, we obtained institutional approval 

from our university and informed consent from the schools’ principal and the participants. All 

experimental questions were presented online in computer classrooms during school time. 

After filling in some socio-demographic and dispositional questions, the adolescents were 

subjected to our cover story. They were introduced to the festival named T-world. After being 

informed about this event, they were given an online search task, which differed for the 

retargeting and the non-retargeting condition (randomly assigned). In the retargeting 

condition, participants were asked to open their browser and surf to the –real- Vans website 

to check out some cool sunglasses for the festival. Participants in the non-retargeted 

condition were asked to evaluate the location of the festival on Google Maps (a control task). 

After having performed this search task, they were told that T-World just launched a new 

Facebook page. Their task then consisted of checking out the organization’s Facebook page 

and evaluate it. By introducing this assignment, we wanted to direct the participants to 

Facebook. They had to log on by using their own account and visit the T-world fan page (the 

direct link was communicated). On this Facebook page, wall-posts were already included by 

the researcher to simulate a realistic page. Importantly, one of the posts on the Facebook 

page was an advertisement for Vans sunglasses (a retargeted ad for those who had already 

visited the Vans webpage or non-retargeted ad for those who had the control task of finding 

the festival’s location on Google Maps, depending on the condition). In other words, while 

exploring the T-Word fan page, they were clearly exposed to this ad. After this, the 
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participants had to return to the questionnaire. At this point, the second manipulation took 

place. Before continuing the remaining part of the questionnaire, adolescents were either 

given the textual debriefing for their corresponding advertising technique that revealed the 

underlying persuasive tactic (retargeting or non-retargeting), or they were left unbriefed 

about the ad (again, randomly assigned).  

Thereafter, the participants completed the remaining part of the questionnaire, which 

included questions about the advertisement they had seen (ad skepticism and purchase 

intention). This whole set-up with cover story was chosen because the researchers wanted to 

simulate a realistic procedure comparable to how young consumers would encounter 

retargeting in their everyday lives. By letting the participants perform an online search task 

for themselves, and thereafter engage with the original Facebook-platform (instead of just 

presenting them with a screenshot or scenario), we wanted to create a genuine experience in 

which the participants would less likely be able to guess the aim of the study, which in turn 

prevents demand characteristics.  

 

Measures 

Advertising skepticism 

To assess ad skepticism, five items were used measuring the sentiment toward advertising 

(Gaski & Etzel, 1986), similar to the study of Mangleburg and Bristol (1998) (e.g. ‘This ad is 

intended to deceive rather than to inform consumers’). Two items from the original scale were 

dropped because they applied to advertising formats making a claim or providing information. 

Although the latter is evident for television advertising, it is less so for online advertising such 

as retargeting. The response options ranged from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly 

agree). All the items were aggregated to form a single measure of ad skepticism (M = 4.25, SD 

= 1.04; α = .78). 

 

Privacy concern 

We measured privacy concern by using the six-point Global Information Privacy Concern scale 

(Malhotra et al., 2004), with response categories ranging from one (strongly disagree) to 

seven (strongly agree). A sample item is ‘To me, it is the most important thing to keep my 
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privacy intact from online companies’. The mean score of all items was used as a 

measurement of privacy concern (M = 4.39, SD = .76; α = .72).  

 

Purchase intention 

Respondents gave a score on their purchase intention based on three items used by Baker 

and Churchill (1977) (e.g. ‘Would you buy this product if you happened to see it in a store?’). 

Respondents were served a range of response options going from one (strongly disagree) to 

seven (strongly agree). The three items were then aggregated to form a single measure of 

purchase intention (M = 3.33, SD = 1.50; α = .85). 

 

Control variables 

Finally, participants were asked about their socio-demographic characteristics (age and 

gender) and their Facebook activity by using the Facebook Intensity Scale (Ellison, Steinfield, 

& Lampe, 2007).  

 
RESULTS 

To test our proposed theoretical model, we used an OLS regression-based path analysis, with 

the aid of the computation tool PROCESS as a means of estimating direct and indirect 

(conditional) effects (Hayes, 2013). Our separated hypotheses were tested in two models, 

namely the mediator variable model (advertising skepticism) and the dependent variable 

model (purchase intention), which is the standard output when generating a moderated 

mediation in PROCESS. We used 10 000 bootstrap samples and bias-corrected 95% 

confidence intervals. As shown in Table 1, the direct effect of ad format on purchase intention 

is highly significant (b =.59, p < .001; H1 accepted), meaning that in general (i.e. after 

controlling for other variables in the model), adolescents have higher purchase intentions of 

the product when they are presented the retargeted ad (M = 3.65, SD =.11) compared to the 

non-retargeted ad (M = 3.07, SD =.11). To test hypothesis 2, we ran an additional, separate 

mediation analysis to test the indirect effect of retargeting on purchase intention. This reveals 

an indirect effect (-.266) statistically different from zero, as the 95% bootstrap confidence 

interval contains values below zero [-.425 to -.150]. Therefore, H2 can be accepted. 
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Table 1. OLS-regression model coefficients for the moderated mediation model in Figure 1 

 
 Model 1 Model 2 

 Advertising Skepticism   Purchase Intention 

Antecedents Coefficient. SE Coefficient SE 

Constant 4.601***    .368   6.173***    .620    

Age .025    .065    -.192*    .093   

Sex -.182    .107   -.226    .155   

Facebook Intensity -.035    .052    .053    .076    
Ad Format .543***    .102    .586***    .155    

Ad Skep ---- ---- -.486*** .076   
Privacy Concern .152*    .071   ---- ---- 

Cue -.007    .104    ---- ---- 
Ad Format * PC .294*    .140      

Ad Format * Cue .754***    .206      
      
 R2 = .144    R2 = .131 
 F(8,347) = 7.301*** F(5,350) = 10.579*** 

Note: Age, Sex and Facebook Intensity are included as control variables in these models. 

* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

 

We further assessed the interference of two moderators in the relationship of ad format on 

advertising skepticism, namely privacy concern and a textual debriefing. As regards privacy 

concern, Table 1 shows that this characteristic has a significant interaction effect with ad 

format (b = .294, p < .05), meaning that it moderates the relationship between retargeting 

and ad skepticism. In Figure 3, this interaction is presented graphically by plotting the simple 

slope of ad format at various values of privacy concern, i.e. ‘low’ ‘moderate’ and ‘high’ values 

(i.e. pick-a-point approach) (Hayes, 2013). As can be seen, in case of a non-retargeted ad, 

privacy concern is less important since adolescents in the categories low, moderate and high 

generate a similar level of advertising skepticism (Mlow = 4.23, Mmod = 4.24, Mhigh = 4.26; p = 

.69). For the retargeted ad, we notice that as adolescents’ privacy concern rises, much higher 

levels of ad skepticism are generated (Mlow = 4.55, Mmod = 4.79, Mhigh = 5.03; p < .001). As 

such, H3 can be accepted. 

The next proposed moderator, the textual debriefing, is also found to be significant (b = .754, 

p < .001). Figure 4 shows that, when no debriefing is provided, retargeting (M = 4.31) and 

non-retargeting (M = 4.19) do not show differences in terms of ad skepticism (p = .437). 
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However, in the presence of a textual debriefing, the retargeted ad (M = 4.74) elicits a 

significant higher level of ad skepticism compared to the non-retargeted ad (M = 3.80; p < 

.001). Therefore, H4 can also be accepted. 

Figure 2. Graphical depiction of privacy concern as moderator on ad skepticism 
 

Figure 3. Graphical depiction of a textual debriefing as moderator on ad skepticism 
 

 

Finally, we estimated the conditional indirect effects for various values of both moderators, 

along with an inferential test at those values. Table 2 reveals the conditional indirect effects 

of retargeting on purchase intention through skepticism at values of privacy concern and 

4

4,2

4,4

4,6

4,8

5

5,2

Non-retargeting Retargeting

Ad
 S

ke
pt

ic
ism

Ad Format

Low PC

Med PC

High PC

3,5

3,75

4

4,25

4,5

4,75

5

Non-retargeting Retargeting

Ad
 S

ke
pt

ic
ism

Ad Format

No debriefing

Debriefing

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   118 07-08-18   14:23



3

 Chapter 3 
 

 | 114 

Table 1. OLS-regression model coefficients for the moderated mediation model in Figure 1 

 
 Model 1 Model 2 

 Advertising Skepticism   Purchase Intention 

Antecedents Coefficient. SE Coefficient SE 

Constant 4.601***    .368   6.173***    .620    

Age .025    .065    -.192*    .093   

Sex -.182    .107   -.226    .155   

Facebook Intensity -.035    .052    .053    .076    
Ad Format .543***    .102    .586***    .155    

Ad Skep ---- ---- -.486*** .076   
Privacy Concern .152*    .071   ---- ---- 

Cue -.007    .104    ---- ---- 
Ad Format * PC .294*    .140      

Ad Format * Cue .754***    .206      
      
 R2 = .144    R2 = .131 
 F(8,347) = 7.301*** F(5,350) = 10.579*** 

Note: Age, Sex and Facebook Intensity are included as control variables in these models. 

* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

 

We further assessed the interference of two moderators in the relationship of ad format on 

advertising skepticism, namely privacy concern and a textual debriefing. As regards privacy 

concern, Table 1 shows that this characteristic has a significant interaction effect with ad 

format (b = .294, p < .05), meaning that it moderates the relationship between retargeting 

and ad skepticism. In Figure 3, this interaction is presented graphically by plotting the simple 

slope of ad format at various values of privacy concern, i.e. ‘low’ ‘moderate’ and ‘high’ values 

(i.e. pick-a-point approach) (Hayes, 2013). As can be seen, in case of a non-retargeted ad, 

privacy concern is less important since adolescents in the categories low, moderate and high 

generate a similar level of advertising skepticism (Mlow = 4.23, Mmod = 4.24, Mhigh = 4.26; p = 

.69). For the retargeted ad, we notice that as adolescents’ privacy concern rises, much higher 

levels of ad skepticism are generated (Mlow = 4.55, Mmod = 4.79, Mhigh = 5.03; p < .001). As 

such, H3 can be accepted. 

The next proposed moderator, the textual debriefing, is also found to be significant (b = .754, 

p < .001). Figure 4 shows that, when no debriefing is provided, retargeting (M = 4.31) and 

non-retargeting (M = 4.19) do not show differences in terms of ad skepticism (p = .437). 

The influence of debriefing on skepticism and intentions  
 

| 115 

However, in the presence of a textual debriefing, the retargeted ad (M = 4.74) elicits a 

significant higher level of ad skepticism compared to the non-retargeted ad (M = 3.80; p < 

.001). Therefore, H4 can also be accepted. 

Figure 2. Graphical depiction of privacy concern as moderator on ad skepticism 
 

Figure 3. Graphical depiction of a textual debriefing as moderator on ad skepticism 
 

 

Finally, we estimated the conditional indirect effects for various values of both moderators, 

along with an inferential test at those values. Table 2 reveals the conditional indirect effects 

of retargeting on purchase intention through skepticism at values of privacy concern and 

4

4,2

4,4

4,6

4,8

5

5,2

Non-retargeting Retargeting

Ad
 S

ke
pt

ic
ism

Ad Format

Low PC

Med PC

High PC

3,5

3,75

4

4,25

4,5

4,75

5

Non-retargeting Retargeting

Ad
 S

ke
pt

ic
ism

Ad Format

No debriefing

Debriefing

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   119 07-08-18   14:23



 Chapter 3 
 

 | 116 

textual debriefing as a test of the final hypothesis (full model). To achieve this, we again chose 

the ‘pick-a-point’ approach to probe interactions at low, moderate and high values of the 

moderators (Hayes, 2013). Notice that the indirect effect of retargeting on purchase intention 

by ad skepticism is very low without the presence of a textual debriefing (as can be seen by 

the CI containing zero), although a stronger relationship can be noticed when privacy concern 

is high (effect changing from .039 to -.172, with the latter effect being significant). However, 

when a textual debriefing is provided, compared to no debriefing, we observe that the 

negative effect of the retargeted ad on purchase intention through ad skepticism increases 

significantly, and continues to do so as levels of privacy concern among adolescents increase 

(from -.328 to -.539). This proves that both are significant moderators in the indirect 

relationship of retargeting on purchase intention by advertising skepticism (H5 accepted).  

 
Table 2. Conditional indirect effect(s) of retargeting on purchase intention through skepticism 
at values of the moderators 

Moderated Mediation Model 

Textual Debriefing PC Effect Boot SE 95% BC Bootstrap CI 

No  Low    0.039 0.098   -0.152 to 0.236 
No  Moderate   -0.066 0.077   -0.236 to 0.073 
No  High    -0.172 0.095    -0.388 to -0.011 

Yes Low    -0.328 0.099    -0.556 to -0.166 
Yes Moderate   -0.433 0.099    -0.660 to -0.269 
Yes High   -0.539 0.128    -0.825 to -0.323 

Note: for Privacy Concern, low value is 3.66; moderate value is 4.40; high value is 5.14 (on a scale of 7). 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION  

The present study investigated the relationship between retargeting on Facebook as an 

advertising technique on the one hand and purchase intention and ad skepticism as outcomes 

on the other hand. Furthermore, we explored the moderating role of privacy concern and a 

textual debriefing in determining adolescents’ responses to retargeted (versus non-

retargeted) ads. First, our model revealed that the direct effect of retargeted advertising on 

purchase intention is higher than is the case for non-retargeted advertising. This 

demonstrates that, in general, adolescents respond quite favorably toward retargeting and 

prefer to purchase the product depicted in a retargeted ad compared to the same product in 

a non-retargeted ad. However, this is a general effect, as the direct effect looks at the 
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influence of retargeting on purchase intention while controlling for or holding constant all the 

other variables in the theoretical model. As the medal has two sides, retargeting could also 

intrude into adolescents’ private sphere as it uses information about the website they visited 

to customize ads. This could lead to beliefs about their personal information being used for an 

‘improper’ persuasion attempt, which will encourage the adoption of a skeptical evaluation of 

this practice. This reasoning is exactly the conclusion that emerged from our results. When 

we took advertising skepticism into account as a mediator, we discovered a negative indirect 

relationship between retargeting and purchase intention, via advertising skepticism. This 

means that the retargeted ad leads to a higher ad skepticism compared to the non-retargeted 

ad, which in turn leads to a lower purchase intention of the product. On this occasion, an 

important and interesting contradiction between direct and indirect effect emerges. As Zhao 

et al. (2010) argue, when a mediated and direct effect point in opposite directions, this 

possibly indicates the existence of some ‘other’ omitted mediator(s) in the direct path that 

can be investigated in future research (e.g. risk perception, trust, involvement, etc.). 

Altogether, the bottom line is that retargeting leads to higher purchase intention when 

controlling for all the variables in the model, but when looking at it into more depth, it 

actually evokes skeptical appraisal, which in turn negatively influences purchase intention of 

young consumers.  

 
Consistent with the line of reasoning covered in our theoretical framework, adolescents’ 

privacy concern seemed to be an important moderator for the relationship between 

retargeting and advertising skepticism. It was found that as adolescents’ privacy concern 

increased, they were significantly more skeptical toward the retargeted ad, but not toward 

the non-retargeted ad. This demonstrates that adolescents adopt an advertising coping 

response as privacy-protecting strategy when they are more worried about the way 

advertisers handle their online personal information for commercial purposes. Interestingly, 

this finding is somewhat opposite to the privacy paradox (Barnes, 2006). Put simply, this 

theory indicates that teenagers consider their online privacy as important, but do not act 

accordingly to protect it. However, we showed that adolescents with higher levels of privacy 

concern clearly try to protect their privacy by evaluating retargeting with more skepticism, 

which then lowers their purchase intentions.  
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Next, the current study also pointed out that a textual debriefing as a significant moderator of 

advertising skepticism. This debriefing cue took the form of a little text and informed the 

adolescents that they are exposed to either a retargeted or a non-retargeted ad. It was found 

that when this debriefing was not provided, adolescents were as skeptical toward a 

retargeted ad than a non-retargeted ad. However, when the debriefing was provided for both 

ads, they evaluated the retargeted ad with far more skepticism than the non-retargeted ad. 

This confirms the logic behind the implementation of a textual debriefing, as explained 

earlier. In short, what the debriefing does is disclosing the nature of the persuasive message 

after exposure, and therefore making its motives more accessible in the minds of young 

consumers (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000). In this way, debriefing adolescents can be a helpful 

learning process and remind them to reflect critically on consumer related affairs when they 

are exposed to it. Finally, our theoretical model was also accepted as a whole, summarizing all 

the above-mentioned findings into one analysis, more specifically, a moderated mediation 

analysis. We found that privacy concern and a textual debriefing moderate the indirect effect 

of retargeted ads on purchase intention through advertising skepticism. This means that if 

adolescents have high levels of privacy concern (vs. low levels), or when a textual debriefing is 

presented (vs. no debriefing), there is a stronger negative indirect effect of retargeted ads on 

purchase intention, through advertising skepticism.  

 

The present study contributes to the knowledge of actors from different fields of expertise. 

First, the present study improves the understanding of adolescents’ response to retargeted 

advertising messages on Facebook, offering scholars insights to develop new and 

comprehensive theoretical frameworks. As Knoll (2015) argued, the field of marketing on SNS 

is relatively new and currently underdeveloped. Research initiatives regarding persuasive 

communication on SNS (e.g. targeting) could therefore advance our knowledge in the 

underlying mental processes operating among consumers.  

Second, as the online collection and use of personal information from consumers through 

behavioral targeting have recently highlighted public and regulatory concern (Milne, Rohm, & 

Bahl, 2009), our results could assist policy makers in evaluating the ethical nature of 

retargeting. From a legal perspective, marketing communication practices online must be 

recognizable as such, certainly when targeting young consumers. From the current study, we 

deduct that adolescents may not always be aware of data gathering practices behind targeted 
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advertising content, and therefore, do not recognize it ‘as such’. This premise is based on the 

fact that the textual debriefing in our study was necessary for adolescents to consciously 

notify that they are exposed to retargeting, which consequently lead to a more skeptical and 

critical evaluation of retargeting as an advertising practice. Without this information, the 

skeptical reflection fails to appear as they do not engage in critical and effortful elaboration. 

Additionally, from a data-protection perspective, the Children's Online Privacy Protection Act 

(i.e. an act with respect to the online collection of personal information from children) only 

applies to children under 13 years and not to teenagers. However, this study showed that 

some teenagers have a low concern regarding the safety and privacy risks related to the 

online collection of personal information, which resulted in a lower skeptical and critical 

evaluation of retargeting. Therefore, in line with the concerns of the Federal Trade 

Commission (2012), we suggest that strong and more flexible privacy protections may be 

appropriate for this consumer group.  

Third, we can also draw some implications for the educational sector. It would be advisable to 

teach adolescents in class about online privacy and all the possible risks that go with it in 

order to protect their personal information and interact more critically with online marketing 

strategies that use private data. Furthermore, as we found the debriefing to be an important 

factor to elicit skeptical reasoning, we suggest that it can be interesting to have a debriefing 

session in class at school. Debriefing can result in learning originating from an individual 

reflection (as shown in our study), but it can also stem from sharing these reflections with 

others who had the same experience (Raemer et al., 2011). Therefore, a debriefing at school 

in which adolescents are gathered together to describe their past advertising experiences, to 

account for their actions and to reflect upon it can be helpful to develop critical consumer 

knowledge.  

Lastly, practitioners can also benefit from these findings by responsibly optimizing their 

marketing communication strategy when aiming at young consumers. We suggest that 

marketers should embrace a careful approach when it comes to the usage of young 

consumers’ personal information for commercial purposes, for example by attempting to 

make the underlying tactic of targeted content (data use through cookies) transparent and 

recognizable at all time. Furthermore, as a more general implication, we found that 

retargeted ads backfired in the current study, resulting in lower purchase intentions due to 
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Next, the current study also pointed out that a textual debriefing as a significant moderator of 

advertising skepticism. This debriefing cue took the form of a little text and informed the 

adolescents that they are exposed to either a retargeted or a non-retargeted ad. It was found 

that when this debriefing was not provided, adolescents were as skeptical toward a 

retargeted ad than a non-retargeted ad. However, when the debriefing was provided for both 

ads, they evaluated the retargeted ad with far more skepticism than the non-retargeted ad. 

This confirms the logic behind the implementation of a textual debriefing, as explained 

earlier. In short, what the debriefing does is disclosing the nature of the persuasive message 

after exposure, and therefore making its motives more accessible in the minds of young 

consumers (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000). In this way, debriefing adolescents can be a helpful 

learning process and remind them to reflect critically on consumer related affairs when they 

are exposed to it. Finally, our theoretical model was also accepted as a whole, summarizing all 

the above-mentioned findings into one analysis, more specifically, a moderated mediation 

analysis. We found that privacy concern and a textual debriefing moderate the indirect effect 

of retargeted ads on purchase intention through advertising skepticism. This means that if 

adolescents have high levels of privacy concern (vs. low levels), or when a textual debriefing is 

presented (vs. no debriefing), there is a stronger negative indirect effect of retargeted ads on 

purchase intention, through advertising skepticism.  

 

The present study contributes to the knowledge of actors from different fields of expertise. 

First, the present study improves the understanding of adolescents’ response to retargeted 

advertising messages on Facebook, offering scholars insights to develop new and 

comprehensive theoretical frameworks. As Knoll (2015) argued, the field of marketing on SNS 

is relatively new and currently underdeveloped. Research initiatives regarding persuasive 

communication on SNS (e.g. targeting) could therefore advance our knowledge in the 

underlying mental processes operating among consumers.  

Second, as the online collection and use of personal information from consumers through 

behavioral targeting have recently highlighted public and regulatory concern (Milne, Rohm, & 

Bahl, 2009), our results could assist policy makers in evaluating the ethical nature of 

retargeting. From a legal perspective, marketing communication practices online must be 

recognizable as such, certainly when targeting young consumers. From the current study, we 

deduct that adolescents may not always be aware of data gathering practices behind targeted 
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advertising content, and therefore, do not recognize it ‘as such’. This premise is based on the 

fact that the textual debriefing in our study was necessary for adolescents to consciously 

notify that they are exposed to retargeting, which consequently lead to a more skeptical and 

critical evaluation of retargeting as an advertising practice. Without this information, the 

skeptical reflection fails to appear as they do not engage in critical and effortful elaboration. 

Additionally, from a data-protection perspective, the Children's Online Privacy Protection Act 

(i.e. an act with respect to the online collection of personal information from children) only 

applies to children under 13 years and not to teenagers. However, this study showed that 

some teenagers have a low concern regarding the safety and privacy risks related to the 

online collection of personal information, which resulted in a lower skeptical and critical 

evaluation of retargeting. Therefore, in line with the concerns of the Federal Trade 

Commission (2012), we suggest that strong and more flexible privacy protections may be 

appropriate for this consumer group.  

Third, we can also draw some implications for the educational sector. It would be advisable to 

teach adolescents in class about online privacy and all the possible risks that go with it in 

order to protect their personal information and interact more critically with online marketing 

strategies that use private data. Furthermore, as we found the debriefing to be an important 

factor to elicit skeptical reasoning, we suggest that it can be interesting to have a debriefing 

session in class at school. Debriefing can result in learning originating from an individual 

reflection (as shown in our study), but it can also stem from sharing these reflections with 

others who had the same experience (Raemer et al., 2011). Therefore, a debriefing at school 

in which adolescents are gathered together to describe their past advertising experiences, to 

account for their actions and to reflect upon it can be helpful to develop critical consumer 

knowledge.  

Lastly, practitioners can also benefit from these findings by responsibly optimizing their 

marketing communication strategy when aiming at young consumers. We suggest that 

marketers should embrace a careful approach when it comes to the usage of young 

consumers’ personal information for commercial purposes, for example by attempting to 

make the underlying tactic of targeted content (data use through cookies) transparent and 

recognizable at all time. Furthermore, as a more general implication, we found that 

retargeted ads backfired in the current study, resulting in lower purchase intentions due to 
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the increase in advertising skepticism. These insights may help marketers and advertisers to 

develop more responsible and effective communication campaigns. 

 
The present study has also some limitations that could be considered in future research. First, 

it compared retargeted ads to non-retargeted ads, which is a fairly straightforward 

comparison. Future empirical efforts could include different types of retargeting as this 

technique exists in various forms (for example: dynamic vs generic retargeting, these two 

types of retargeting are found to differ in terms of effectiveness; see Lambrecht & Tucker, 

2013). Second, we only tested the short-term effects of a debriefing. Future studies could also 

look at the long-term effects (i.e. a debriefing session during an extended period of time after 

advertising exposure). Third, our choice for older adolescents (16-18 year) was based on the 

fact that these consumers are the heaviest SNS users, and therefore the most prominent 

target of retargeting. Future research could select other age categories within adolescence 

based on their vulnerability to persuasive effects and privacy risks originating from marketing 

practices. Finally, we strongly suggest that future studies should focus more on targeted 

advertising (e.g. retargeting, online behavioral advertising) as the importance of message 

customization in advertising rises, certainly on platforms where these techniques are 

omnipresent, such as SNS. More precisely, a specific focus on adolescents’ coping behavior 

(cognitive, affective and conative) toward targeted advertising on SNS is recommended. 
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advertising exposure). Third, our choice for older adolescents (16-18 year) was based on the 
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APPENDIX 

Textual Debriefing 

Retargeting condition  

The advertisement you just saw was targeted to you based on your previous browsing 

behavior to the Vans website. Your computer registered that you have visited the Vans 

website, and has saved it. This information was then used to display advertising about Vans 

on the Facebook page of T-World. 

 

Non-retargeting condition  

The advertisement you just saw is a normal Facebook ad. You have been displayed this Vans 

advertising on Facebook randomly. So in other words, it could have been any other brand on 

the Facebook page of T-World.  
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ABSTRACT 

Given that adolescents continuously interact with the user interface of a social networking 

site, it might be a strategic place to address privacy-related issues. This study investigates 

whether and how privacy control features embedded in Facebook’s user interface could serve 

as a cue to influence adolescents in their critical processing and perceived persuasiveness of 

targeted advertisements. To test this, an experimental study among 178 adolescents aged 14-

16 years was conducted. Results reveal that increasing privacy control salience by means of 

user interface elements leads to more critical processing of targeted advertising; at the same 

time, when adolescents perceive a higher privacy control, they also evaluate a targeted ad as 

more effective, convincing and reliable (i.e. increase in perceived persuasiveness). The study 

further identifies two underlying mechanisms by which these effects operate: perceived 

control and self-efficacy. Based on these findings, theoretical contributions and practical 

implications are discussed to optimize advertising campaigns on social networking sites in a 

responsible and privacy-protective way.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the past decade adolescents have entirely embraced social networking sites (SNSs) in 

their daily life, with Facebook being the most popular one (Ofcom, 2017). This increased 

popularity of SNSs has offered companies an important venue for their commercial agendas. 

More precisely, brands have the opportunity to engage in targeted news feed ads, which have 

been referred to as “sponsored posts”. Such ads can be textual posts, videos, images, or 

newer formats such as carrousel and canvas ads. Importantly, these ads take the form of an 

ordinary (organic) post as they adopt the format and style of the SNS (Aguirre, Roggeveen, 

Grewal, & Wetzels, 2016). Recent studies indicated that adolescents are not sophisticated 

decoders when it comes to interpreting these embedded sponsored posts as commercial 

attempts (Lawlor, Dunne, & Rowley, 2016; Zarouali, Ponnet, Walrave, & Poels, 2017). This 

issue has recently been the subject of heightened public and academic concerns and is mainly 

fueled by questions on the fairness or appropriateness of commercial actors’ access to and 

use of adolescents’ personal information for advertising purposes (van Reijmersdal, 

Rozendaal, Smink, Noort, & Buijzen, 2017).  

Until recently, no rules or guidelines existed for labeling these type of targeted ads on SNSs 

(Einstein, 2016). That changed in 2015, when the Federal Trade Commission issued guidelines 

calling for clear cues that indicate the presence of sponsored posts. Such cues usually refer to 

some kind of textual disclosure or visual label that reveal the persuasive intent of a particular 

message online (Boerman, Kruikemeier, & Borgesius, 2017). They are designed to inform 

(young) consumers of an upcoming commercial message (i.e. trigger their awareness), and 

hence, stimulate them to activate their critical persuasion awareness (Hudders et al., 2017). 

In the past, there has been some research on the effectiveness of such ad cues among young 

consumers, but however, this body of literature is still in its infancy. More importantly, we 

argue that it is marked by an important gap.   

 

Previous studies have almost exclusively focused on advertising cues that solely convey the 

commercial nature of a message (e.g. “this is advertising”) (Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2016; 

Quinn & Wood, 2004). In other words, they aimed at making the persuasive intent salient. 

These cues are then placed in near proximity of an advertisement to test whether this 

warning cue can influence young consumers’ critical thinking processes and responses. 
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However, by drawing on a reflection of Hudders et al. (2017), such cues might not be equally 

effective for different advertising formats. In the case of advertising on Facebook, an 

important element is that ads are targeted based on the personal data of users. Unless they 

are informed properly, the latter might be perceived as scary and inappropriate by 

adolescents as they might feel that their privacy has been breached by this advertising 

practice (Walrave, Poels, Antheunis, Van den Broeck, & Noort, 2016; Zarouali et al., 2017). 

Therefore, an effective cue might not necessarily be one that simply indicates that a particular 

message is advertising (i.e. conveying the persuasive intent); but may rather be one that 

informs adolescents about the targeting process including the use of personal data and 

reassures them that they have –to a certain degree- control over this process (e.g. the 

possibility to report or hide the ad, to control the amount of personal information being used, 

etc.) (Tucker, 2014). By drawing attention to the control over one’s online privacy, by means 

of making privacy control salient, this type of cue could on the one hand elicit critical 

processing; on the other hand, it could also result in more favorable evaluations as 

adolescents might appreciate the fact that brands are being transparent about targeted ads 

(Wei, Fischer, & Main, 2008; Wojdynski, 2016).   

 

Therefore, we aim to explain how increasing privacy control salience by integrating privacy 

features in the user interface of Facebook might serve as a trigger to orient adolescents’ 

minds in the direction of more critical elaboration of targeted advertising. At the same time, 

we also shed light on how increasing privacy control salience also instigates more favorable 

ad responses (i.e. an increase in perceived ad persuasiveness). Two underlying mechanisms 

will be identified through which these effects occur: perceived control and self-efficacy.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Privacy on SNSs 

Recent technological advances in marketing bring with them an increased ability to serve 

consumers with relevant content, but at the same time, also an increased risk of invading 

their privacy (Shimp & Andrews, 2013). Therefore, SNSs providers have implemented a 

number of features over the past few years to help users check and update their privacy 

settings (Vitak, 2015). A good illustration is the Privacy Checkup on Facebook, which features 
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a little blue dinosaur representing Facebook’s privacy and security mascot. This privacy 

feature helps users control the visibility of their personal information and posts (e.g. “friends 

only”, “public”, etc.), making it easier to determine who is seeing what (Rosenblatt, 2014). 

However, in this respect, it is crucial to make a distinction between controlling one’s social 

and institutional privacy (Raynes-Goldie, 2010; Young and Quan- Haase, 2013). The former 

refers to protective measures to control the extent to which other users have access to your 

personal information (i.e. the visibility of your information to others, such as friends, peers or 

parents). The latter concerns protection strategies to control what personal information is 

accessed and used by companies and third parties for marketing purposes. Tools such as 

Facebook’s Privacy Checkup mainly focus on addressing individuals’ concerns with regards to 

the visibility of their information to other people (i.e. social privacy), but do not protect 

against the access and use of personal information by brands and companies (i.e. institutional 

privacy). As asserted by Brandimarte, Acquisti, & Loewenstein (2013), SNSs such as Facebook 

provide a feeling of control by allowing users to change every detail of their privacy settings, 

which implies what type of information can be seen by whom; but in fact, users have little 

control over the way this information will be used by third-parties. In other words, privacy 

initiatives on SNSs tend to protect the tip of the iceberg, but all the underlying ‘silent listeners’ 

(e.g. third-parties, apps, advertisers, etc.) remain largely unaffected by these control tools 

(Debatin, Lovejoy, Horn, & Hughes, 2009; Stutzman, Gross, & Acquisti, 2013).  

 

The reason why SNSs are hesitant to give users control over their institutional privacy might 

be the fear that raising attention to institutional privacy could lead to more cautiousness, and 

thus users restricting commercial actors’ access to their personal information (Bonneau & 

Preibusch, 2010; Burke, Marlow, & Lento, 2009; Houghton & Joinson, 2010). Adolescents may 

experience a feeling of privacy intrusion because they are often un- or misinformed about 

who is collecting their personal information, how their data are obtained and for what 

purposes they are used (Nowak & Phelps, 1995; Youn, 2009). These feelings of privacy 

intrusion might then lead to what has been referred to as reactance, or experiencing a loss of 

control and threat to autonomy and freedom of choice (Brehm, 1989). Reactance can 

eventually result in negative feelings and responses toward targeted advertising (Boerman et 

al., 2017; Zarouali et al., 2017). This logic might thus explain why SNSs, such as Facebook, 

rarely put their institutional privacy-enhancing tools in the spotlights, even though they are –
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sometimes- available. However, as will be discussed in the following sections, making 

institutional privacy salient on Facebook does not have to generate negative responses 

towards targeted advertising. In the remainder of the paper, institutional privacy will simply 

be referred to as privacy for the sake of brevity.  

 

Privacy control and salience 

More frequently than not, the element of control is embedded in conceptualizations of 

privacy over the past few decades (e.g. Altman, 1975; Margulis, 1977; Smith, Milberg, & 

Burke, 1996). For instance, as formulated by Westin (1967), privacy can be perceived as “the 

ability of the individual to control the terms under which personal information is acquired and 

used” (p. 7). So whether it is control over the acquisition, disclosure or use of personal 

information, it is central to maintaining privacy (Houghton & Joinson, 2010; Solove, 2005). 

Previous literature has shown that this specific element of privacy, i.e. the lack of control over 

a particular situation, is one of the a predominant triggers of consumer reactance and 

vulnerability (Baker, Gentry, & Rittenburg, 2005; Bleier & Eisenbeiss, 2015; Taylor, 1979). For 

instance, in an advertising context, Tucker (2014) argued that control over private 

information is important in mitigating reactance by revealing that consumers on Facebook 

were twice as likely to click on a personalized ad as a result of an increase in privacy control. 

This result countered the general view that increasing privacy control is harmful to advertising 

outcomes (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011). In addition to being beneficial to advertising responses, 

the increase of privacy control might also lead to consumers paying more attention to their 

online privacy as they feel ‘more in control’ of it, which results in critical reflection and making 

more well-thought-out decisions with respect to privacy-related matters on SNSs (e.g. 

Hughes-Roberts, 2015a, 2015b; Wang, Xu, & Grossklags, 2011; Wang, Zhang, Liu, & Jin, 2015).  

 

Based on this line of reasoning, we argue that making privacy control salient in a social 

network environment might be a promising tool to encourage adolescents to engage in 

critical processing about targeted advertising, and at the same time, display positive ad 

responses. Privacy control salience can be defined as the degree to which privacy control is 

prominent in a person’s awareness during interaction with a SNS (Williams, Nurse, & Creese, 

2016). As argued by scholars, the phenomenon of privacy control salience and its particular 
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role in evaluating targeted advertisements needs further investigation (Bonneau & Preibusch, 

2010; Williams et al., 2016). This will be discussed in the next sections.  

 

Privacy control salience: a cue for adolescents  

Although the idea of increasing privacy control salience on SNSs might be interesting to 

investigate among all users in general, we argue that gaining insights into this topic among 

adolescents may be of particular importance. As they spend most of their days with SNSs, it is 

of great relevance to arrive at an accurate observation and explanation of the role of 

advertising on SNSs in their daily lives. However, as shown by Zarouali et al. (2017), 

adolescents do not engage in critical reflection on targeted advertising, unless they are 

exposed to a cue that triggers their critical elaboration. Without such a cue, they might be a 

consumer group at risk of unwanted and undesired persuasion effects. The merit of an 

advertising cue lies in the fact that it can succeed in notifying adolescents that they are being 

subjected to a persuasive attempt (Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2016; Quinn & Wood, 2004). 

As a result, adolescents might be more aware of these persuasive attempts, which results in 

the adoption of a more critical processing style to evaluate an ad (Boerman, van Reijmersdal, 

& Neijens, 2014; Wei et al., 2008).  

 

Building on the previous paragraph, we now expect that features on the user interface of 

Facebook that convey privacy control might also act as a cue, and thus, be an interesting tool 

to increase critical thinking about targeted advertising among adolescents. Although it has 

been argued that adolescents engage in rather reckless privacy behavior and disclose a 

considerable amount of personal information (Barnes, 2006; Trepte & Reinecke, 2011),  

others have nuanced this view by revealing that adolescents usually wish to be in control of 

how they manage this disclosure (Christofides, Muise, & Desmarais, 2010; Livingstone, 2006, 

2008). More precisely, control over personal information becomes increasingly integral in the 

privacy conceptions of children as they grow up, and even becomes a dominant point of 

attention by early adolescence (Hawk, Hale, Raaijmakers, & Meeus, 2008; Wolfe & Laufer, 

1974). For adolescents, it is key to have control over who knows what about them, and for 

what purposes (Livingstone, 2006, 2008). Therefore, we expect that explicitly exposing 

adolescents to a clear feature in which privacy control is made salient might serve as a cue to 
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As a result, adolescents might be more aware of these persuasive attempts, which results in 

the adoption of a more critical processing style to evaluate an ad (Boerman, van Reijmersdal, 

& Neijens, 2014; Wei et al., 2008).  

 

Building on the previous paragraph, we now expect that features on the user interface of 

Facebook that convey privacy control might also act as a cue, and thus, be an interesting tool 

to increase critical thinking about targeted advertising among adolescents. Although it has 

been argued that adolescents engage in rather reckless privacy behavior and disclose a 

considerable amount of personal information (Barnes, 2006; Trepte & Reinecke, 2011),  

others have nuanced this view by revealing that adolescents usually wish to be in control of 

how they manage this disclosure (Christofides, Muise, & Desmarais, 2010; Livingstone, 2006, 

2008). More precisely, control over personal information becomes increasingly integral in the 

privacy conceptions of children as they grow up, and even becomes a dominant point of 

attention by early adolescence (Hawk, Hale, Raaijmakers, & Meeus, 2008; Wolfe & Laufer, 

1974). For adolescents, it is key to have control over who knows what about them, and for 
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trigger them to be aware of data collection practice involved with this form of advertising, 

which should activate their critical advertising processing. In sum, we suggest:  

H1: As privacy control salience (low – moderate – high) induced by features on 

Facebook increases, it will lead to more critical processing of targeted advertising 

among adolescents.  

 

In addition, we argue that an increased privacy control salience might not only lead to more 

critical reflection, but it might also trigger more favorable ad responses at the same time. 

Although research shows that a transparent cue usually triggers consumers’ persuasion 

resistance, which generally leads to negative evaluations of advertisements (for a detailed 

overview, see Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2016), there are also some studies pointing 

toward the opposite direction (e.g. Eagly, Wood, & Chaiken, 1978; Wei et al., 2008). As 

asserted by Wei et al. (2008), explicit disclosure of covert marketing by a brand can also result 

in more favorable evaluations as consumers also appreciate the fact that brands disclose the 

fact that their message is intended to persuade (i.e. a brand being transparent). Put simply, 

consumers might give more positive evaluations for greater levels of transparency in a 

cluttered online advertising landscape (Wojdynski, 2016). In the present study, we expect that 

a privacy control feature might also trigger such an effect. In the literature, consumer control 

has been revealed to be an initiator and driver of customer satisfaction in an online service 

context (Chan, Barnes, & Fukukawa, 2016). As already addressed, Tucker (2014) showed that 

privacy control reassures consumers on SNSs that they have a certain amount of explicit 

control over their customer data, which then leads to more positive responses toward 

personalized advertising (higher click-through-rate). On their turn, Morris, Choi and Ju (2016) 

found that control over targeted advertising on SNSs enhances consumer feelings of 

credibility and reduces intrusion. Based on this empirical evidence, we expect privacy control 

salience to increase the perceived persuasiveness of targeted advertising. Hence, we suggest 

the following hypothesis:  

H2: As privacy control salience (low – moderate – high) induced by features on 

Facebook increases, it will lead to a higher perceived persuasiveness of targeted 

advertising among adolescents.  
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Mediating role of perceived control and self-efficacy 

We further propose two important psychological mechanisms underlying these proposed 

effects: perceived control and self-efficacy. For the purpose of clarity, it is important to note 

that both are conceptually different: perceived control refers to an individual’s view or 

perception of control within a given situation, whereas self-efficacy refers to confidence in 

one’s own ability to carry out such control in practice (Ajzen, 2002; Armitage & Conner, 

1999). We will now enter into more detail about these two mediators. 

 

Perceived control  

Perceived control can be defined as the degree to which an individual views an event as 

within their control (Raines, Oglesby, Unruh, Capron, & Schmidt, 2014). In this study, it refers 

to whether consumers feel they have control over managing their privacy settings on a SNS. 

In the literature, perceived control has been identified as an important attitudinal variable 

that helps explain consumer behavior in an online environment (Koufaris, Kambil, & 

Labarbera, 2001). However, theorists pointed out the rather ambiguous and unclear role of 

perceived control in a privacy context (e.g. Margulis, 2003; Solove, 2002). Some studies 

provided more clarity on the nature of this variable by showing that perceived control 

exercised a crucial mediating role in mitigating privacy concerns (Xu, 2007; Xu, Teo, Tan, & 

Agarwal, 2012). This line of reasoning might be particularly interesting to test among an 

adolescent sample. In the literature, adolescents have often been associated with the privacy 

paradox: a paradox asserting that although adolescents consider their online privacy to be 

important, they do not act accordingly to protect it in specific situations (Barnes, 2006; 

Norberg, Horne, & Horne, 2007). In this respect, perceived control could explain how this 

privacy contradiction can be altered. As shown by Xu et al. (2012), perceived control over 

personal information is an important intervening variable that might trigger critical privacy 

reflections and decisions. Thus, if specific privacy-enhancing features on a SNS can activate 

adolescents’ perception of control, it should encourage them to actually reflect about privacy 

in a more pronounced way, which could then stimulate them to undertake the necessary 

actions or evoke critical thoughts to protect their privacy (in the context of this study, that 

would mean: process a targeted ad more critically). Therefore, we expect that the increase of 

privacy control salience will lead to an increase of perceived control among adolescents (i.e. 
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would mean: process a targeted ad more critically). Therefore, we expect that the increase of 

privacy control salience will lead to an increase of perceived control among adolescents (i.e. 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   141 07-08-18   14:23



 Chapter 4 
 

| 138 

having the feeling that they have more control over their privacy settings to manage their 

personal data), which in turn will raise their online privacy awareness and thus positively 

influence critical processing of targeted advertising. Hence, we propose: 

H3a: The effect of increased privacy control salience (low vs. moderate;  low vs. high) 

on critical processing will be mediated by perceived control. 

 

At the same time, we also expect an increased privacy control salience to have a positive 

influence on perceived ad persuasiveness via perceived control. In a consumer behavior 

setting, Rose, Clark, Samouel, and Hair (2012) found that personalized marketing 

communications (on an online shopping website) can influence consumers’ affective 

responses through perceived control over personal information as a mediating variable. Thus, 

it is key for targeted ads on SNSs to generate the perception that consumers are in control 

over a targeting event, which allows them to feel empowered and comfortable about the 

situation, which in turn should lead to positive advertising outcomes. Therefore, by increasing 

privacy control salience with features on Facebook’s user interface, we argue that 

adolescents should generate higher levels of perceived control over privacy settings, which in 

turn will positively impact the targeted ad (i.e. an increase in perceived ad persuasiveness). 

Altogether, we suggest the following hypothesis:     

H3b: The effect of increased privacy control salience (low vs. moderate;  low vs. high) 

on perceived ad persuasiveness will be mediated by perceived control.  

 

Self-efficacy  

In a similar vein, self-efficacy might also be an important underlying process. Self-efficacy 

refers to an individual's belief or confidence in his or her ability to perform a specific task 

successfully within a given context (Bandura, 1977, 1997). In our specific study, it refers to a 

consumer’s perceived ability of managing their privacy settings with regards to his or her 

personal information on a SNS. Several scholars have already stressed the importance of this 

construct in an online setting, particularly among adolescents (Hill & Beatty, 2011; Livingstone 

& Helsper, 2010). More precisely, research has found that self-efficacy is an important factor 

to stimulate consumers to engage in critical and responsible privacy coping behavior (Dinev & 

Hart, 2005; Rifon, LaRose, & Choi, 2005; Yao & Linz, 2008). As argued by LaRose and Rifon 
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(2007), consumers who believe in their ability to control private information from third 

parties (e.g. advertisers) should be more likely to engage in critical reflection and behavior 

that preserve their privacy (e.g. critical reflection on targeted advertising). Put differently, 

consumers’ confidence in their privacy protecting abilities may make them more aware of 

advertisers’ data collection practices, which should increase critical awareness toward these 

practices (i.e. a targeted ad) (Rifon et al., 2005; Youn, 2009). Therefore, we expect an increase 

in privacy control salience to lead to a higher consumer self-efficacy (as this privacy control 

salience will boost their confidence that they can exercise control over their personal 

information through privacy settings), which in turn should lead to more critical processing of 

targeted advertising. This leads to the following hypothesis:  

H4a: The effect of increased privacy control salience (low vs. moderate;  low vs. high) 

on critical processing will be mediated by self-efficacy. 

 

In addition, Gangadharbatla (2008) argued that an increased control on SNSs may contribute 

to greater self-efficacy levels, which could lead to favorable responses to content on these 

SNSs. More precisely, he argues that the design of a SNS (and the features that are 

implemented on it) can help or assist users in their surfing experience and lead to higher 

confidence levels (i.e. self-efficacy), which in turn might lead to a positive evaluation of the 

content on the SNS. Following this line of reasoning, we expect that increasing privacy control 

by means of features in the Facebook user interface, might lead to an increase in self-efficacy 

(i.e. having confidence in the ability of managing one’s personal information via privacy 

settings), which in turn will reassure adolescents and thus lead to a better performance of the 

ad in terms of persuasiveness. In sum, we formulate:  

H4b: The effect of increased privacy control salience (low vs. moderate;  low vs. high) 

on perceived ad persuasiveness will be mediated by self-efficacy. 

 

METHOD 

Design and participants  

Our hypotheses were tested in a single factor between-subjects design with three levels (low 

– moderate - high privacy control salience). The sample consisted of 178 participants aged 14-

16 years old (Mage = 15.34, SD = .95; 57% girls). Adolescents were recruited by means of a 
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salience will boost their confidence that they can exercise control over their personal 

information through privacy settings), which in turn should lead to more critical processing of 

targeted advertising. This leads to the following hypothesis:  

H4a: The effect of increased privacy control salience (low vs. moderate;  low vs. high) 
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In addition, Gangadharbatla (2008) argued that an increased control on SNSs may contribute 
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SNSs. More precisely, he argues that the design of a SNS (and the features that are 

implemented on it) can help or assist users in their surfing experience and lead to higher 
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convenience sample. In May 2017, we contacted two secondary schools situated in Flanders 

(i.e. the Dutch speaking part of Belgium) to ask them whether they were willing to participate 

in the study. Both accepted this request. The principals selected several classes in the third 

and fourth grade of their secondary school. The study was then conducted in the designated 

classrooms, during regular school time. Data collection always took place under the 

supervision of a teacher and one of the researchers. Formal parental consent was sought, as 

well as informed consent of all participants. No one refused to participate. All adolescents 

were informed a week in advance that they were going to participate in a study on social 

media (without disclosing the true purpose of the study). No reward was given for 

participation. Before starting the study, all adolescents were assured that their responses 

would be treated anonymously, and that they could withdraw their participation at any given 

time without negative consequences. All surveys were successfully completed.  

 

Procedure and stimulus material 

Participants began with filling out the survey, which started with socio-demographic 

questions. After having completed these questions, they were exposed to the stimulus on a 

new page. The stimulus material consisted of a full-sized screenshot showing a blurred 

Facebook profile page, with a clear sponsored post (i.e. a targeted ad) in the news feed (see 

Appendix). This ad promoted a fictitious sneakers brand named “Sneaky Shoe”. A fictitious 

brand was used to avoid potential confounding effects of prior brand experiences and 

attitudes. The ad was created to be perceived as targeted based on personal information that 

we included about the adolescent’s age, location and general interest in sneakers (see 

Zarouali, Poels, Walrave, & Ponnet, 2018). The ad copy contained the following message: 

“You are X years old, you like cool sneakers, and you live in place Y? Come and visit us, and be 

the first with the most trendy sneakers”. Every participant saw the same blurred profile page 

with the targeted ad, but in line with our three conditions, the screenshots did differ in their 

degree of privacy control salience (see next paragraph). 

As argued by Hughes-Roberts (2015b), the user interface of a SNS might be an ideal context 

to inform and raise awareness on privacy control as it is an environment with which users 

interact continuously. The low privacy control salience condition displayed the newsfeed with 

only the ‘Sneaky Shoe’ targeted ad, without any privacy control element. The moderate 

privacy control salience condition portrayed the exact same newsfeed and ad, but this time 
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we included a dropdown privacy control menu next to the sponsored post, allowing the user 

to have more control over the displayed ads (e.g. option to learn more about the targeting 

process, option to hide or report the ad, etc.). This menu should increase privacy control 

salience. Finally, the high privacy control salience condition was similar to the former one, but 

on top of the dropdown menu, we included an in-feed privacy notification of Facebook as 

well, which informs users of additional ways to secure one’s personal profile (with a button to 

get started). For a demonstration of each experimental condition, we refer to the Appendix at 

the end of this manuscript. All participants were randomly assigned to one of the three 

conditions (Nlow = 50; Nmoderate = 67; Nhigh = 61). Of course, the inclusion of a manipulation 

check is essential to control whether adolescents truly perceive these screenshots as varying 

in their levels of privacy control salience, and thus, to test whether our low-moderate-high 

typology is successful (see results). After being exposed to the screenshot, participants 

completed the remaining part of the questionnaire, which included the dependent and 

independent variables, followed by the manipulation check (see measures).  

 

Measures  

As a manipulation check, we measured institutional privacy control. We employed four items 

based on the study of Xu, Dinev, Smith, and Hart (2008) (e.g. I believe I have control over my 

personal information provided to advertisers via Facebook), with response options from one 

(strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree). The mean score of these items was used as a 

measure of privacy control (M = 4.60, SD = 1.48; α = .88); a higher score on this measure 

indicates a higher privacy control salience.  

Critical processing of targeted advertising was measured based on two items adapted from an 

existing scale of Boerman et al. (2014). This scale asked the participants to indicate to what 

extent (ranging from one = strongly disagree to seven = strongly agree) they agreed with two 

statements (e.g. “while watching the Facebook-screenshot, I criticized the message of Sneaky 

Shoe”). The items were aggregated to form a single measure of critical processing (M = 4.36, 

SD = 1.31; α = .71). 

To assess the perceived persuasiveness of the targeted ad, we used a three-item instrument 

derived from Fransen and Fennis (2014) rating the extent to which participants evaluated the 

advertisement to be convincing, reliable and effective. The response options ranged from one 
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well, which informs users of additional ways to secure one’s personal profile (with a button to 

get started). For a demonstration of each experimental condition, we refer to the Appendix at 

the end of this manuscript. All participants were randomly assigned to one of the three 
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typology is successful (see results). After being exposed to the screenshot, participants 
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(strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree). The mean score of the items was used as a 

measurement of this construct (M = 3.89, SD = 1.34; α = .85).  

Participants gave a score on their self-efficacy based on five items originating from the study 

of Meuter, Bitner, Ostrom, and Brown (2005). The items were slightly adapted to make them 

fit our research context. A sample item is: “I am confident in my ability to use the privacy 

settings for targeted ads”. Respondents were given a range of response options going from 

one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree). These items were then aggregated to form a 

single measurement instrument of self-efficacy (M = 4.67, SD = 1.24; α = .84). 

To assess perceived control, we drew upon three items used by Nysveen, Pederson and 

Thorbjørnsen (2005). One of these items is: “Using the privacy settings for targeted ads is 

entirely within my control”. The response options ranged from one (strongly disagree) to 

seven (strongly agree), and all items were aggregated to form a single measure of the 

intended construct (M = 4.64, SD = 1.34; α = .80). Whereas institutional privacy control, the 

construct used as a manipulation check (see supra), measured a general sense of control over 

institutional privacy on Facebook, this one is operationalized in such a way that it specifically 

refers to control over privacy settings on Facebook.  

Finally, as a randomization check, participants were asked about their Facebook activity by 

using the Facebook Intensity Scale (α = .84), an instrument to measure the extent to which 

the participant actively engages in Facebook activities (M = 3.60, SD = 1.35) (Ellison, Steinfield, 

& Lampe, 2007).  

 

RESULTS 

Randomization 

The three experimental groups did not differ with respect to gender (χ2(2) = .86, p = .65) and 

age (χ2(8) = 6.07, p = .64). Furthermore, results showed no significant differences in Facebook 

intensity between the participants of the three conditions (F(2, 175) = 1.57, p = .46). 

 

Manipulation check 

Overall, the three conditions differed significantly in terms of their degree of privacy control 

(F(2, 170) = 13.72, p < .001). Bonferroni post-hoc analysis allowed us to test for pairwise 

comparisons. The analyses revealed that participants rated the first condition (without salient 
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features) as being the lowest in privacy control (Mlow = 3.84); then, the second condition (with 

the dropdown menu) was evaluated as significantly higher in terms of privacy control 

(Mmoderate =  4.55 vs. Mlow = 3.84, p < .05); finally, the third condition (with the dropdown 

menu and the in-feed notification) revealed the highest score for privacy control (Mhigh =  5.24 

vs. Mmoderate = 4.55,  p < .05). We therefore conclude that our low-moderate-high privacy 

control salience manipulation was successful.  

 

Mean differences in critical processing and perceived ad persuasiveness   

First, an ANOVA was conducted to test whether the privacy control salience conditions 

differed in terms of eliciting critical processing. Results revealed an overall significant 

difference among the three conditions (F (2,175) = 12.53, p < .001; ηp2 = .13) (see Figure 1). 

Bonferroni post-hoc analysis further indicated that the moderate privacy control salience 

condition elicited significantly more critical processing than the low privacy control salience 

condition (Mlow = 3.72, SD = 1.48 vs Mmoderate = 4.34, SD = 1.13; p < .05). Likewise, participants 

in the high privacy control salience condition scored significantly higher on critical processing 

as compared to those in the moderate privacy control salience condition (Mmoderate = 4.34, SD 

= 1.13 vs Mhigh = 4.90, SD = 1.12; p < .05). So, this confirms H1 stating that as privacy control 

salience increases from low to moderate to high, it is associated with a significant increase in 

critical processing of the ad among adolescents.  

Second, a similar ANOVA was conducted with perceived ad persuasiveness as a dependent 

variable. This indicated a significant effect of the privacy control conditions on the level of 

perceived persuasiveness (F (2,175) = 12,49, p < .001; ηp2 = .13) (see Figure 1). Post-hoc 

examination again showed significant differences between all three conditions. The moderate 

privacy control salience condition led to a better ad persuasiveness performance compared to 

the low privacy control salience condition (Mlow = 3.26, SD = 1.22 vs Mmoderate = 3.85, SD = 

1.31; p < .05). The high privacy control salience condition resulted in higher scores of 

perceived persuasiveness of targeted advertising, as compared to the moderate privacy 

control condition (Mmoderate = 3.85, SD = 1.31 vs Mhigh = 4.46, SD = 1.24; p < .05). This confirms 

hypothesis 2.  
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refers to control over privacy settings on Facebook.  

Finally, as a randomization check, participants were asked about their Facebook activity by 

using the Facebook Intensity Scale (α = .84), an instrument to measure the extent to which 

the participant actively engages in Facebook activities (M = 3.60, SD = 1.35) (Ellison, Steinfield, 

& Lampe, 2007).  
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(F(2, 170) = 13.72, p < .001). Bonferroni post-hoc analysis allowed us to test for pairwise 

comparisons. The analyses revealed that participants rated the first condition (without salient 
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features) as being the lowest in privacy control (Mlow = 3.84); then, the second condition (with 

the dropdown menu) was evaluated as significantly higher in terms of privacy control 

(Mmoderate =  4.55 vs. Mlow = 3.84, p < .05); finally, the third condition (with the dropdown 

menu and the in-feed notification) revealed the highest score for privacy control (Mhigh =  5.24 

vs. Mmoderate = 4.55,  p < .05). We therefore conclude that our low-moderate-high privacy 

control salience manipulation was successful.  

 

Mean differences in critical processing and perceived ad persuasiveness   

First, an ANOVA was conducted to test whether the privacy control salience conditions 

differed in terms of eliciting critical processing. Results revealed an overall significant 

difference among the three conditions (F (2,175) = 12.53, p < .001; ηp2 = .13) (see Figure 1). 

Bonferroni post-hoc analysis further indicated that the moderate privacy control salience 

condition elicited significantly more critical processing than the low privacy control salience 

condition (Mlow = 3.72, SD = 1.48 vs Mmoderate = 4.34, SD = 1.13; p < .05). Likewise, participants 

in the high privacy control salience condition scored significantly higher on critical processing 

as compared to those in the moderate privacy control salience condition (Mmoderate = 4.34, SD 

= 1.13 vs Mhigh = 4.90, SD = 1.12; p < .05). So, this confirms H1 stating that as privacy control 

salience increases from low to moderate to high, it is associated with a significant increase in 

critical processing of the ad among adolescents.  

Second, a similar ANOVA was conducted with perceived ad persuasiveness as a dependent 

variable. This indicated a significant effect of the privacy control conditions on the level of 

perceived persuasiveness (F (2,175) = 12,49, p < .001; ηp2 = .13) (see Figure 1). Post-hoc 

examination again showed significant differences between all three conditions. The moderate 

privacy control salience condition led to a better ad persuasiveness performance compared to 

the low privacy control salience condition (Mlow = 3.26, SD = 1.22 vs Mmoderate = 3.85, SD = 

1.31; p < .05). The high privacy control salience condition resulted in higher scores of 

perceived persuasiveness of targeted advertising, as compared to the moderate privacy 

control condition (Mmoderate = 3.85, SD = 1.31 vs Mhigh = 4.46, SD = 1.24; p < .05). This confirms 

hypothesis 2.  
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Figure 1: Graphical depiction of the effect of privacy control salience on a) critical processing; 
b) perceived ad persuasiveness 

 

Mediation analyses  

Before running the mediation analyses, we analyzed the correlation between the two 

mediators, perceived control and self-efficacy. Pearson correlation coefficient revealed a 

moderate correlation with r = .60, meaning that there is only 36% overlap in variance (r2). 

Based on this result, we argue that the mediators are not testing the same thing, and that 

they are sufficiently distinct from each other. Then, we conducted the actual mediation 

analyses to identify whether self-efficacy and perceived control mediated the relationship 

between the privacy control conditions and our two outcome variables, i.e. critical processing 

and perceived ad persuasiveness. We used the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013, Model 4), and 
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Table 1 shows the main output of our mediation analyses. Because our independent variable 

has three levels (low, moderate and high), we used the multicategorical option in PROCESS 

(see Hayes & Preacher, 2014). In short, in case of a multicategorical independent variable 

with k levels, this procedure automatically generates k-1 dummy variables (D1, D2….Dk-1) and 

puts them in the mediation model. We chose to construct these k-1 dummies by using the 

indicator coding, which represents a coding system in which the category with the smallest 

numerical code or value is treated as the reference group (in this case, the ‘low’ privacy 

control salience condition has the lowest value). Altogether, this leads to two contrasts: D1 

compares low with moderate privacy control salience, and D2 compares low with high privacy 

control salience. As a visual aid to interpret the results, we included Figure 2 in which we 

depict the parallel mediation model. We will now discuss the findings relating to our 

mediation hypotheses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Statistical diagram of the hypothesized parallel mediation model 

 

As Table 1 illustrates, all indirect effects are statistically different from zero (no confidence 

interval includes the value zero). First, we can see that when privacy control is made salient 

(moderate and high), it indirectly (positively) influences adolescents critical processing of 

targeted advertising (bmoderate = .65; bhigh = .57), and at the same time indirectly increases 

perceived persuasiveness (bmoderate = .63; bhigh = .56) through the mediating variable perceived 

control as underlying psychological process. Therefore, H3a and H3b are supported. 

Additionally, the results similarly reveal that a salient privacy control on Facebook (moderate 

and high) indirectly leads to adolescents being more critical about targeted advertising 

D1 (low vs. moderate) 

D2 (low vs. high) 

I) Critical processing 
II) Ad persuasiveness 

Perceived 
control 

 
a b

c’  

Self-efficacy 

a b  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   148 07-08-18   14:23



4

 Chapter 4 
 

| 144 

 

Figure 1: Graphical depiction of the effect of privacy control salience on a) critical processing; 
b) perceived ad persuasiveness 

 

Mediation analyses  

Before running the mediation analyses, we analyzed the correlation between the two 

mediators, perceived control and self-efficacy. Pearson correlation coefficient revealed a 

moderate correlation with r = .60, meaning that there is only 36% overlap in variance (r2). 

Based on this result, we argue that the mediators are not testing the same thing, and that 

they are sufficiently distinct from each other. Then, we conducted the actual mediation 

analyses to identify whether self-efficacy and perceived control mediated the relationship 

between the privacy control conditions and our two outcome variables, i.e. critical processing 

and perceived ad persuasiveness. We used the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013, Model 4), and 

3,26

3,85

4,46

2

3

4

5

6

Low Moderate High

A
d

 P
er

su
a

si
v
en

es
s

Privacy Control

4,26

4,66

5,12

3

4

5

6

Low Moderate High

C
ri

ti
ca

l 
p

ro
ce

ss
in

g

Privacy Control

A 

B 

How privacy control influences critical processing  
 

| 145 

Table 1 shows the main output of our mediation analyses. Because our independent variable 

has three levels (low, moderate and high), we used the multicategorical option in PROCESS 

(see Hayes & Preacher, 2014). In short, in case of a multicategorical independent variable 

with k levels, this procedure automatically generates k-1 dummy variables (D1, D2….Dk-1) and 

puts them in the mediation model. We chose to construct these k-1 dummies by using the 

indicator coding, which represents a coding system in which the category with the smallest 

numerical code or value is treated as the reference group (in this case, the ‘low’ privacy 

control salience condition has the lowest value). Altogether, this leads to two contrasts: D1 

compares low with moderate privacy control salience, and D2 compares low with high privacy 

control salience. As a visual aid to interpret the results, we included Figure 2 in which we 

depict the parallel mediation model. We will now discuss the findings relating to our 

mediation hypotheses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Statistical diagram of the hypothesized parallel mediation model 

 

As Table 1 illustrates, all indirect effects are statistically different from zero (no confidence 

interval includes the value zero). First, we can see that when privacy control is made salient 

(moderate and high), it indirectly (positively) influences adolescents critical processing of 

targeted advertising (bmoderate = .65; bhigh = .57), and at the same time indirectly increases 

perceived persuasiveness (bmoderate = .63; bhigh = .56) through the mediating variable perceived 

control as underlying psychological process. Therefore, H3a and H3b are supported. 

Additionally, the results similarly reveal that a salient privacy control on Facebook (moderate 

and high) indirectly leads to adolescents being more critical about targeted advertising 

D1 (low vs. moderate) 

D2 (low vs. high) 

I) Critical processing 
II) Ad persuasiveness 

Perceived 
control 

 
a b

c’  

Self-efficacy 

a b  

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   149 07-08-18   14:23



 Chapter 4 
 

| 146 

(bmoderate = .41; bhigh = .35), and at the same time indirectly boosts ad persuasiveness (bmoderate 

= .37; bhigh = .32), via self-efficacy as a mediator or underlying mechanism. These findings 

confirm H4a and H4b. Importantly, all the effects of the high privacy control condition are only 

partially mediated (for both mediators), as the direct effects (c’ path) are significant as well. 

All the other effects relating to the moderate privacy control condition are fully mediated. 

This will be addressed in the discussion section.    

 

Table 1: Mediation analyses for the effect of privacy control salience on critical processing and 
perceived ad persuasiveness through perceived control and self-efficacy 

Mediation Model 

Independent variable a path b path c’ path Indirect effect 95% BC-CI 

Dependent variable: critical processing; mediator: perceived control 

D1 (low vs. moderate) 1.35*** 0.48*** -0.09 0.65 0.340 to 1.030 

D2 (low vs. high) 1.19** 0.48*** 0.55* 0.57 0.265 to 0.964 

Dependent variable: critical processing; mediator: self-efficacy 

D1 (low vs. moderate) 0.88*** 0.47*** 0.17 0.41 0.179 to 0.766 

D2 (low vs. high) 0.75*** 0.47*** 0.77*** 0.35 0.120 to 0.689 

Dependent variable: perceived ad persuasiveness; mediator: perceived control 

D1 (low vs. moderate) 1.35*** 0.46*** -0.01 0.63 0.350 to 1.021 

D2 (low vs. moderate) 1.19** 0.46*** 0.65** 0.56 0.294 to 0.915 

Dependent variable: perceived ad persuasiveness; mediator: self-efficacy 

D1 (low vs. high) 0.88*** 0.42*** 0.21 0.37 0.167 to 0.683 

D2 (low vs. high) 0.75*** 0.42*** 0.89*** 0.32 0.117 to 0.609 

Note. a path: relationship between the independent variable and the mediator; b path: relationship between the mediator and the 
dependent variable; c’ path: the direct effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable.  

D1 compares low with moderate privacy control salience; D2 compares low with high privacy control salience 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION  

Given that the user interface of a SNS is an important and strategic place with which 

adolescents continuously interact, the present study investigated whether and how privacy 

control features in the user interface could serve as a cue to influence adolescents’ critical 

processing and responses to targeted advertisements on Facebook. The features being 

investigated were a privacy dropdown menu in the newsfeed and an in-feed privacy 

notification (see Appendix). The findings revealed that increasing privacy control salience by 
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means of these user interface elements leads to more critical processing of targeted 

advertising, and at the same time, increase perceived ad persuasiveness. With regards to the 

underlying mechanisms explaining these effects, findings indicated that perceived control and 

self-efficacy served as significant mediators. On the one hand, an increase of privacy control 

salience on Facebook leads to the actual perception of being more in control of one’s 

personal information via privacy settings, which leads to more scrutiny when processing 

targeted advertising (i.e. an increase in critical processing). In addition, the increase of privacy 

control salience also increases the perceived persuasiveness of a targeted ad as a result of 

this reassuring perceived consumer control. On the other hand, raising privacy control 

salience has also a positive influence on self-efficacy (i.e. having confidence in the ability of 

managing one’s privacy settings), which then increases adolescents’ critical advertising 

processing, and at the same time, positively influences their evaluation of the persuasiveness 

of targeted advertising. Theoretical contributions and practical implications will be discussed.  

 

Theoretical contributions  

The current study contributes to theoretical advancement in three different ways. First, we 

offer novel insights in how young consumers can be triggered to engage in critical elaboration 

of persuasive messages. As already addressed in the introduction, the existing body of 

research mainly focused on how and when cues that convey the persuasive intent (e.g. “this is 

advertising”) can trigger young consumers to activate their critical mindset when it comes to 

ads. However, this study focused on a different type of cue, namely one that conveyed 

perceptions of privacy control by means of user interface elements. Such cue reminds 

adolescents of their privacy (and the control they have over it) at the point of interaction (on 

the news feed), which then triggers them to engage in critical thinking about the persuasive 

message they encounter. The theoretical foundations underpinning these results provide new 

insights that have not been hitherto discussed before, offering extensions of our knowledge 

on how we can empower adolescents to become more critically minded with respect to 

targeted advertising on SNSs.  

Second, this study also advances the knowledge on the effectiveness of targeted advertising. 

Based on the literature, we know that the element of control over the collection and use of 

one’s personal data is important for consumers (Boerman et al., 2017). It can even be 

considered as one of the most important concerns regarding their online privacy (McDonald 
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(bmoderate = .41; bhigh = .35), and at the same time indirectly boosts ad persuasiveness (bmoderate 

= .37; bhigh = .32), via self-efficacy as a mediator or underlying mechanism. These findings 

confirm H4a and H4b. Importantly, all the effects of the high privacy control condition are only 

partially mediated (for both mediators), as the direct effects (c’ path) are significant as well. 

All the other effects relating to the moderate privacy control condition are fully mediated. 

This will be addressed in the discussion section.    
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Independent variable a path b path c’ path Indirect effect 95% BC-CI 
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D1 (low vs. moderate) 1.35*** 0.48*** -0.09 0.65 0.340 to 1.030 

D2 (low vs. high) 1.19** 0.48*** 0.55* 0.57 0.265 to 0.964 
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adolescents continuously interact, the present study investigated whether and how privacy 
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means of these user interface elements leads to more critical processing of targeted 

advertising, and at the same time, increase perceived ad persuasiveness. With regards to the 

underlying mechanisms explaining these effects, findings indicated that perceived control and 

self-efficacy served as significant mediators. On the one hand, an increase of privacy control 

salience on Facebook leads to the actual perception of being more in control of one’s 

personal information via privacy settings, which leads to more scrutiny when processing 

targeted advertising (i.e. an increase in critical processing). In addition, the increase of privacy 

control salience also increases the perceived persuasiveness of a targeted ad as a result of 

this reassuring perceived consumer control. On the other hand, raising privacy control 

salience has also a positive influence on self-efficacy (i.e. having confidence in the ability of 

managing one’s privacy settings), which then increases adolescents’ critical advertising 

processing, and at the same time, positively influences their evaluation of the persuasiveness 

of targeted advertising. Theoretical contributions and practical implications will be discussed.  

 

Theoretical contributions  

The current study contributes to theoretical advancement in three different ways. First, we 

offer novel insights in how young consumers can be triggered to engage in critical elaboration 

of persuasive messages. As already addressed in the introduction, the existing body of 

research mainly focused on how and when cues that convey the persuasive intent (e.g. “this is 

advertising”) can trigger young consumers to activate their critical mindset when it comes to 

ads. However, this study focused on a different type of cue, namely one that conveyed 

perceptions of privacy control by means of user interface elements. Such cue reminds 

adolescents of their privacy (and the control they have over it) at the point of interaction (on 

the news feed), which then triggers them to engage in critical thinking about the persuasive 

message they encounter. The theoretical foundations underpinning these results provide new 

insights that have not been hitherto discussed before, offering extensions of our knowledge 

on how we can empower adolescents to become more critically minded with respect to 

targeted advertising on SNSs.  

Second, this study also advances the knowledge on the effectiveness of targeted advertising. 

Based on the literature, we know that the element of control over the collection and use of 

one’s personal data is important for consumers (Boerman et al., 2017). It can even be 

considered as one of the most important concerns regarding their online privacy (McDonald 
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& Cranor, 2010; Smit, Van Noort, & Voorveld, 2014). But surprisingly, the (nature of the) 

relationship between privacy control and advertising evaluation is still somewhat unclear. To 

the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to have tested whether and how a direct 

increase in privacy control salience on a SNS immediately impacts the processing and 

evaluation of a specific targeted ad on the very same network. In testing this, we also offered 

a theoretical account on how increasing privacy control salience on Facebook has an indirect 

effect (through self-efficacy and perceived control) on ad evaluations. Based on this, we 

provide novel insights in the causal relationship between privacy control and ad outcomes. 

Finally, we also contribute to privacy research. As asserted by Xu et al. (2012), more inquiries 

are needed to clarify the role of control in the information privacy literature. Recently, 

Williams, Nurse and Creese (2016) specifically called for studies that investigate the 

relationship between privacy control salience and consumer responses toward targeted 

advertising on online platforms. As a response to these calls, the present findings shed a 

theoretical light on the role of privacy control and two underlying mechanisms in explaining 

not only consumer responses, but also critical information processing among adolescents.  

 

Practical implications 

First, our results showed that it might be beneficial for SNS providers to integrate institutional 

privacy control tools in the user interface and make them stand out (i.e. salient). As opposed 

to the general view that prompting consumers with tools to control privacy can be risky as it 

could trigger users to be cautious and skeptical, our findings indicate a different conclusion: 

more control and transparency about privacy and use of personal information by third parties 

can promote critical thinking among adolescents, while at the same time, increase advertising 

persuasiveness. That is, smarter consumers are not necessarily harder to persuade, implying 

that privacy literacy can go hand-in-hand with developed consumerism. Thus, based on 

current empirical findings, SNSs might consider to include and highlight privacy control 

features through which adolescents can protect their institutional privacy, in order to allow 

them to exercise meaningful control over the collection and use of personal data by the SNS 

provider and third parties. By incorporating greater user privacy control, SNSs will recognize 

adolescents’ outstretched arms, which will lead to increased openness from their part to 

targeted ads. 
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For online advertisers, we offer an interesting view that increasing privacy transparency does 

not necessarily have to imply more vigilance and cautiousness, and hence, trigger reactance 

or other adverse effects. On the contrary, our findings rather indicate that disclosing 

opportunities to protect one’s online privacy might actually pay off: young consumers seem 

to appreciate the fact that a brand is transparent about data collection practices, especially if 

they are also given the chance to do something about it through privacy settings (i.e. to 

control this process to a certain extent). This could indicate that privacy control salience 

restores their confidence and gives them the feeling that they are in control over the 

displayed ads.  

 

Limitations and suggestions for future research 

First, it is important to acknowledge that privacy concerns about targeted advertisements 

depend on situational factors, including the product being promoted in the message (e.g. 

Acquisti, Brandimarte, & Loewenstein, 2015; Goldfarb & Tucker, 2012). Thus, the findings in 

the present study might have been influenced by our choice to use a test ad promoting a pair 

of shoes. One might question whether the effects would still hold in a scenario in which, for 

instance, health or financial products are being targeted at (young) consumers. Therefore, 

future research efforts might consider to install similar privacy control manipulations across 

different product categories.  

Second, it would have been interesting to include the variables reactance and transparency in 

the present study. Although we have not directly measured these variables, we assume that 

they –at least partly- explain why privacy control salience positively influenced perceived ad 

persuasiveness. Privacy control salience might have yielded more ad transparency and less 

consumer reactance, which should then lead to more ad persuasiveness. However, it still 

remains necessary to test these assumptions in future research endeavors to improve our 

understanding on the exact role of reactance and transparency in increasing ad effectiveness 

as a result of privacy control salience.    

Third, as already addressed in the results section, the effects of high levels of privacy control 

salience (i.e. the privacy dropdown menu and an in-feed privacy notification) on our 

dependent variable were only partially mediated, whereas for the moderate privacy control 

condition (i.e. only the privacy dropdown menu), full mediation occurred with some direct 
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privacy control tools in the user interface and make them stand out (i.e. salient). As opposed 

to the general view that prompting consumers with tools to control privacy can be risky as it 

could trigger users to be cautious and skeptical, our findings indicate a different conclusion: 

more control and transparency about privacy and use of personal information by third parties 

can promote critical thinking among adolescents, while at the same time, increase advertising 

persuasiveness. That is, smarter consumers are not necessarily harder to persuade, implying 

that privacy literacy can go hand-in-hand with developed consumerism. Thus, based on 

current empirical findings, SNSs might consider to include and highlight privacy control 

features through which adolescents can protect their institutional privacy, in order to allow 

them to exercise meaningful control over the collection and use of personal data by the SNS 

provider and third parties. By incorporating greater user privacy control, SNSs will recognize 

adolescents’ outstretched arms, which will lead to increased openness from their part to 

targeted ads. 
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For online advertisers, we offer an interesting view that increasing privacy transparency does 

not necessarily have to imply more vigilance and cautiousness, and hence, trigger reactance 

or other adverse effects. On the contrary, our findings rather indicate that disclosing 

opportunities to protect one’s online privacy might actually pay off: young consumers seem 

to appreciate the fact that a brand is transparent about data collection practices, especially if 

they are also given the chance to do something about it through privacy settings (i.e. to 

control this process to a certain extent). This could indicate that privacy control salience 

restores their confidence and gives them the feeling that they are in control over the 

displayed ads.  

 

Limitations and suggestions for future research 

First, it is important to acknowledge that privacy concerns about targeted advertisements 

depend on situational factors, including the product being promoted in the message (e.g. 

Acquisti, Brandimarte, & Loewenstein, 2015; Goldfarb & Tucker, 2012). Thus, the findings in 

the present study might have been influenced by our choice to use a test ad promoting a pair 

of shoes. One might question whether the effects would still hold in a scenario in which, for 

instance, health or financial products are being targeted at (young) consumers. Therefore, 

future research efforts might consider to install similar privacy control manipulations across 

different product categories.  

Second, it would have been interesting to include the variables reactance and transparency in 

the present study. Although we have not directly measured these variables, we assume that 

they –at least partly- explain why privacy control salience positively influenced perceived ad 

persuasiveness. Privacy control salience might have yielded more ad transparency and less 

consumer reactance, which should then lead to more ad persuasiveness. However, it still 

remains necessary to test these assumptions in future research endeavors to improve our 

understanding on the exact role of reactance and transparency in increasing ad effectiveness 

as a result of privacy control salience.    

Third, as already addressed in the results section, the effects of high levels of privacy control 

salience (i.e. the privacy dropdown menu and an in-feed privacy notification) on our 

dependent variable were only partially mediated, whereas for the moderate privacy control 

condition (i.e. only the privacy dropdown menu), full mediation occurred with some direct 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   153 07-08-18   14:23



 Chapter 4 
 

| 150 

effects almost reaching zero. The latter is particularly intriguing because it implies that our 

mechanisms entirely account for the association between ‘moderate’ privacy control salience 

and our dependent variables, but not so for the ‘high’ condition. This leaves us to wonder 

which other mediators could be in play for the remaining part of the effect of high privacy 

control salience on our dependent variables. Therefore, this might be an interesting future 

research venue to obtain a better picture regarding the underlying mechanisms by which the 

effect of (high) privacy control salience operates. 

Fourth, in our effort to increase privacy control salience, we only selected two privacy 

features: a privacy dropdown menu, and an in-feed privacy notification. Given that 

information processing and behavior can be interpreted as a continuous reaction to various 

environmental stimuli, it would be highly relevant to look into different privacy features that 

can be integrated in the user interface, and their subsequent effects. Furthermore, future 

studies might also focus on the placement of such privacy control initiatives: instead of only 

including these tools in the central newsfeed (i.e. the present study), they can also be placed 

in the sidebar of a network or different areas on the user interface. By doing this, we might 

arrive at a more accurate understanding of how SNSs should be designed in order to 

empower young consumers in the best possible way.  

Finally, since we merely tested our hypotheses quantitatively, the literature would highly 

benefit from a qualitative approach (e.g. focus groups or in-depth interviews) on the issues 

addressed in this study. This strategy would allow to explore the deeper and underlying 

meaning structures with regards to targeted ads and the role of privacy control. Scholars 

might delve into the private worlds and subjective viewpoints of adolescents by encouraging 

them to talk freely about how control over their personal information could influence their 

responses toward personalized ads. This can eventually lead to “hidden” thought patterns 

that might otherwise never be discovered with a quantitative gaze.  
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APPENDIX 

 
Figure 1: Low privacy control salience condition (without privacy feature) 

 
 

Figure 2: Moderate privacy control salience condition (with privacy dropdown menu) 
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Figure 3: High privacy control salience condition (with privacy dropdown menu and in-feed 
privacy notification) 
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ABSTRACT 

This article examines how peer communication among adolescents (14-16 year) affects the 

evaluation of social advertising (i.e. targeted ad that adopts the social proof heuristic by using 

an individual’s social ties as endorsers for a brand) on social networking sites (SNSs). More 

precisely, the focus lies on how engaging in online peer chatting on these social platforms 

alters persuasion knowledge and attitude toward the ad. In order to test this, two between-

subjects experiments were conducted in which adolescents chatted with peers on a mock SNS 

that contained a social ad. In Experiment 1, results reveal that a social ad generates a more 

positive attitude among adolescents when they have engaged in online peer communication, 

and at the same time, triggers less persuasion knowledge. In Experiment 2, the depth of the 

relationship between the chatters (tie strength) plays a significant moderating role as peer 

communication with strong ties yields greater effects, compared to communication with 

weak ties. These findings reveal important social influence dynamics that may alter the 

elaboration of persuasive communication, leading to valuable theoretical and practical 

implications. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Meet Kevin, a fifteen-year-old adolescent who spends countless hours chatting with his 

friends on Facebook every single day. He considers his friendships, and peers in general, to be 

very important in his life. After finishing his chat conversations, he suddenly comes across a 

social advertisement on his Facebook news feed showing him that three other friends liked a 

specific brand. He is thus confronted with a social ad (i.e. a targeted ad that uses his social 

ties as endorsers for a product or service). If Kevin were to evaluate this specific 

advertisement, how would he respond? Could it be that Kevin’s response toward this social 

ad endorsed by his friends is influenced by his social interactions with peers on the same 

social network site (SNS)? Put differently, does online peer communication on a SNS affect 

Kevin’s elaboration of a social ad when it appears in the same online environment? This raises 

some important questions regarding the social influence dynamics on SNSs that may alter 

perceptions of online advertising. 

 

As this example illustrates, SNSs have become an important way of communicating with and 

acquiring information about peers among adolescents (Shapiro & Margolin, 2013). At the 

same time, SNSs also increased in popularity as important advertising vehicles for many 

commercial actors. As a result, scholars have stressed the urgent need to investigate how 

peer influence transpires on SNSs where it co-appears with persuasive messages (see 

Walther, Carr, et al., 2011). Unfortunately, prior advertising research has largely ignored the 

influence of the surrounding social context in which ads are embedded in favor of an 

emphasis on the individual subject (Knoll & Schramm, 2015; Puntoni & Tavassoli, 2007). To fill 

this gap, the present study investigates in a series of two experiments how peer 

communication among adolescents on SNSs affects responses toward social advertising. More 

precisely, we will shed light on how a chat conversation on a SNS can alter adolescents’ 

persuasion knowledge and attitude toward the ad. Gaining insights into this issue among 

adolescents is of considerable importance as they are known to be particularly susceptible to 

peer influence, and moreover, not (yet) fully able to understand the commercial motives of 

online advertising (i.e. persuasion knowledge may not be entirely matured) (Müller & Minger, 

2013; Zarouali et al., 2017). Therefore, peer influence might be an important force that 
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affects the way adolescents respond to the ads they encounter on SNSs, possibly making 

them more vulnerable to persuasion effects. 

 

This study aims to contribute to the literature of online (marketing) communication and peer 

influence, as well as formulate practical implications to involved actors. First, it can foster our 

academic insights into the psychological interplay of peer communication in a computer-

mediated environment and the evaluation of heuristic-based online advertising (i.e. social 

proof). Second, advertisers and marketers could also benefit from our findings by responsibly 

optimizing their marketing communication campaigns directed at young consumers. Finally, 

social caretakers (e.g. educators and parents) could get a better grasp on how adolescents’ 

daily social media use affects the way they cope with persuasion attempts, and consequently, 

empower them to become critical consumers regarding online advertising formats.  

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Social advertising on SNSs 

We live in a world in which innumerable pieces of information have to be analyzed and a lot 

of decisions have to be made in short time frames. Due to this cognitive overload, people 

rarely engage in deep and effortful processing of each piece of information, but rather rely on 

quick mental shortcuts or heuristic rules to guide their attitudes and behaviors (Cialdini, 2006; 

Griskevicius et al., 2009). Therefore, advertisers often use persuasive tactics containing 

appeals that rely on these heuristic processes. One such persuasive tactic is based on the 

heuristic rule that “if others are doing it, it must be good and right”, a principle better known 

as social proof (Cialdini, 2006). People are generally inclined to act in accord with social 

evidence, rather than contrary to it. Recently, the idea of social proof has also found its way 

to marketing on SNS, revealing a new popular advertising tactic: social advertising. Social 

advertising refers to ads that are targeted to individuals based on their social networks. More 

precisely, social ads’ content is tailored to specific users with information that explicitly refers 

to their social relationships (Tucker, 2012).  

 

On Facebook, the most widely used SNS, a social ad takes the form of an ordinary (organic) 

post and is subtly integrated in a user’s news feed. These posts (also referred to as ‘sponsored 
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posts’) promote a brand that friends have liked, and are supplemented with social proofs such 

as “friend X, friend Y and 7 other friends like brand Z” (see Figure 1 in the Appendix for an 

example). Prior studies on social advertising have found that that these type of ads are very 

successful in increasing click-through-rates (Aslay et al., 2015; Bakshy et al., 2012; Tucker, 

2012). However, these studies are large-scale field experiments, merely focusing on the 

effectiveness of social advertising among adult consumers. An important but unaddressed 

consideration is the fact that these ads might be particularly persuasive to adolescents as they 

are very susceptible to the opinion and likes of their peers/friends. So how would adolescents 

react to these ads endorsed by their peers? In addition, as adolescents are usually known to 

do several things at the same time on SNSs (Voorveld & van der Goot, 2013), it is highly 

plausible that before (or while) being exposed to these social ads, they also engage in peer 

communication through instant messaging on the very same SNS. In this case, how does the 

communication with peers affect the interpretation and evaluation of social ads? This 

question reflects the recent call made by Walther et al. (2011) to investigate how social 

influence transpires under various conditions where online peer communication co-appears 

with institutionally authored messages, such as social ads. The present study can be 

considered a direct attempt to respond to this call, seeking to provide more knowledge on the 

interplay between institutional and peer communication sources on SNSs. In the next section, 

we elaborate on the theoretical underpinnings of online peer communication as social 

influence.  

 

Online peer communication as social influence 

Adolescents avidly engage in online peer communication through SNSs (Lenhart, 2015). They 

have embraced online peer chatting because it satisfies two important developmental needs 

of adolescence: connecting with peers and enhancing group identity (Gürbüz et al., 2017; 

Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008). As meaningful socialization agents, interactions with 

peers exert an important influence in shaping adolescents’ norms, values, attitudes and 

behaviors, both offline and online. In an online setting, peer influence might occur through 

text-based chat communication (Guadagno & Cialdini, 2005). People apply the same set of 

social rules via computers as they do in face-to-face interaction, hereby generating the same 

social processes and responses (Ewell, Minney, & Guadagno, 2015). Put differently, as 
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individuals engage in computer-mediated communication, social influence seems to function 

in a way that is rather similar to a real life interaction. 

Online peer communication as a social influence has already been well documented in the 

literature. It has been argued that adolescents learn values, attitudes and skills by interacting 

with significant peers through various media, such as SNSs (Churchill & Moschis, 1979; X. 

Wang, Yu, & Wei, 2012). In this regard, adolescents usually tend to follow the attitude or 

behavior of peers because it appears to be meaningful to them, or, because it is the most 

salient alternative available (Churchill & Moschis, 1979). In other words, adolescents will do 

the same their peers do in an attempt to be just like them (Lueg & Finney, 2007). In addition, 

when people interact with each other through a computer network (e.g. SNS), it reinforces 

group salience and conformity to norms associated with the social identity of the peer group, 

which can lead to a behavior and belief in line with these norms (Postmes, Spears, & Lea, 

1998; Spears, Lea, & Postmes, 2007). This might be particularly strong among adolescents as 

they are in the midst of their personal development in which conformity to the peer group is 

extremely important (Müller & Minger, 2013). Altogether, this line of reasoning illustrates 

that adolescents are most certainly vulnerable to peer influence when they engage in online 

peer communication.  

In sum, by connecting the dots, we aim to investigate: I) how adolescents are influenced by 

social advertising on a SNS, and II) how peer communication on a SNS (i.e. online chat) affects 

adolescents’ reactions to social advertising on that very same SNS. More precisely, their 

critical assessment of the persuasive intent of advertising (i.e. persuasion knowledge) and 

attitude will be investigated as outcomes variables. Our expectation is that messages 

containing social proofs (i.e. the likes of friends) may alter adolescents’ responses, and 

particularly if they engage in online peer communication. In the next section, we will 

delineate our hypotheses.  

 

HYPOTHESES 

Attitude toward the ad (Aad) 

In assessing the effectiveness of a persuasive message, Aad has been considered to be a 

crucial outcome variable over the past few decades (MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989; Sinclair & Irani, 

The influence of peer communication on SNSs  
 

| 169 

2005). Recently, Tan, Kwek, and Li (2013) even revealed that Aad is the most powerful factor in 

affecting the effectiveness of interactive advertising on social media (compared to other 

conventional outcomes, such as brand attitude and purchase intention). Most of 

contemporary research on Aad has been largely dominated by dual-route perspectives, such 

as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986b). One of the 

fundamental ideas of dual-route models is that attitude change can take place by automatic 

influences of variables serving as heuristics or peripheral cues (Haugtvedt & Kasmer, 2008; 

Petty & Briñol, 2010). This peripheral route to persuasion is particularly effective among 

consumers lacking the ability and/or motivation to allocate great cognitive resources to 

process an ad (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986b). On SNSs, adolescents can be considered part of this 

category of consumers. To illustrate this, take the example of an adolescent spending time on 

Facebook. S/he will be busy chatting with friends, posting reactions, liking pictures, playing 

social games, and so on. The presence of these numerous entertaining activities will most 

certainly distract the adolescent from systematically and critically processing an 

advertisement (i.e. low ability) (Hudders et al., 2017). Moreover, it is very unlikely that 

advertising in a highly entertaining online social environment might motivate them to think 

about it elaborately. Therefore, as the ability and motivation are low, persuasion will mostly 

occur based on peripheral cues (Hudders et al., 2017; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986b). Thus, 

adolescents may be particularly reliant on certain heuristic rules developed through their own 

experience, such as “my mother knows what's right,” or “if I play with it, I must like it” (Petty 

& Cacioppo, 1986b). Translating this reasoning to our research context, it means that 

adolescents should show significant attitude change in case of social advertising on SNS. 

Social ads include the likes of friends, usually a person’s peers. Bearing in mind that peers are 

important influencers during adolescence, we expect adolescents to generate a more positive 

attitude toward a social ad based on the (social proof) peripheral rule ‘my friends are liking it, 

so I should like it too’ (i.e. complying to the attitudes of their friends) (Churchill & Moschis, 

1979; Griskevicius et al., 2009). In summary, we suggest:  

H1: Social advertising on a SNS generates a more a positive Aad compared to non-social 

advertising.  

 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   172 07-08-18   14:23



5

 Chapter 5 
 

| 168 
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In addition, we expect online peer communication, operationalized as chatting on the SNS, to 

play a moderating role in this relationship. As addressed earlier, adolescents tend to follow 

their peers’ responses if they are highly salient to them (Churchill & Moschis, 1979). Thus 

adolescents generally adopt the salient attributes of their peer group, including the attitudes 

and beliefs of that group (David et al., 2006; Pool, Wood, & Leck, 1998). In the present study, 

we argue that an online chat with peers can make the likes of others in a social ad more 

salient. Peer interaction via computer-mediated communication has been shown to lead to 

the formation of an online shared identity and a sense of ‘belonging’ between the interacting 

actors, or put differently, a genuine feeling that members matter to one another and to a 

group (Dawson, 2006; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004). Therefore, when adolescents engage in 

online peer communication on a SNS (i.e. their connection with these peers is mentally 

primed and thus cognitively more accessible), we expect that the likes of friends should have 

a greater impact, hereby generating a more positive Aad compared to those who did not 

engage in peer communication. In other words, after having chatted with peers (mostly 

friends), adolescents should be reminded of their shared social identity and their 

connectedness to these peers; under this specific condition, we expect that the likes of 

friends in a social ad should result in a stronger adherence to the positive attitudes of these 

friends, as compared to those who did not engage in peer chatting.  

As for non-social advertising, the ad itself does not include these social likes of others. 

Therefore, we expect no attitudinal differences as a result of online peer communication for 

this ad format. Hence, we formulate the following hypothesis:  

H2: Social advertising on a SNS generates a more positive Aad when adolescents 

engage in online peer communication on the same SNS, compared to those not 

engaging in it. For non-social advertising, we expect no difference.  

 

Persuasion Knowledge  

When individuals are exposed to advertising, this might trigger their awareness of a 

persuasion attempt, or in other words, activate their persuasion knowledge (cfr. Persuasion 

Knowledge Model). Persuasion knowledge refers to consumers’ theories of persuasion 

attempts and includes beliefs about marketers’ motives, strategies, and tactics (Campbell & 

Kirmani, 2000; Friestad & Wright, 1994). This knowledge develops throughout life, and 
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individuals gradually learn to use it to interpret, evaluate, and respond to persuasion attempts 

(Friestad & Wright, 1994). Persuasion knowledge has often been used by scholars to 

investigate whether young consumers are able to identify how, when, and why advertisers try 

to influence them (also known as ‘advertising literacy’) (Hudders et al., 2017). It can be 

considered as an important and indispensable tool to cope with and resist the many ads they 

encounter on a daily basis on several platforms, such as SNSs. Importantly, for persuasion 

knowledge to be activated and used, adolescents must recognize the persuasive motive of a 

particular situation or message (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008). Non-recognition of advertising as 

a persuasive attempt will prevent adolescents from activating and using their persuasion 

knowledge (Evans & Park, 2015; Friestad & Wright, 1994).  

 

Nowadays, many covert advertising techniques are aimed at reducing the likelihood of 

persuasion knowledge activation by embedding persuasive messages in the ‘surrounding’ 

media content, which blurs the boundaries between entertainment and advertising (Evans & 

Park, 2015; Hudders et al., 2017). This reasoning also applies for social advertising on SNS. As 

already addressed, social ads take the same form as ordinary posts, and are subtly embedded 

in between all the other organic posts on a user’s news feed. Therefore, this might make a 

social ad appear less like an advertisement, but more like the content around which it is 

placed. In addition, it can also be argued that the true persuasive intent of a social ad is even 

more disguised because it is ‘liked’(read: recommended) by friends, which detaches the 

message from the idea that it originates from a commercial source (Hsieh, Hsieh, & Tang, 

2012). Since a social ad promotes a product or service endorsed by social ties, it might be 

perceived as more credible and trustworthy, and therefore less likely be considered a true 

commercial attempt with underlying persuasive motives (Pornpitakpan, 2004; Van Noort, 

Antheunis, & Reijmersdal, 2012). Eventually, adolescents might be less likely to perceive a 

social ad as being advertising, but rather ‘organic content’ shared by their peers, just like most 

of the others posts around it (Hsieh et al., 2012). Based on these arguments, we expect that 

social advertising will activate less persuasion knowledge compared to non-social advertising. 

This leads us to the following hypothesis:  

H3: Social advertising on a SNS triggers less persuasion knowledge compared to non-

social advertising.  
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a persuasive attempt will prevent adolescents from activating and using their persuasion 

knowledge (Evans & Park, 2015; Friestad & Wright, 1994).  
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media content, which blurs the boundaries between entertainment and advertising (Evans & 
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already addressed, social ads take the same form as ordinary posts, and are subtly embedded 

in between all the other organic posts on a user’s news feed. Therefore, this might make a 
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Similar to the previous section, we expect an interaction with peer communication. As argued 

earlier, adolescents engaging in peer communication feel more closely related to their peers 

as it makes the presence of and connectedness to these peers highly pertinent and 

cognitively accesible (Dawson, 2006; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004). Under this specific 

condition, we expect persuasion knowledge regarding social advertising to be significantly 

lower. More concretely, as peer communication makes the connectedness to these peers 

salient, adolescents might be less likely to think about the possibility that a news feed post 

that includes the likes of their friends and peers could actually be a true persuasion attempt. 

Thus, if adolescents were to be exposed to an ad that includes the likes of friends after having 

chatted with their friends on the very same platform, chances are that they might not 

associate this particular message as being a commercial attempt with underlying persuasion 

motives. Put differently, right after a chat, peer connectedness should be mentally primed 

(and thus cognitively accessible); this could decrease the likelihood that adolescents interpret 

a post endorsed by their friends and peers as a message from an advertiser. Altogether, we 

expect that adolescents that engage in a peer chat should activate less persuasion knowledge 

as compared to those who did not engage in peer chatting. For a non-social ad (i.e. an ad 

which does not contain social proof), we do not expect such difference to occur. In 

conclusion, we propose:      

H4: Social advertising on a SNS triggers less persuasion knowledge when adolescents 

engage in online peer communication on the same SNS, compared to those not 

engaging in it. For non-social advertising, we expect no difference.  

 

EXPERIMENT 1 

Method 

Design and participants  

Experiment 1 used a 2 (non-social ad vs. social ad) x 2 (no peer communication vs. peer 

communication) between-subjects design. In total, 132 adolescents aged 14-16 years 

participated (Mage = 14.72; SD = .69; 58% female) within a classroom context. Participants 

were ninth- and tenth-graders recruited from different schools situated in Flanders. This age 

category was chosen because empirical evidence showed that during this period (mid-

adolescence) susceptibility to peer influence peaks (for a review, see Müller & Minger, 2013). 
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Prior to the experiment, we obtained institutional approval [ethical approval number: 

SHW_16_06 - this approval also applies for Study 2], as well as parental consent and informed 

consent from all participants.  

 

Materials & stimuli  

In a separate pretest among 40 adolescents, we aimed to test the following materials and 

stimuli: our social network, the ad (product and brand) and the chat topic. First, a mock SNS, 

called “Social Engine”, has been created for the experiment with a very intuitive and user-

friendly interface (see Appendix, Figure 2). This platform operated on a private server and 

offered the researchers full control over all the content and interactions. Social Engine was 

given the ‘look and feel’ of Facebook by using the same theme colors and fonts, general lay-

out, and main functionalities and services (including the chat function, which participants 

used to communicate with their peers). In the pretest, we examined the credibility of our 

social network. The results revealed that adolescents consider Social Engine to be credible 

and realistic network (M = 5.15, SD = 1.49, on a scale of 7). Before the experiment took place, 

accounts were created of fictitious, anonymous characters to make sure that nobody knew 

each other’s identity on the network. By doing this, we wanted to rule out the possible 

influence of preexisting friendships or prior experiences between classmates during the chats 

(this will be tested in Experiment 2). Importantly, the anonymous characters corresponded 

with the participants’ age and gender in order to facilitate identification and empathy with 

their character.  

Next, our pretest also examined a suitable product and brand to employ in our test-ads (social 

and non-social ad). The pretest showed that earphones scored very well on product liking 

among adolescents (M = 5.80, SD = 1.39, on a scale of 1 to 7). As a brand, we opted for the 

popular earphones by Dr. Dre. This brand was appointed by 70 percent of all respondents as 

the single or second best earphone brand, out of a list of five brands. Based on this input, we 

created two ad formats (social vs. non-social ad) similar to how they are displayed on 

Facebook (See Appendix, Figure 3).  

Finally, we also explored a suitable chat topic for our participants. Based on our pretest 

findings, hobbies/leisure time was found to be the most popular topic among adolescents. 

More than three quarters of the adolescents indicated that they -at least occasionally- chat 
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about their hobbies/leisure time on SNSs with peers. Therefore, this was chosen as the topic 

adolescents had to talk about in both experiments.  

 

Procedure  

The participants started with an online survey containing socio-demographic questions. When 

ready, they were directed to the mock SNS Social Engine. As a cover story, participants were 

told that they would participate in a usability test for a new SNS. They all received a username 

and password to log in to the network as a fictitious, anonymous character (see previous 

section). They were strictly informed to keep their identity secret on the network. The design 

of the network randomly allowed half of the participants to engage in peer communication 

(chatting) with classmates for 15 minutes, while disabling this chat function for the other half. 

This second group conducted a control task, which consisted of completing the character’s 

profile account, such as adding hobbies, favorite movie, etc. The adolescents knew they were 

chatting with classmates, but had no information about the exact identity of their chat 

partners (i.e. anonymous characters). After having performed the chat or control task, they 

were told to have a look at their news feed. The news feed contained a set of organic posts 

that were integrated by the researchers to simulate a realistic scenario. One of these posts 

was the test ad of our experiment. The news feed content (i.e. organic posts) on the network 

was similar for every participant, except for the post with the ad (a social ad or a non-social 

ad, randomly assigned). After having inspected the news feed with the test ad (social or non-

social ad), they were told to log out, and go back to the questionnaire. Finally, they had to 

complete the remaining part of the questionnaire, which included our two dependents 

variables. All participants followed the experimental procedure correctly, and more 

importantly, no one revealed his/her identity while chatting. 

 

Measures  

Attitude toward the ad was measured by using three 7-point bipolar items based on the study 

of Rosbergen, Pieters and Wedel (1997) (anchored by ‘bad/good’, ‘unattractive/attractive’ 

and ‘not worth watching/worth watching’). These three items were aggregated to form a 

single measure of Aad (M = 4.00, SD = 1.41; α = .90). To assess persuasion knowledge, we used 

an instrument designed for measuring knowledge and beliefs about advertisers tactics among 
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adolescents (Boush et al., 1994). This scale (originally applied to traditional advertising) has 

been adapted to be made convenient for online advertising on SNS (see Table 1 in Appendix). 

This adapted scale was tested in a separate cross-sectional study consisting of 135 

adolescents. Factor analysis revealed that the construct was uni-dimensional as all six items 

loaded on one single factor (EV = 4.03, R2 = 67.23). The response options ranged from one 

(not trying at all) to seven (trying very hard). The mean score of all items was used as a 

measurement of persuasion knowledge (M = 4.21, SD = 1.39; α = .91).  

RESULTS 

Attitude toward the ad 

An ANOVA-analysis was used to test our two first hypotheses, with Aad as a dependent 

variable and ad format (social vs. non-social ad) and peer communication (yes – no) as 

factors. In line with hypothesis 1, main effects showed that the social ad performed better in 

terms of Aad than the non-social ad (F (1, 128) = 5.04, p < .05; Msoc = 4.22 vs. Mnon-soc = 3.69). 

Furthermore, the proposed interaction in hypothesis 2 was also significant (F (1, 128) = 4.49, 

p < .05; see Figure 1A). More precisely, results showed that engaging in online peer 

communication results in a more positive attitude toward a social ad, as compared to no peer 

communication (Mchat= 4.60 vs. Mno-chat = 3.85; F(1,128) = 5.55, p < .05). As for the non-social 

ad, no attitude difference was found between adolescents that did and did not engage in peer 

chatting (Mchat = 3.42 vs. Mno-chat = 3.96; F(1,128) = 2.26, p = .14) 

 

Persuasion knowledge 

The two hypotheses regarding persuasion knowledge were tested by using a two-way ANOVA. 

We did not find the proposed main effect of hypothesis 3, meaning that the advertising 
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knowledge (F (1, 128) = 4.93, p < .05; see Figure 1B). This interaction indicates that 
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chatting, as compared to those who did not engage in peer chatting (Mchat = 3.87 vs. Mno-chat = 

4.58; F (1, 128) = 4.85, p ≤ .05). For the non-social ad, engaging in peer communication 
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adolescents (Boush et al., 1994). This scale (originally applied to traditional advertising) has 
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elicited no significant differences in persuasion knowledge for this ad format (Mchat = 4.40 vs. 

Mno-chat = 4.03; F (1, 128) = 1.03, p = .31). This result confirms H4.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Graphic depiction of interaction effects on both dependent variables: A) Aad; B) PK. 
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we did not find a main effect that social advertising leads to less persuasion knowledge (H3). 

However, adolescents that engaged in online peer communication activated less persuasion 

knowledge in case of a social ad, as compared to the non-chatters. Again, we did not find this 

pattern when the adolescents were exposed to a non-social ad (H4). In sum, this experiment 

revealed that peer chatting on SNS influences persuasion knowledge and attitude toward the 

social ad.  

Importantly, in this experiment, we ruled out the possible interference of preexisting 

friendships or prior experiences between classmates by letting the adolescents chat 

anonymously. In Experiment 2, we aim to extend the findings of this study and further 

investigate under which conditions online peer communication could exert a greater 

persuasion impact. In this regard, we will shed light on an important explanatory factor: tie 

strength. More precisely, we will investigate to what extent consumer responses toward 

social advertising depend on the depth of the relationship between the user and his/her 

affiliated peer on SNS. We expect that the preexisting social tie between adolescents on SNSs 

can modify the responses toward social advertising. Hence, by studying the impact of these 

ties, our knowledge can be improved regarding how differences in relational closeness can 

influence advertising interpretation and evaluation.  

 

EXPERIMENT 2 

With regard to peer communication on SNS, the depth of existing relationship plays a crucial 

role (X. Wang et al., 2012). This can be represented by the construct ‘tie strength’ 

(Granovetter, 1973), which refers to the strength or potency of an interpersonal relationship 

in the context of a person’s social network (Money, Gilly, & Graham, 1998). Ties can vary from 

strong to weak: examples of strong ties can be family members and close friends; examples of 

weak ties are acquaintances and strangers. As a multidimensional construct, tie strength can 

be operationally assessed by using a variety of underlying indicators (Marsden & Campbell, 

1984; Mittal, Huppertz, & Khare, 2008). However, it has been argued that ‘closeness’ or 

emotional intensity of a relationship is the best way to capture tie strength (Marsden & 

Campbell, 1984). Therefore, in the present study, we conceptualize tie strength as ‘a 

subjective experience of intimacy, emotional affinity, and psychological bonding with another 

person’ (Ledbetter et al., 2010, p. 8). 

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   180 07-08-18   14:23



5

 Chapter 5 
 

| 176 

elicited no significant differences in persuasion knowledge for this ad format (Mchat = 4.40 vs. 

Mno-chat = 4.03; F (1, 128) = 1.03, p = .31). This result confirms H4.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Graphic depiction of interaction effects on both dependent variables: A) Aad; B) PK. 

 

Discussion 

In Experiment 1, we found that social advertising (compared to non-social advertising) on SNS 

leads to an increase in Aad (H1). Moreover, the findings revealed that adolescents engaging in 

online peer communication on a SNS rated the social ad more favorably than those not, 

whereas this difference was not found for a non-social ad (H2). As for persuasion knowledge, 

3

3,5

4

4,5

5

No chat Chat

Aa
d

Non-social ad

Social ad

A 

B 

3,5

4

4,5

5

No chat Chat

PK

Non-social ad

Social ad

The influence of peer communication on SNSs  
 

| 177 

we did not find a main effect that social advertising leads to less persuasion knowledge (H3). 
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ties, our knowledge can be improved regarding how differences in relational closeness can 

influence advertising interpretation and evaluation.  
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role (X. Wang et al., 2012). This can be represented by the construct ‘tie strength’ 
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strong to weak: examples of strong ties can be family members and close friends; examples of 

weak ties are acquaintances and strangers. As a multidimensional construct, tie strength can 

be operationally assessed by using a variety of underlying indicators (Marsden & Campbell, 

1984; Mittal, Huppertz, & Khare, 2008). However, it has been argued that ‘closeness’ or 

emotional intensity of a relationship is the best way to capture tie strength (Marsden & 

Campbell, 1984). Therefore, in the present study, we conceptualize tie strength as ‘a 

subjective experience of intimacy, emotional affinity, and psychological bonding with another 

person’ (Ledbetter et al., 2010, p. 8). 
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On SNSs, tie strength plays an important role in influencing others’ beliefs and attitudes (Aral 

& Walker, 2014). However, in the field of online communication research, only a limited 

amount of studies focused on the role of tie strength on marketplace decision-making (Van 

Noort et al., 2012). These available studies mainly explored tie strength as an antecedent of 

forwarding persuasive messages (e.g. De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008; Harvey, Stewart, & Ewing, 

2011). However, two studies revealed that commercial messages on SNSs originating from a 

strong tie perform better in terms of liking compared to a weak tie (Bakshy et al., 2012; Van 

Noort et al., 2012). This can be explained by arguing that strong ties are perceived more 

important to one’s self-concept, making them more relevant for determining one’s own 

(consumer) behavior (Berger, 2014). So, when adolescents chat on a SNS with strong ties, and 

are subsequently exposed to an ad referring to these ties having liked the ad (i.e. a social ad), 

they should be more inclined to follow this behavior by liking it as well (something that occurs 

to a lesser extent in case of a weak tie) (Bakshy et al., 2012; Carr & Foreman, 2016). In 

addition, Wen, Tan & Chang (2009) argued that consumers are more likely to align their 

attitudes with strong-ties compared to weak-ties, as strong-ties are simply more valued. Thus, 

consumers will more easily be influenced by the attitudes of strong-ties (Carr & Foreman, 

2016). In line with this reasoning, we expect a social ad to generate a more positive Aad when 

adolescents have engaged in peer communication with a strong tie, as compared to a weak 

tie. In summary: 

H5: Social advertising on a SNS generates a more positive Aad when adolescents 

engage in online peer communication on the same SNS with a strong tie, compared to 

a weak tie. For non-social advertising, we expect no difference.  

 

As theoretically delineated and empirically revealed in Experiment 1, adolescents engaging in 

peer communication have more difficulties in assessing the true persuasive nature of a social 

ad that included the likes of their peers and friends. In other words, when endorsed by 

friends, adolescents were less likely to interpret the social proof ad as a commercial attempt 

right after a peer chat on a SNS. Additionally, the literature offers empirical ground to predict 

that this might be more pronounced for strong ties compared to weak ties. As strong ties 

convey more trust and are considered more credible (Aral & Walker, 2014; Carr & Foreman, 

2016), it can be argued that messages liked by these strong ties will less likely be perceived as 

having an underlying persuasive, commercial intent, compared to when they are liked by a 
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weak tie. In line with this argument, Van Noort and colleagues (2012) found that an increase 

in tie strength between the sender and the receiver of a viral SNS campaign leads to a 

decrease in the receiver’s perceived persuasive intent of the campaign. We expect to witness 

a similar pattern in the present study. Adolescents engaging in online peer communication 

with a strong tie -as compared to a weak tie- might be less likely to interpret a social ad as 

true form of persuasive content originating from a commercial agent. Therefore, we expect 

adolescents to have lower levels of persuasion knowledge for social advertisements when 

they chat with strong ties. Therefore, we conclude: 

H6: Social advertising on a SNS triggers less persuasion knowledge when adolescents 

engage in online peer communication on the same SNS with a strong tie, compared to 

a weak tie. For non-social advertising, we expect no difference.  

 

METHOD 

Design and participants  

Using a two-level between-subjects design, adolescents were either exposed to a social ad or 

a non-social ad after having engaged in peer communication. Importantly, tie strength was 

not included as a second manipulated factor in our design because we opted to use a 

(undichotomized) continuous variable as a measure of tie strength (see measures). In total, 

138 adolescents aged 14-16 years were reached. However, based on consent forms, two 

pupils were not granted parental permission, leaving 136 adolescents to participate (Mage = 

15.21, SD = 0.75; 63 % female). 

 

Procedure 

This experiment followed the same procedure as Experiment 1 (see for a more detailed 

account). After completing socio-demographic questions, every adolescent engaged in peer 

communication with a randomly paired peer (in their classroom) on our mock SNS ‘Social 

Engine’ for 15 minutes. All participants engaged in peer communication by using their real 

names (and own identity). In terms of gender composition of the dyads, we ensured that we 

had a fairly equal number of same-gender and cross-gender pairs (i.e. male–male, female–

female, and male–female dyads). Absolute silence was strictly maintained during the chat 

sessions to avoid other group dynamics to interfere. Thereafter, they were exposed to either 
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the social or non-social ad on their personal news feed. Finally, participants completed the 

last part of the questionnaire, which first included our dependent variables, and thereafter 

the tie strength indicator. Since we positioned the tie strength measure at the end, we 

introduced a time delay which should have decreased the likelihood that tie strength was 

affected by the chat itself.  

 

Measures  

For attitude toward the ad (M = 3.97, SD = 1.33; α = .86) and persuasion knowledge (M = 

3.94, SD = 1.44; α = .91), the same measures were used as in Experiment 1. As for tie 

strength, adolescents were asked to describe their relationship with the peer they have 

interacted with on the social network. As mentioned earlier, Marsden & Campbell (1984) 

argued that a measure of closeness is the best indicator of tie strength. Based on the latter, 

we used Vangelisti and Caughlin’s (1997) seven-item instrument assessing relational 

closeness. The response options ranged from one (not at all) to seven (very much). Sample 

items are: “How often do you talk about personal things with this person?” and “How close 

are you to this person?”. All the items were aggregated to form a continuous measure of tie 

strength (M = 4.03, SD = 1.44; α = .93). We opted not to dichotomize this measure by means 

of a median split (i.e. weak and strong ties). This practice has been the topic of considerable 

debate as it may yield misleading results (see Fitzsimons, 2008). 

 

RESULTS 

Testing for non-independence 

Because the adolescents in the present study engaged in peer communication in pairs (or 

dyads), we first tested if our data did not violate the key assumption of independence (Kenny, 

Kashy, Cook, & Simpson, 2006). Therefore, intraclass correlations were estimated to test for 

non-independence in our two outcome variables that could have been influenced by the 

interaction between the members of each dyad (see SPSS macro’s of Alferes & Kenny, 2009). 

Intraclass correlations for Aad (ICC = -.02; F(67, 68) = 1.04, p = .87) and persuasion knowledge 

(ICC = -.16; F(67, 68) = 1.38, p = .19) were non-significant, indicating that the scores of the 

units in our data are independent. 
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Attitude toward the ad and persuasion knowledge 

Because we opted not to dichotomize the variable tie strength, we have a combination of a 

continuous and a categorical predictor variable in our design (tie strength and ad format). 

Therefore, we used a multiple regression-based approach that allows to define categorical x 

continuous variable interactions. The first model included Aad as a dependent variable, and ad 

format (0: non-social ad, 1: social ad) and tie strength as independent variables. The results 

showed that the interaction formulated in hypothesis 5 between social advertising and tie 

strength on Aad is significant (b = .45, p < .001; F(3,132) = 9.00, p < .001, R2= .17). To interpret 

the nature of this interaction, we conducted a spotlight analysis at plus and minus one 

standard deviation from the mean of tie strength (i.e. weak and strong tie strength) 

(Fitzsimons, 2008; see Figure 2A). When adolescents were exposed to the social ad, they had 

a more positive Aad if they engaged in peer communication with a strong tie (Mstrong = 4.73), 

as compared to a weak tie (Mweak = 3.66; b = .38, SE = .10; t(132) = 3.85, p < .001). However, 

this difference was not found for the non-social ad (Mweak = 3.74 vs. Mstrong= 3.51; b = -.06, SE 

= .11; t(132)= -.53, p = .60). This result confirms H5.  

The second model included the same independent variables, in combination with persuasion 

knowledge as a dependent variable. This analysis yielded a significant interaction effect 

between tie strength and social advertising on persuasion knowledge as an outcome variable 

(b = -.41, p ≤ .01; F(3,132) = 2.72, p < .05, R2= .06) (see Figure 2B). Social advertising triggers 

less persuasion knowledge when adolescents engaged in peer communication with a strong 

tie (Mstrong = 3.57), as compared to a weak tie (Mweak = 4.20; b = -.22, SE = .11; t(132) = -1.94, p 

< .05). In case of a non-social ad, we witness a somewhat opposite pattern (i.e. weak tie 

triggers less persuasion knowledge), but this difference was not found to be significant (Mweak 

= 3.81 vs. Mstrong = 4.38; b = .17, SE = .13; t(132) = 1.33, p = .09). 

 

Discussion  

In the first experiment, we demonstrated that chatting on a SNS has an influence on how 

adolescents interpret and evaluate social advertising on these social platforms. In this second 

experiment, we showed that knowledge on who they chat with is crucial to understand the 

psychological outcome variables related to social advertising on SNS. In this regard, we 

introduced tie strength. Our analyses revealed that when adolescents engage in online peer 
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communication on SNS with a strong tie, they generate more positive attitudes toward social 

advertising than when they chat with a weak tie. At the same time, they also activated lower 

levels of persuasion knowledge toward social advertising. These tie strength effects were not 

found when adolescents were exposed to a non-social advertisement. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Graphic depiction of interaction effects between tie strength and social advertising 
on both dependent variables: A) Aad; B) PK. 
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The objective of the present research was to investigate how adolescents’ peer 

communication on a SNS influences cognitive (persuasion knowledge) and attitudinal 

(attitudes toward the ad) elaboration of social advertising. Social advertising refers to 

targeted ads on SNSs that use a person’s social ties as endorsers for the ad – i.e. a news feed 

post that includes the likes of friends as social proof such as “friend X, friend Y and 7 other 

friends like brand Z”. This issue was examined in two between-subjects experiments on a 

mock SNS that contained a social ad. In Experiment 1, we found that social advertising 

(compared to non-social advertising) on the SNS generated a more positive Aad. In addition, 

results also revealed that when adolescents engage in online peer chatting on a SNS, they 

evaluated the social ad more favorably than those who did not. Thus, online peer chatting on 

a SNS causes a greater impact of the social proof in a social ad, hereby generating more 

positive attitudes. Put simply, online peer communication reinforces the effect that the social 

proof heuristic exerts on adolescents’ attitudinal evaluations.  

With regards to persuasion knowledge, we did not find that showing social advertising leads 

to activating less persuasion knowledge. However, we did find an interaction effect revealing 

that when adolescents engaged in online communication with peers, they generate less 

persuasion knowledge for social advertising compared to adolescents that were not assigned 

to chat. This shows that if adolescents were to be exposed to a sponsored post that includes 

the likes of friends right after having chatted with these friends on the very same platform, 

they are less likely to think about the possibility that this specific post might actually be a true 

commercial attempt with underlying persuasion motives. Put differently, after a chat with 

peers (i.e. their friends), their minds are less likely to be oriented toward the direction of 

persuasion when they encounter a sponsored post being liked by their friends. This could 

indicate that peer communication evokes social proof (i.e. the likes of friends) in disguising 

the persuasive intent of social advertising, and thus, suppressing the use of persuasion 

knowledge among adolescents.  

 

In Experiment 2, we aimed to further examine under which conditions online peer 

communication could exercise different levels of influence. To do this, we introduced tie 

strength (i.e. the relational closeness) as a moderating variable. Our analyses revealed that 
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engaging in online peer communication on a SNS with a strong tie generates a more a positive 

attitude toward a social ad, as compared to a weak tie. At the same time, we also found that 

chatting with a strong tied peer triggers less persuasion knowledge toward social advertising, 

as compared to weak-tied peers. In sum, these results are in line with Experiment 1, 

additionally showing that the interpretation and responses toward social advertising also 

depend on the depth of the relationship between the user and his/her affiliated peer. 

 

Theoretical implications  

First, the present studies contribute to research on the Persuasion Knowledge Model 

(Friestad & Wright, 1994). As argued by Campbell and Kirmani (2008), more research is 

needed on the antecedents of persuasion knowledge. Our studies have shown that online 

peer chatting can act as a significant trigger that (negatively) influences the activation of 

persuasion knowledge in the case of social advertising. When adolescents are chatting with 

peers, and particularly strong tied peers, they might be less able to interpret a message that 

contains social elements (the likes of friends) as being content originating from a persuasive 

agent. We argue that a chat mentally primed adolescents’ peers in their minds (i.e. made 

them cognitively accessible), which may have shifted their focus away from the possibility 

that a socially endorsed ad might be a persuasive attempt. This might explain why their 

persuasion knowledge decreased significantly in the peer communication condition. Based on 

this reasoning, we conclude that peer communication on SNSs might function as an 

antecedent that effects the relationship between social advertising and persuasion 

knowledge. 

Second, this research also contributes to online peer influence theory. More precisely, 

Walther et al. (2011) articulated a research agenda to understand how peer influence occurs 

on platforms where online peer communication co-appears with institutionally authored 

messages. On a more specific level, Rozendaal, Slot, van Reijmersdal, & Buijzen (2013) 

stressed that more research efforts are needed focusing on the effects of peer influence on 

advertising outcomes in a social media environment. As a response to these calls, the current 

studies show that peers may have a significant influence (through chatting) on attitude and 

persuasion knowledge. Based on this evidence, we have showed that juxtaposing a peer 

communication channel with commercial communication can alter the interpretation and 
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response with regards to these commercial messages (Walther, Tong, DeAndrea, Carr, & 

Heide, 2011).  

Third, this study also contributes to the body of knowledge on persuasion heuristics (Cialdini, 

2006). Although applications of social proof in online communication have been investigated 

thoroughly (e.g. online product recommendations through reviews, stars, likes, etc.), scant 

knowledge is available on the effectiveness of this lower-order persuasion heuristic in a SNS 

environment, and, among adolescents. This study showed that integrating social proof in an 

ad (i.e. social advertising) aimed at adolescents generated more favorable attitudes compared 

to an ad without social proof. Thus, this heuristic may be effective in offering them a quick 

decisional shortcut to guide their attitudes in a SNS environment. In addition, we also showed 

that the effectiveness of a social proof message can even be increased when the exposure to 

this message is preceded by a chat conversation with peers or friends.  

 

Practical implications 

The current study has implications for advertising practice. On the one hand, we revealed that 

social proof might be an interesting tool to persuade adolescents on SNSs. Practitioners could 

thus benefit from showing adolescents advertising that includes this heuristic, as does social 

advertising. This approach should prove to be particularly effective to increase attitudinal ad 

effectiveness. However, advertisers should also be vigilant: our findings also give empirical 

ground to claim that social ads can trigger less persuasion knowledge among these young 

consumers. As mentioned earlier, persuasion knowledge can be considered as an important 

defense mechanism that enables adolescents to critically resist advertising persuasion in an 

online environment. Lower levels of persuasion knowledge imply that adolescents are less 

likely to think about the commercial motives of a message, which could result in less 

resistance and critical counterarguments. For the sake of responsible advertising practice, we 

therefore encourage practitioners to become aware of the difficulties that adolescents might 

have in consciously recognizing social advertising as a persuasive attempt when they are 

active on a SNS. 

Furthermore, we can also address some relevant implications for social caretakers (e.g. 

parents, teachers, etc.), who are concerned about the well-being of adolescents. From their 

perspective, persuasion knowledge is a very important cognitive tool that functions as ‘critical 

radar’, enabling adolescents to evaluate persuasion attempts critically. In the current study, 
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the results revealed that, under some conditions (i.e. when adolescents chat on a SNS, and 

certainly with a strong tie), the persuasive nature of social advertising might not always be 

clear for adolescents (i.e. lower persuasion knowledge). Therefore, it would be advisable to 

teach adolescents about social advertising (and SNS advertising in general) by explaining that 

these ads try to sway people based on a simple, but very persuasive heuristic rule (i.e. social 

proof). Furthermore, adolescents should also be provided information about how and why 

these persuasive messages are created and presented. They should be aware of the fact that 

advertisers have access to data about their social ties which may then be used to deliver 

socially-targeted ads based on the expectation that these ads become more relevant to users, 

and thus, more persuasive. By informing adolescents of such practices, they could be 

empowered to become critical and conscious consumers when they engage with persuasive 

stimuli in a SNS environment.  

 

Limitations and directions for future research  

Despite these relevant implications, this study has also some limitations that provide future 

research venues. First, the current studies were conducted on computers. However, 

nowadays, adolescents increasingly go online aided by the convenience and constant access 

provided by smartphones (Lenhart, 2015). As they carry a smartphone with them all the time, 

they might consider communication through mobile technology as more personal and 

intimate (compared to other devices, such as computers, laptops or tablets). This means that 

more profound social influence dynamics might transpire via mobile applications. Future 

research should therefore introduce experimental set-ups that focus on how adolescents deal 

with social advertising on mobile (social) platforms.  

Second, our experimental data collections took place in computer classrooms. Although this is 

a very practical environment to conduct studies among young individuals, it may have a 

disadvantage as well: it is a highly familiar setting for adolescents. This familiarity might have 

installed social influences that could possibly have interfered in our experimental design. 

Although we did everything to prevent this (e.g. by spatially separating the participants, 

maintaining complete silence, etc.), it can still be interesting to see if the results hold in a 

setting in which social influence is completely controlled (e.g. lab experiment).  

Third, in Experiment 2, we randomly paired every participant to another peer within their 

classroom, and thereafter asked to indicate the strength of this tie. An alternative could have 
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been to use a sociometric nomination approach. This means that every adolescent would 

have been asked in advance to indicate his/her three closest and three least close peers from 

a list of the names of all the other adolescents in the class. This might have led to a more 

accurate taxonomy of strong and weak ties. Future research could take this suggestion into 

account when focusing on the role of tie strength.  

Finally, in the present studies, we have revealed the association between online peer 

communication and the evaluation and interpretation of social advertising on a SNS. 

However, we have not investigated why this relationship occurred. Therefore, future research 

should consider to investigate the psychological mechanisms at play in this relationship. By 

exploring relevant mediating variables, we may improve our understanding of the underlying 

processes through which peer communication can influence responses toward socially-

targeted marketing communications. 
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ABSTRACT 

In the literature, the use of a clear and unambiguous disclosure has been advocated to inform 

young consumers of an advertisement, and hence, stimulate them to activate their 

persuasion knowledge. However, previous studies generally interpreted disclosures as being 

labels that simply convey the persuasive intent of a message. In this study, we introduce a 

norm-based disclosure, and determine its effects. More precisely, in a series of three 

experimental studies, we test a disclosure based on the social proof heuristic (i.e. “your 

friends know this is sponsored”) and compare its effectiveness to a traditional disclosure (i.e. 

“sponsored”) in a social networking environment. The results reveal that a heuristic-based 

disclosure is not only more effective in activating adolescents’ persuasion knowledge (study 1 

and 2), but also in triggering adolescents to behave in a more privacy-protecting way by 

selecting stricter settings (study 3). In all studies, descriptive norms operates as the 

underlying mechanism. Theoretical and practical contributions are discussed.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Like! Comment! Share! Three words that describe a great deal of adolescents’ online activities 

these days. As they spend a lot of time on social networking sites (SNSs), it is of great 

importance to arrive at a better understanding of how advertising on SNSs influences 

adolescents. In this respect, recent studies have revealed that adolescents are not fully aware 

of the persuasive intent of advertisements that circulate in a social networking environment 

(e.g. Lawlor, Dunne, & Rowley, 2016; Zarouali, Ponnet, Walrave, & Poels, 2017). The latter 

stems from the fact that advertisements on SNSs are often very subtle and embedded in the 

overall media environment (e.g. integrated in the newsfeed between other, user-generated 

wall posts). This blurs the boundaries between advertising, entertainment and information. As 

evidence of this lack of transparency, the Federal Trade Commission (2015) issued guidelines 

calling for clear disclosures of advertising on SNSs. Disclosures can be considered labels or 

visual cues that inform consumers that they are exposed to commercial content. Importantly, 

the latter brings some straightforward questions to the forefront about whether these 

disclosures are unambiguously effective in increasing the ability to critically assess the 

persuasive intent of commercial messages on SNSs (i.e. persuasion knowledge). In this regard, 

studies found that advertising disclosures are not very successful in activating young 

consumers’ persuasion knowledge (e.g. An & Stern, 2011; van Reijmersdal, Boerman, Buijzen, 

& Rozendaal, 2017). This implies that even when providing a disclosure, adolescents may not 

be able to activate their persuasion knowledge (van Reijmersdal et al., 2017). However, an 

important research gap exists in this body of research.  

Previous research usually focused on disclosures that simply convey the persuasive nature of 

a particular message or content (e.g. ‘this is advertising; ‘this program contains advertising’; 

‘this game contains advertising for [BRAND] to influence you’; etc.) (for an overview, see 

Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2016). However, in their seminal work, Friestad and Wright 

(1994) argued that research grounded in the persuasion knowledge model must go beyond 

cues or labels that simply disclose the persuasive intent. Building on this idea, the same 

authors asserted that research must focus on testing a broader range of situational cues, 

instead of relying on the convenient "this is a persuasive message" label (Wright, Friestad, & 

Boush, 2005). Therefore, the disclosure literature needs a wider base of knowledge that 

exceeds what can be explained by conventional disclosures.   
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We propose a heuristic-based approach to investigate the effectiveness of advertising 

disclosures in increasing persuasion knowledge on SNSs among adolescents, guided by the 

tenets of the Modality-Agency-Interactivity-Navigability model (MAIN-model) (Sundar, 2008). 

This model posits that online interface features (e.g. disclosures on SNSs) might serve as cues 

that guide our perceptions and evaluations based on heuristic rules triggered by those cues 

(Sundar, Jia, Waddell, & Huang, 2015). In this respect, Sundar (2008) argues that peers are an 

important and well-established source of influence for adolescents. Thus, if an advertising 

disclosure can trigger heuristics associated with peers’ beliefs and behavior (i.e. social proof 

or bandwagon heuristic), it might be a particularly powerful tool to encourage adolescents to 

comply with these beliefs and behaviors. We aim to test this premise by investigating whether 

making adolescents aware (by means of a heuristic-based disclosure) of the fact that their 

friends are using their persuasion knowledge when confronted with ads on SNSs might trigger 

them to use it as well (i.e. adhere to their friends’ behavior).  

 

More concretely, in the present paper, we introduce and test a heuristic-based disclosure (i.e. 

“your friends know this is sponsored”) and compare this to a traditional disclosure (i.e. 

“sponsored”). In a series of three studies, we demonstrate that this disclosure is more 

effective at triggering adolescents’ persuasion knowledge. In addition, we shed light on the 

underlying psychological mechanism (i.e. descriptive norms) through which this type of 

disclosure influences adolescents’ persuasion knowledge, and, we address an important 

moderator for the effectiveness of this disclosure (i.e. an individual’s susceptibility to peer 

influence). Finally, we also show that the influence of a heuristic-based disclosure can go 

beyond self-reported persuasion knowledge, and influence actual protective behavior toward 

persuasion as well (i.e. selecting stricter advertising settings on a SNS). 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Activating persuasion knowledge by disclosing 

In defining persuasion knowledge, Friestad and Wright (1994) refer to consumers’ knowledge 

of persuasion attempts and include beliefs about marketers’ motives, strategies, and tactics. 

This knowledge develops throughout life, and young consumers gradually learn to use their 

persuasion knowledge to identify how, when, and why marketers try to influence them 
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(Friestad & Wright, 1994). However, having persuasion knowledge does not automatically 

enable adolescents to critically deal with advertising. Even if adolescents have the required 

persuasion knowledge, it does not necessarily follow that they actually retrieve and apply this 

knowledge when confronted with advertising (Rozendaal, Lapierre, van Reijmersdal, & 

Buijzen, 2011). More precisely, if adolescents do not think about or are unaware of the 

possibility of persuasion, they are likely to curtail the use of persuasion knowledge (Campbell 

& Kirmani, 2008). Therefore, the use of a disclosure (e.g. a label) has been advocated in order 

to inform young consumers of an upcoming persuasive message (i.e. trigger their awareness), 

and hence, stimulate them to activate their persuasion knowledge. However, research 

devoted to the effectiveness of disclosures among young consumers has yielded inconclusive 

results, generally pointing toward the conclusion that these disclosures have limited to no 

effect in activating persuasion knowledge (e.g. An & Stern, 2011; Panic, Cauberghe, & De 

Pelsmacker, 2013; van Reijmersdal et al., 2017). These weak effects might be explained by the 

fact that previous studies –narrowly- interpreted disclosures as cues that simply coney the 

commercial or persuasive intent of a message (Fransen & Fennis, 2014; Quinn & Wood, 2004; 

Wood & Quinn, 2003). However, as advocated by Wright, Friestad and Boush (2005), research 

grounded in the persuasion knowledge model must focus on testing a broader range of 

situational cues in all types of embedded media (instead of relying on the convenient "this is a 

persuasive message" disclosure).  

 

Our departing point in this research is to discuss the processing mode of adolescents when 

they are in an online environment. When teens go online, it is unlikely that they will allocate 

great cognitive resources to process a persuasive disclosure (Buijzen, van Reijmersdal, & 

Owen, 2010). To illustrate this, take the example of an adolescent spending time on a SNS. 

S/he will be busy sending private messages to friends, posting reactions, liking pictures, 

playing social games, watching videos, and so on. Chances are that the presence of these 

numerous entertaining activities will deplete adolescents’ systematic processing resources, 

leaving little to no resources to process a disclosure (i.e. low ability) (Hudders et al., 2017; 

Zuckerman & Chaiken, 1998). Moreover, it is highly unlikely that a disclosure in a very 

entertaining online social environment does preoccupy them at all. Adolescents will simply 

not be motivated to think about the meaning of the disclosure. Therefore, as the ability and 

motivation are low, adolescents will most likely be receptive to heuristic cues (Petty & 
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Cacioppo, 1986; Zuckerman & Chaiken, 1998). Therefore, a disclosure that simply highlights 

the persuasive intent of a message (i.e. traditional disclosure) might not be ideal to encourage 

adolescents’ to activate their persuasion knowledge. Rather, we argue that a disclosure based 

on a mental shortcut or a heuristic might be more effective in breaking through the 

entertainment-clutter on SNSs, and thus, might be more successful in triggering persuasion 

knowledge. In sum, this line of reasoning offers an interesting perspective to reconsider the 

way disclosures could be played out effectively for adolescents in order to increase their 

persuasion knowledge. Therefore, in the next section, we will discuss the theoretical 

underpinnings of a heuristic-based disclosure. 

 

Heuristic-based disclosure 

To elaborate on the idea that triggering persuasion knowledge might also result from 

heuristic rules conveyed by a disclosure, we rely on the MAIN-model (Sundar, 2008; Sundar, 

Xu, & Dou, 2012). This model represents a youth-based framework theorizing that heuristic 

cues in an online environment can instantaneously trigger ideas about the nature of the 

underlying persuasive content. Essentially, heuristics are quick mental shortcuts or ‘rules of 

thumbs’ that guide our beliefs, judgments and decision making (e.g. “if my mother says so, 

then it must be right”) (Cialdini, 2006; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). 

Sundar (2008) argues that among all heuristic cues, the social proof heuristic (or bandwagon 

heuristic) might be the most powerful one among youth. Basically, this heuristic rule implies 

that “if significant others are doing or thinking something, then I should do so too” (Cialdini, 

2006; Sundar, 2008). For adolescents, these significant others are their friends or peers. 

During adolescence, peer influence gains considerable importance, and adolescents become 

increasingly sensitive to heuristic cues related to peer beliefs and behaviors (Buijzen et al., 

2010; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006).  

Therefore, when being the target of a persuasive attempt, adolescents should be particularly 

receptive to a disclosure that refers to what significant others (i.e. friends or peers) think or 

do, hereby leading to compliance (Sundar, 2008; Wogalter, Allison, & Mckenna, 1989). 

Important to note, including a heuristic in a disclosure does not mean that the disclosure will 

automatically be processed heuristically (Bohner, Moskowitz, & Chaiken, 1995; Chen & 

Chaiken, 1999; Sundar, 2008; Zuckerman & Chaiken, 1998). As argued by Sundar (2008), 

heuristics can be very helpful as analytical tools in eliciting thoughtful processing among 
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youth as well. As argued earlier, since a disclosure is in direct competition for cognitive 

resources with other content on SNSs (e.g. chatting, posting reactions, liking, sharing, etc.), 

we argue that a heuristic-based disclosure might be more successful in grabbing their 

attention (as they are more “approachable” by heuristic cues when being cognitively 

overloaded) as compared to a traditional disclosure (Zuckerman & Chaiken, 1998). So put 

differently, if adolescents are made aware of the fact that their friends or peers use their 

persuasion knowledge by means of a disclosure, they should be more likely to use their 

persuasion knowledge too. 

 

A crucial question still remains unanswered: through which feature can a disclosure convey a 

heuristic rule referring to peer behavior? In this respect, Zuckerman and Chaiken (1998) 

consider the disclosure text to be a key component that might serve as a heuristic cue. 

Therefore, we will investigate whether a heuristic-based text disclosure is more effective than 

a traditional disclosure at increasing adolescents’ knowledge on the persuasive intent of 

advertising, i.e. persuasion knowledge. In the current study, the traditional disclosure will be 

the one that is currently adopted by several SNSs to indicate advertising content, which is the 

word “sponsored” (Einstein, 2016). This sponsored disclosure will be compared to the 

heuristic disclosure: “your friends know this is sponsored”. In the literature, it has been 

demonstrated that knowing what others know indicates how someone will act, and 

moreover, influences the way that person makes judgments and decisions (e.g. Jarvenpaa & 

Majchrzak, 2008; Ren, Carley, & Argote, 2006). In this case, we expect that by integrating the 

social proof heuristic in the disclosure text, adolescents will act on the knowledge of their 

friends by using their persuasion knowledge as well to understand the ad (i.e. “if my friends 

know this is sponsored, then I should know too”).  

 

Descriptive norms 

Finally, it is also important to understand how this heuristic disclosure exerts its effect on 

persuasion knowledge. We expect descriptive norms to serve as the mediator between 

disclosure and persuasion knowledge. Descriptive norms are made up of a person’s 

perceptions of what significant others think, feel or do in a given situation (Cialdini & Trost, 

1998; Rivis & Sheeran, 2003). People, and particularly adolescents, are characterized by a 
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attention (as they are more “approachable” by heuristic cues when being cognitively 
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consider the disclosure text to be a key component that might serve as a heuristic cue. 

Therefore, we will investigate whether a heuristic-based text disclosure is more effective than 
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the one that is currently adopted by several SNSs to indicate advertising content, which is the 
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tendency to automatically follow descriptive norms to guide their own immediate responses 

(Morris, Hong, Chiu and Liu, 2015; Stok, 2014). Thus, individual beliefs, attitudes, emotions, 

and behaviors are often not lying within the adolescent’s own mind, but are derived -at least 

in part- from responses of others (Smith and Mackie, 2016). In this respect, it has been well 

documented that perceived descriptive norms exercises a mediating role in changing people’s 

responses (see Miller and Prentice, 2015). In the context of this study, the later would imply 

that a heuristic-based cue arrives at generating a descriptive norm, which in turn might 

ascertain that people will feel, think and act in ways that are consist with this norm (Cialdini & 

Goldstein, 2004; Goldstein, Cialdini, & Griskevicius, 2008). To illustrate this, we use an 

example derived from Steiter and Gass (2004): if Naomi’s friends know that a particular 

message is sponsored, she would feel the expectation that she should know that as well 

(experiencing a descriptive norm). In turn, if she also has a strong desire to live up to that 

normative expectation of her friends, she would then be inclined to activate the knowledge 

that is necessary to understand the ‘sponsored’ message. Therefore, we expect that 

adolescents that are exposed to a social proof heuristic disclosure stating “your friends know 

this is sponsored” will experience descriptive norms (i.e. the perception that every friend 

understands a message as being sponsored, and thus the norm one should adhere to). This 

will in turn stimulate adolescents to activate more persuasion knowledge to advertising on a 

SNS. In conclusion, this mediated relationship will be tested in two different studies, and 

extended in a third one by using a behavioral dependent variable.  

 

Overview of the studies 

Three main studies were conducted to test our conjectures. In study 1, we investigate 

whether the heuristic-based disclosure is more effective than the traditional disclosure in 

terms of triggering persuasion knowledge, and moreover, verify whether the underlying 

mechanism that drives this effect is indeed descriptive norms (i.e. testing descriptive norms 

as mediator). In study 2, we aim to replicate the findings of study 1, and additionally test a 

relevant boundary condition for the mediated association between the heuristic-based 

disclosure and persuasion knowledge. More precisely, susceptibility to peer influence will be 

introduced as a moderator in the proposed mediated relationship. Finally, in study 3 we test 

whether the heuristic-based disclosure is more effective than the traditional disclosure at the 
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behavioral level. We shed light on whether the heuristic disclosure is successful in influencing 

adolescents to select more strict advertising settings on a SNS. With this last study, we aim to 

extend the results and show that heuristic-based disclosure does not only influence critical 

persuasion knowledge, but also critical and responsible behavior with regards to ad settings.   

 

Data collection: Ethical and practical details 

The study protocol of all studies was approved by the ethical committee of our institution 

[ethical approval number: SHW_17_08_02]. We obtained informed consent from the schools’ 

principal and teachers. Moreover, parental consent as well informed consent of the 

participants was sought. Second, all the experiments were conducted in computer classrooms 

during school time. The participants were all recruited from several secondary schools 

situated in Flanders (i.e. the Dutch speaking part of Belgium). Every data collection took place 

under the supervision of the first author. All respondents were assured that their responses 

would be treated anonymous and confidential, and that they could withdraw their 

participation at any given time without negative consequences.  

 

PILOT STUDIES  

Two pilot studies preceded the three main studies. The purpose of pilot study 1 was to test 

our stimuli and materials. When conducting experimental research with new advertising 

formats and contexts (such as advertising on a SNS), it is important to strike a balance 

between realism and control: materials and stimuli have to be realistic and credible, and at 

the same time, have to allow the researcher to be in full control (Geuens & De Pelsmacker, 

2017). Therefore, a mock SNS called “Social Engine” has been created for the purpose of our 

three experiments (see Appendix Figure 1). This platform operated on a private server of the 

university and offered the researchers full control over the online environment, hereby 

decreasing the likelihood of extraneous influences (i.e. internal validity). Social Engine was 

given the ‘look and feel’ of Facebook by using the same theme colors, fonts and general lay-

out. It also contains all the main functionalities and services of Facebook, such as a 

‘homepage’ with a newsfeed featuring mock updates and posts, a personal profile page, a 

friends list, a personal settings page, etc. This way, we tried to create a sense of familiarity 

and make the adolescents feel at ease on the platform. Next to the SNS, we also created a 
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test ad to integrate on Social Engine. The ad itself promoted a new FujiFilm retro camera, 

which has been designed in fancy colors to appeal to an audience of young consumers (see 

Appendix Figure 1). Both the test ad as well as the network have been rated on their 

credibility among a sample of 29 adolescents (Mage = 15.76, SDage = 1.12). To assess credibility, 

adolescents were given three 7-point items (believable/credible/realistic) provided by 

Williams and Drolet (2005), with strongly disagree and strongly agree as endpoints. Results 

revealed that adolescents perceived Social Engine as a credible and realistic platform (M = 

4.91, SD = 1.32), as well as our FujiFilm test ad (M = 5.33, SD = 1.64). 

The second pilot study had a different purpose. Before proceeding to test the effectiveness of 

a heuristic-based disclosure, we need empirical evidence that the word ‘sponsored’ is 

comprehended by adolescents. Sponsored has been portrayed as a ‘weasel word’ being used 

on SNSs that lacks transparency and might not be clear to (young) consumers (Einstein, 2016). 

The suggestion has been raised to label disclosures as ‘advertising’, which is supposed to be 

an easier word to understand. Therefore, this study aims to explore whether the sponsored 

disclosure would differ from an advertising disclosure in terms of activating persuasion 

knowledge. Both will be compared to no disclosure as a benchmark. The latter will allow us to 

explore whether or not adolescents make a distinction between the words sponsored and 

advertising with respect to activating persuasion knowledge. In total, 129 adolescents 

participated in pilot study 2 (Mage = 15.39; SD = 1.21). The adolescents were randomly 

assigned to either inspect the test ad without disclosure, the one with the advertising 

disclosure or the one with the sponsored disclosure (i.e. between-subjects design). After this, 

they were asked to report their persuasion knowledge. This has been done by adapting an 

instrument derived from the study of Boush et al. (1994), with response options ranging from 

one (not trying at all) to seven (trying very hard) (see Appendix Table 1 for the individual 

items). Analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed a significant omnibus test for disclosure type 

(F(2,126) =  6.02,  p < .01). Pairwise comparisons by means of Bonferroni post-hoc testing 

further showed that both the sponsored and advertising disclosure generates a higher 

activation of persuasion knowledge as compared to no disclosure (Mno_disc = 3.35 vs. Mspon = 

4.35, p < .01; Mno_disc = 3.35 vs. Madv= 4.27, p < .01), but when compared to each other, no 

significant difference was found (Madv = 4.27 vs. Mspon = 4.35, p = 1.00). Thus, these findings 

indicate that adolescents are able to give sense to the word ‘sponsored’, and therefore 

suitable to use among adolescents in our experiments. 
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STUDY 1  

In our first study, we aim to test our expectation that a heuristic-based disclosure (“your 

friends know this is sponsored”) is more effective in triggering persuasion knowledge toward 

advertising on a SNS compared to a traditional sponsored disclosure (“sponsored”), and to 

inspect whether descriptive norms is the underlying mechanism. Importantly, we also created 

a third disclosure: a disclosure referring to others on SNSs (“other members know this is 

sponsored”). We included this disclosure to find out whether the heuristic disclosure 

specifically based on friends generates the effect on persuasion knowledge, or whether 

adolescents are just affected by other users in general, regardless of whether these users are 

friends or not. In this respect, conformity to a descriptive norm depends on the reference 

group tied to that norm. Scholars have argued that adherence to descriptive norms of a group 

of people is primarily influenced by the importance of those people to one’s self-concept and 

social identity (i.e. significant others) (Bearden, Netemeyer, & Teel, 1989; Cialdini & 

Goldstein, 2004; Goldstein et al., 2008). Therefore, we expect the heuristic disclosure 

referring to friends to activate more persuasion knowledge than the traditional disclosure (as 

friends are perceived as an important and meaningful reference group by adolescents), 

whereas we do not expect this difference to occur among the disclosure referring to other 

members and the traditional disclosure (Hypothesis 1).  Moreover, we also expect that 

descriptive norms mediate this relation between the heuristic-based disclosure and 

persuasion knowledge (Hypothesis 2). 

 

Design and participants  

Study 1 employed a single factor between-subjects design (sponsored disclosure vs heuristic 

disclosure: other members vs heuristic disclosure: friends). The data consisted of 161 

adolescents aged between 14 and 16 year old (Mage = 15.13, SDage = .79; 63% girls). 

 

Materials and stimuli  

The materials and stimuli of pilot study 1 were used: Social Engine as a mock SNS, and the test 

ads promoting the FujiFilm retro camera. The only difference was that the test ads now 

contained different disclosures: a) sponsored; b) other members know this is sponsored; and 

c) your friends know this is sponsored. Since the last two conditions might not be entirely 
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mutually exclusive (i.e. other members can also be considered as friends), we decided to set-

up a pretest among 26 adolescents in which we conduct a manipulation check to explore 

whether condition b and c are different from each other. The respondents strongly agreed to 

a statement that disclosure c focuses on their close friends and peers on a SNS, whereas 

disclosure b did not (Mb= 2.28 vs Mc = 6.24, on a scale from 1 to 7; t(24) = 12.42, p < .001). 

From this, we conclude that disclosures b and c are significantly distinct.  

 

Procedure 

Participants started with filling out a survey with questions concerning their socio-

demographic characteristics. After having completed these questions, they were directed to 

Social Engine. As a cover story, they were told that they would participate in a usability test 

for a new SNS. All participants received personal login credentials. They were given five 

minutes to get familiar with the functioning of the network. Thereafter, they were instructed 

to have a look at their homepage, where they discovered the general newsfeed. On this 

newsfeed, a set of mock posts and updates were integrated by the researcher prior to the 

experiment to simulate a realistic scenario. For every participant, the newsfeed contained the 

same posts, except for one, which was the test ad of our experiment. Depending on the 

condition, participants received an ad with one of the three disclosures (sponsored; other 

members know this is sponsored; your friends know this is sponsored – randomly assigned). 

After having inspected their newsfeed for five minutes (and thus also exposed to the test ad), 

they were told to log out and go back to the survey. At this point, participants completed the 

remaining part of the questionnaire, which first included the dependent variable (persuasion 

knowledge), and after that, the mediator  (descriptive norms). In a final step, we included an 

open debriefing question as a suspicious probe to ascertain that nobody identified the real 

purpose of the experiment. After finishing the experiment, all participants were debriefed.  

 

Measures  

To measure persuasion knowledge, we used the same six items as in pilot study 2, which were 

originally based on a study of Boush, Friestad, & Rose (1994) (see Appendix). The response 

options ranged from one (not trying at all) to seven (trying very hard) (α = .88). The mean 

score of all items was used as a measure of persuasion knowledge (M = 4.69, SD = 1.31). To 
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assess perceived descriptive norm, we used a direct measure on a 7-point Likert scale  

(Montaño & Kasprzyk, 2015). The measure consisted of three items adapted from Ajzen 

(2002), which have been successfully implemented in other studies as well (e.g. Manning, 

2011; Smith et al., 2012). The three items (α = .82) were: “Most peers who are important to 

me know what a sponsored post is”, “Most peers who are important to me know what it 

means when a post is sponsored”, “In general, peers that are important to me understand 

what a sponsored post is”. Response options ranged from one (strongly disagree) to seven 

(strongly agree). All items were aggregated to form a single measure for descriptive norms (M 

= 3.65, SD = 1.37).  

 

Results and discussion 

Importantly, we confirm that no participant figured out the real ostensible purpose of our 

experimental study. Therefore, we could include all participants in the analyses. An ANOVA-

analysis revealed that the disclosure conditions significantly differed with respect to eliciting 

persuasion knowledge (F(2,158) = 5.94, p < . 01; ηp2 = .07). Bonferroni post-hoc tests 

indicated that adolescents who were exposed to the heuristic-based disclosure activated 

more persuasion knowledge toward SNS advertising, as compared to those who were 

exposed to the sponsored disclosure (Msponsored = 4.26, SD = 1.47  vs. Mfriends = 5.12, SD = 1.30; 

p < .01). As expected, the disclosure referring to other members did not differ significantly 

from the sponsored disclosure (Msponsored = 4.26, SD = 1.47 vs. Mother members = 4.66, SD = 1.03; p 

= .35) (see Figure 1). This confirms Hypothesis 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The effect of disclosure type on adolescents’ persuasion knowledge 
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mutually exclusive (i.e. other members can also be considered as friends), we decided to set-

up a pretest among 26 adolescents in which we conduct a manipulation check to explore 

whether condition b and c are different from each other. The respondents strongly agreed to 

a statement that disclosure c focuses on their close friends and peers on a SNS, whereas 

disclosure b did not (Mb= 2.28 vs Mc = 6.24, on a scale from 1 to 7; t(24) = 12.42, p < .001). 

From this, we conclude that disclosures b and c are significantly distinct.  

 

Procedure 

Participants started with filling out a survey with questions concerning their socio-

demographic characteristics. After having completed these questions, they were directed to 

Social Engine. As a cover story, they were told that they would participate in a usability test 

for a new SNS. All participants received personal login credentials. They were given five 

minutes to get familiar with the functioning of the network. Thereafter, they were instructed 

to have a look at their homepage, where they discovered the general newsfeed. On this 

newsfeed, a set of mock posts and updates were integrated by the researcher prior to the 

experiment to simulate a realistic scenario. For every participant, the newsfeed contained the 

same posts, except for one, which was the test ad of our experiment. Depending on the 

condition, participants received an ad with one of the three disclosures (sponsored; other 

members know this is sponsored; your friends know this is sponsored – randomly assigned). 

After having inspected their newsfeed for five minutes (and thus also exposed to the test ad), 

they were told to log out and go back to the survey. At this point, participants completed the 

remaining part of the questionnaire, which first included the dependent variable (persuasion 

knowledge), and after that, the mediator  (descriptive norms). In a final step, we included an 

open debriefing question as a suspicious probe to ascertain that nobody identified the real 

purpose of the experiment. After finishing the experiment, all participants were debriefed.  

 

Measures  

To measure persuasion knowledge, we used the same six items as in pilot study 2, which were 

originally based on a study of Boush, Friestad, & Rose (1994) (see Appendix). The response 

options ranged from one (not trying at all) to seven (trying very hard) (α = .88). The mean 

score of all items was used as a measure of persuasion knowledge (M = 4.69, SD = 1.31). To 

How and when a heuristic-based disclosure is effective  
 

| 207 

assess perceived descriptive norm, we used a direct measure on a 7-point Likert scale  

(Montaño & Kasprzyk, 2015). The measure consisted of three items adapted from Ajzen 

(2002), which have been successfully implemented in other studies as well (e.g. Manning, 

2011; Smith et al., 2012). The three items (α = .82) were: “Most peers who are important to 

me know what a sponsored post is”, “Most peers who are important to me know what it 

means when a post is sponsored”, “In general, peers that are important to me understand 

what a sponsored post is”. Response options ranged from one (strongly disagree) to seven 

(strongly agree). All items were aggregated to form a single measure for descriptive norms (M 

= 3.65, SD = 1.37).  

 

Results and discussion 

Importantly, we confirm that no participant figured out the real ostensible purpose of our 

experimental study. Therefore, we could include all participants in the analyses. An ANOVA-

analysis revealed that the disclosure conditions significantly differed with respect to eliciting 

persuasion knowledge (F(2,158) = 5.94, p < . 01; ηp2 = .07). Bonferroni post-hoc tests 

indicated that adolescents who were exposed to the heuristic-based disclosure activated 

more persuasion knowledge toward SNS advertising, as compared to those who were 

exposed to the sponsored disclosure (Msponsored = 4.26, SD = 1.47  vs. Mfriends = 5.12, SD = 1.30; 

p < .01). As expected, the disclosure referring to other members did not differ significantly 

from the sponsored disclosure (Msponsored = 4.26, SD = 1.47 vs. Mother members = 4.66, SD = 1.03; p 

= .35) (see Figure 1). This confirms Hypothesis 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The effect of disclosure type on adolescents’ persuasion knowledge 

3

4

5

6

Sponsored Other members Friends

15681-Zarouali_BNW.indd   211 07-08-18   14:23



 Chapter 6 
 

| 208 

To test the proposed mediating role of descriptive norms, we used an OLS regression-based 

path analysis with the aid of the computation tool PROCESS as a means of estimating 

mediation (Hayes 2013). 10 000 bootstrap samples and bias-corrected 95% confidence 

intervals were used. The analysis revealed a positive indirect effect (b = .19, S.E. = .10) of the 

heuristic-based disclosure on persuasion knowledge (as compared to the traditional 

disclosure) that was statistically different from zero, as the 95% bootstrap confidence interval 

contained values above zero [.035 to .436] (see Figure 2). This mediation did not occur when 

we compared the disclosure referring to other members with the traditional one (b = .02, S.E. 

= .07; BCCI [-.121 to .151]). Therefore, the latter supports Hypothesis 2. Overall, these results 

clearly indicate that the heuristic-based disclosure outperforms the sponsored disclosure in 

triggering persuasion knowledge, and that descriptive norms may indeed be seen as 

underlying mechanism that operates in this causal relationship. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Mediation analysis of the heuristic-based disclosure (friends) on persuasion 
knowledge via descriptive norms 
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Study 2 aims to replicate study 1 to verify the robustness of the findings. In addition, this 

study also intends to strengthen these results by identifying a boundary condition for the 

mediated relationship (i.e. a moderated mediation analysis). More precisely, we introduce 

susceptibility to peer influence as a moderator. Susceptibility to peer influence can be defined 

as an individual’s tendency to be influenced by and conform to the opinions, beliefs and 

behaviors of his or her peers (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007; Villarosa, Kison, Madson, & 
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Zeigler-Hill, 2016). Previous research revealed that this construct can serve as meaningful 

moderator in that adolescents high in susceptibility to peer influence think and act in 

accordance to peer norms (e.g. Monahan, Steinberg, & Cauffman, 2009; Villarosa et al., 

2016). As Mangleburg and Bristol (1998) showed, susceptibility to being influenced by peers 

who have relevant knowledge about advertising is positively related with adolescents’ critical 

and skeptical evaluation of advertising. Put differently, adolescents that are highly susceptible 

to the influence of ‘knowledgeable peers’ will have the tendency to activate their advertising 

knowledge to be knowledgeable as well. Based on this, we expect the heuristic-based 

disclosure (referring to friends) to have a positive influence on experiencing descriptive 

norms, which in turn will lead to an increase in persuasion knowledge only among those who 

score high on susceptibility to peer influence. For adolescents who are not highly 

susceptibility to peer influence, we expect that the experienced peer norms would not lead to 

an increase in persuasion knowledge as they will be able to resist compliance to the perceived 

descriptive norms (Hypothesis 3). For the disclosure referring to other members, we do not 

expect this moderated mediation relationship.  

 

Design and participants 

In this study, we used a single factor between-subjects design with three levels (sponsored 

disclosure – heuristic disclosure: other members – heuristic disclosure: friends). In total, 142 

adolescents aged 14-16 years took part in the experiment during school time (Mage = 15.37; 

SDage = .93; 48% female).  

 

Material, stimuli and procedure  

The study followed the same procedure as the previous experiment. Social Engine was used 

as a mock SNS, and the same test ads promoting the FujiFilm retro camera with the three 

disclosures of study 1 were used. The only difference was that adolescents also had to answer 

questions related to their susceptibility to peer influence.  

 

Measures 

Both persuasion knowledge (M = 4.95, SD = 1.32; α = .88) and descriptive norms (M = 3.82, SD 

= 1.41; α = .88) were measured by the same instruments as the previous study (cf. supra for 
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more information). To assess susceptibility to peer influence, we used the Resistance to Peer 

Influence Scale, a rigorous instrument validated by Steinberg and Monahan (2007) among 

adolescents. This self-report measure presents adolescents with 10 opposing peer influence 

situations in which they have to indicate how competent they feel at resisting the illustrated 

peer influence (with answer options ranging from one to four – for more information see 

Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). The average score from the four answer options was calculated 

as a measure of this construct. In the current study, higher scores indicate a higher 

susceptibility to peer influence (i.e. lower resistance)(M = 2.40, SD = .66).  

 

Results and discussion 

Again, based on the debriefing question, we conclude that no participant figured out the real 

purpose of our experimental study. An ANOVA-analysis revealed that disclosure type did have 

a significant influence on activating persuasion knowledge (F(2,139) = 4.42, p < . 05). Post-hoc 

analyses revealed that the heuristic-based disclosure led to more persuasion knowledge 

activation toward SNS advertising, as compared to the sponsored disclosure (Msponsored = 4.55 

vs. Mfriends = 5.35; p < .05). In addition, the disclosure referring to other members did not show 

a significant difference from the sponsored disclosure in triggering persuasion knowledge 

(Msponsored = 4.55 vs. Mother members = 4.87; p = .87).  

 

To test the moderated-mediation relationship, we estimated a path-based conditional 

process model in PROCESS (Model 14 – 10 000 bootstrap intervals) (Hayes, 2013). In doing so, 

moderation was probed at low (M = 1.74), moderate (M = 2.40) and high (M = 3.05) values of 

susceptibility to peer influence. Results yielded a significant moderated mediation model (b = 

.20, S.E. = .11; BCCI [.022 to .471](see Figure 3). More precisely, conditional indirect effects 

revealed that the heuristic-based disclosure increased persuasion knowledge via descriptive 

norms only when adolescents are highly susceptible to peer influence (b = .17, S.E. = .10; BCCI 

[.020 to .447]). At moderate (b = .04, S.E. = .06; BCCI [-.051 to .226]) and low values (b = -.09, 

S.E. = .09; BCCI [-.374 to .021]) of susceptibility of peer influence, the moderated mediation 

was not statistically different from zero. Again, we did not find this significant moderated 

mediation (nor the mediation) for the disclosure referring to other members (b = -.01, S.E. = 

.08; BCCI [-.183 to .158]). These findings support Hypothesis 3. In sum, the replication of the 
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results of our first study was successful. Moreover, we also found that the mediation effect of 

a heuristic-based disclosure on persuasion knowledge was moderated by susceptibility to 

peer influence, meaning that the effect of a heuristic-based disclosure on activating 

persuasion knowledge only occurs among adolescents who are highly susceptible to the 

influence of their peers. In the final study, we extend our approach from self-reported 

persuasion knowledge to actual behavior as an outcome variable, namely the influence of a 

heuristic-based disclosure on the selection of ad settings on a SNS.  
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results of our first study was successful. Moreover, we also found that the mediation effect of 

a heuristic-based disclosure on persuasion knowledge was moderated by susceptibility to 

peer influence, meaning that the effect of a heuristic-based disclosure on activating 

persuasion knowledge only occurs among adolescents who are highly susceptible to the 

influence of their peers. In the final study, we extend our approach from self-reported 

persuasion knowledge to actual behavior as an outcome variable, namely the influence of a 

heuristic-based disclosure on the selection of ad settings on a SNS.  
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Kaufman, & Christakis, 2008; Utz & Krämer, 2009). Recently, Spottswood and Hancock (2017) 

proved that a disclosure on a SNS triggering the social proof heuristic can change privacy 

setting decisions among adults (i.e. encourage more restrictive settings) as users tend to 

adhere to the privacy norms conveyed by the disclosure. Since descriptive norms play a 

crucial role in determining adolescents’ actual behavior (e.g. Sasson & Mesch, 2014; Stok et 

al., 2014), we have similar expectations in the context of the present study. We hypothesize 

that the heuristic-based disclosure will lead to more restrictive ad settings (i.e. institutional 

privacy settings) on SNSs through descriptive norms as a mediator (Hypothesis 4). Similar to 

the previous experiments, we do not expect this relationship to occur for the disclosure 

referring to other members.  

 

Design and participants 

We used a single factor between-subjects design with three levels (sponsored disclosure – 

heuristic disclosure: other members – heuristic disclosure: friends). In total, 153 adolescents 

aged 14-16 years participated in the experiment (Mage = 15.35; SDage = .86; 55% female).  

 

Material, stimuli and procedure  

We again used Social Engine as a mock SNS, and the same test ads with the three disclosures 

of studies 1 and 2 were used. With respect to the procedure, this study slightly differed from 

the previous ones. Until the point when participants were exposed to the test ad (with the 

disclosure) on their newsfeed, the procedure kept the same. But after this, the participants 

were now told that they had to fill in some additional questions regarding the usability of the 

network (e.g. what did you think of the network? What would you change to make it better?). 

These filler questions were included as distraction and delay measures, since we wanted to 

decrease the likelihood that adolescents could guess the true purpose of this experiment, 

which is the influence of the disclosure on selecting ad settings. After the filler questions, the 

participants were instructed to go back to their personal profile page, and make selections for 

five advertising settings as they would do on their own SNSs. These settings were: 1) “Allow 

ads based on my personal information”; 2) “Allow ads based on my use of websites and apps 

outside of the network”; 3) “Allow ads based on my behavior on this network”; 4) “Allow ads 

based on my preferences and interests”; and 5) “Allow ads based on my social contacts”. The 
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participants had yes/no response buttons for every setting. Importantly, these selections 

were chosen because they represent strategies that are available on SNSs and widely used by 

advertisers (targeted ads based on users’ preferences, their social contacts, personal 

information, etc.). Finally, after having saved their selections, they completed the remaining 

part of the questionnaire. 

 

Measures  

The measures for persuasion knowledge (M = 4.16, SD = 1.51; α = .89) and descriptive norms 

(M = 3.78, SD = 1.39; α = .84) were identical to the previous studies (cf. supra for more 

information), with the same response options. Strict or open advertising settings were 

calculated by tallying how many advertising tactics adolescents allowed to be shown on their 

SNS, out of all five options (see procedure). For every advertising setting, adolescents were 

given the answer options yes and no (yes = 1; no = 0). These selected options were extracted 

from Social Engine’s data storage. These responses were then aggregated to form a single 

measure of ad settings, ranging from strict = 0 (allowing no ad tactics) to open = 5 (allowing all 

ad tactics) (M = 2.20, SD = 1.71). 

 

Results and discussion 

The suspicious probe indicated that nobody identified the real purpose of the experiment, so 

all participants were included in the analyses. Disclosure type significantly affected how strict 

or open adolescents set their ad settings on the SNS (F(2,143) = 14.95, p < .001). Adolescents 

selected more restrictive ad settings after being exposed to the heuristic-based disclosure 

compared to the sponsored disclosure (Msponsored = 2.96 vs Mfriends = 1.28; p < .001). This 

significant difference did not hold when comparing the disclosure referring to other members 

to the sponsored one (Msponsored = 2.96 vs Mother members = 2.35; p = .18) (see Figure 4). 

 

To explore whether descriptive norms also acted as the underlying mechanism of this 

behavioral effect, we again conducted a mediation analysis in PROCESS (10 000 bootstrap 

intervals). Results revealed a significant mediation effect, showing that the heuristic-based 

disclosure (as compared to the sponsored disclosure) triggers adolescents to be stricter with 

respect to ad settings on SNSs (b = -.17, S.E. = .11; BCCI [-.469 to -.023]) via descriptive norms 
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(see Figure 5). PROCESS did not yield this significant mediated relationship for the disclosure 

referring to other members (b = -.06, S.E. = .07; BCCI [-.255 to .033]). In conclusion, next to 

finding that the heuristic-based disclosure is a powerful tool in increasing adolescents’ 

persuasion knowledge (see previous studies), we also proved that this type of disclosure is 

also particularly effective in encouraging adolescents to be more restrictive with respect to 

their ad settings on SNSs. Therefore, these results are entirely in line with our predictions, and 

hence, support Hypothesis 4.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: The effect of disclosure type on adolescents’ selection of ad settings  
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GENERAL DISCUSSION  

The present research investigated whether a disclosure based on the social proof heuristic 

can influence adolescents’ critical assessment of the persuasive intent of advertising (i.e. 

persuasion knowledge) and the selection of ad settings on SNS.  

In study 1, we demonstrated that adolescents who were exposed to a heuristic-based 

disclosure (“your friends know this is sponsored”), as compared to a traditional disclosure 

(“sponsored”), experienced the descriptive norm that their friends are well aware of what 

sponsored means. In turn, this decisional shortcut resulted in adolescents adhering to that 

norm (“I should know too”) by activating their critical persuasion knowledge toward targeted 

advertising on a SNS to a greater extent. Study 2 verified the robustness of our findings by 

replicating the first study, and moreover, investigating the impact of susceptibility of peer 

influence as a boundary condition (i.e. a moderator in the mediated relationship proposed in 

study 1). After having successfully replicated the main effects of the first study, study 2 

showed that the effect of a heuristic-based disclosure on persuasion knowledge through 

experiencing descriptive norms was moderated by susceptibility to peer influence, revealing 

that the effect only occurs among adolescents who are highly susceptible to peer influence. 

When adolescents were not highly susceptible to peer influence, they were more resistant to 

peer pressure, and thus they did not comply with the normative belief induced by the 

disclosure. Finally, study 3 investigated whether this disclosure could trigger adolescents to 

become more critical and responsible with respect to selecting advertising settings on a SNS 

(i.e. a behavioral dependent variable). Indeed, results confirmed that the heuristic-based 

disclosure prompts adolescents to be more restrictive with respect to their ad settings on 

SNSs, and this relationship was explained by the same underlying mechanism, i.e. the 

perception of descriptive norms. This result indicates that the heuristic-based disclosure was 

also effective in subtly encouraging adolescents to engage in institutional privacy-protecting 

behavior on SNSs (i.e. to do something about it).  

In sum, the results of our subsequent studies thus reveal that a heuristic-based normative 

disclosure is not only successful in activating more critical persuasion knowledge (study 1 and 

2), but also in triggering adolescents to behave in a more critical, responsible and privacy-

protecting way (study 3). These findings hold some valuable theoretical and practical 

contributions.  
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Theoretical contributions  

We contribute to theory in three different ways. First, the present studies advance theory on 

persuasion knowledge among adolescents. It has often been argued that persuasion 

knowledge can be activated by means of a disclosure that conveys the persuasive intent of an 

upcoming message (e.g. “sponsored”). In the present research, we followed Friestad and 

Wright’s (1994) call that research grounded in the persuasion knowledge model should go 

beyond cues or warnings that simply disclose the persuasive intent. We revealed that 

persuasion knowledge can be successfully activated as a result of a simple social proof 

heuristic that triggers a normative belief (“your friends know this is sponsored”). More 

precisely, knowing that significant others use persuasion knowledge might actually encourage 

young consumers to use this knowledge as well. Since adolescents tend to follow these simple 

heuristic rules to guide their decisions, they had a clear interest in acting on the knowledge of 

their friends. The latter makes the idea of promoting what others know beneficial for 

adolescents when the aim is to increase their persuasion knowledge. In sum, the notion of 

friends using their persuasion knowledge might therefore be an interesting future research 

avenue on how disclosures can be developed in order to be effective in increasing consumer 

defenses.    

Second, this study also contributes to the body of knowledge on persuasion heuristics and 

social norms (Cialdini, 2007; Cialdini & Trost, 1998). In this literature, it has been amply shown 

that people tend to be influenced by what others actually think, feel or do in a particular 

setting (Cialdini, 2007; Rivis & Sheeran, 2003; Stok et al., 2014). However, less is known about 

young consumers’ adaptiveness to significant others’ knowledge: are they drawing on what 

others know to determine what they should know? The current findings showed, over a series 

of three studies, that a heuristic-based disclosure representing the knowledge of significant 

others (social proof) related to an advertisement significantly influenced adolescents’ own 

knowledge structures. In this respect, descriptive norms was found to operate as the 

underlying mechanism in this relationship. Important to note: adhering to knowledge-related 

descriptive norms depended on the type of reference group attached to that norm. Thus, 

complying to what others know only occurred when there was a strong social connection or 

relatedness to the other. We found that adolescents were only influenced by descriptive 

norms when the reference group was directly meaningful and relevant to them (i.e. friends). 

Those who received a heuristic-based disclosure that conveyed descriptive norms tied to a 
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less meaningful reference group (“other members” in general) were less likely to comply with 

the normative belief.    

Third, study 3 offers some useful insights that might contribute to the literature on privacy-

protecting behavior on SNSs. The behavioral dependent variable in study 3 was 

operationalized as the degree to which adolescents allowed advertisers to use their personal 

data for targeted advertising, which has usually been referred to as one’s institutional privacy. 

To the best of our knowledge, our study is the first one that offers empirical evidence that a 

normative disclosure affects adolescents’ institutional privacy behavior on a SNS. More 

precisely, the heuristic-based disclosure prompts adolescents to be more restrictive with 

respect to their privacy settings, which means that they engage in more institutional privacy-

protecting behavior on SNSs as a result of a normative message.  

 

Practical implications  

Before addressing the implications for specific actors (see below), we first aim attention at 

the importance of norm-based interventions among young people. Although a norm-based 

intervention is definitely not a new phenomenon, it has almost exclusively been discussed and 

tested in addressing health behaviors, such as reducing alcohol consumption (e.g. Moreira, 

Smith, & Foxcroft, 2009) and stimulating healthy eating patterns (e.g. Higgs, 2015). However, 

we argue that adopting a social norm approach in interventions can be a powerful tool in a 

wider array of behaviors as well. Adolescents are in the midst of their social identity 

development, in which conformity to the peer group is extremely important. Therefore, they 

are most likely to be influenced by social normative information that stems from the peer 

group. We have found that providing adolescents with information (by means of a disclosure) 

about the persuasion knowledge of their friends, actually encourages them to adhere to that 

norm by increasing the use of their persuasion knowledge as well. Therefore, this might be an 

effective strategy to stimulate young people to become more critical and conscious 

consumers when it comes to understanding the intent of persuasive messages.  

 

In addition, the present research also has specific practical implications for SNS operators, 

which could be of interest for advertisers as well. These actors might consider to integrate the 

social proof heuristic in their current sponsored disclosure in order to increase persuasion 

knowledge among adolescents to make them more critical-minded, as well as stimulate more 
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institutional privacy-protecting behavior among these users. Interestingly, the idea of social 

proof is already being used on SNSs: it is currently employed as a descriptive normative 

component to refer to friends liking a brand (e.g. a sponsored message which includes the 

following message “friend X, friend Y and 3 other friends like brand Z”), which increases the 

likelihood that users’ might like the brand as well (Bakshy, Eckles, Yan, & Rosenn, 2012). Thus, 

based on the present studies, SNS operators might translate this idea to their advertising 

disclosure and include a normative component (“your friends know this is sponsored”), which 

might then trigger users to comply with this norm (i.e. an increase in their persuasion 

knowledge), and to behave in line with it (i.e. select more restrictive ad settings). Obviously, 

the latter requires that SNSs prioritize persuasion transparency and privacy safety over 

private financial interests. Therefore, we call for corporate social responsibility on the part of 

SNS providers to ensure young consumers’ critical persuasion awareness during their 

interaction with their platforms (Lievens, 2016).  

 

Second, managerial implications can be addressed as well. As shown in our pilot study, 

adolescents really need a disclosure to facilitate the understanding of the persuasive intent of 

a sponsored post on SNSs. More so, these disclosures can be made more effective among 

adolescents by simply including a normative component. Therefore, marketers should 

consider the integration of social norms as an interesting tool to empower (young) consumers 

on SNSs. In fact, marketers might be rather reluctant to integrate such disclosures that 

increase consumers’ persuasion awareness. This follows from the widely held belief that 

triggering persuasion knowledge generally leads to unfavorable brand outcomes (Campbell & 

Kirmani, 2008). However, this assumption has been considered to be somewhat preemptive 

(Evans & Park, 2015). Although we do not dismiss the occurrence of negative effects, there 

are studies that indicate that persuasion knowledge activation does not per se lead to 

negative responses (Campbell, Mohr, & Verlegh, 2013; Evans & Park, 2015; Wei, Fischer, & 

Main, 2008). Put differently, regardless of one persuasion knowledge, one might still respond 

favorably to an ad (Evans & Park, 2015). A recent study conducted by van Reijmersdal et al. 

(2017) among adolescents confirmed this reasoning: they found that a disclosure does not 

result in negative attitudes, but rather increases brand memory among 13-17 year olds. 

Therefore, for the sake of fair advertising practice, it might be worthwhile for marketers to 

consider the integration of normative messages in their campaigns that rely on a description 
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of the responsible behavior of others. This commitment might foster adolescents’ critical 

persuasion beliefs and encourage them to engage in more protective behavior online. 

 

Limitations and suggestions for future research 

The present studies have a number of limitations that open up interesting opportunities for 

future research. First, it would have been interesting to investigate the difference in cognitive 

depletion between the traditional and the heuristic-based disclosure. Although it has been 

argued that adolescents are more receptive to a simple heuristic rule, this insight could be 

further advanced by testing how much resources this type of disclosure actually requires. As 

argued earlier, implementing a heuristic does not automatically imply that it will be processed 

heuristically, since it can also elicit thoughtful, conscious and systematic elaboration (Sundar, 

2008).Therefore, it is important to investigate the amount of cognitive resources that this 

type of disclosure requires, and to compare this to a traditional disclosure.  

A second limitation concerns our experimental designs. These designs have to strike a balance 

between control and precision on the one hand, and realism on the other. For instance, we 

did not install variation in our stimuli materials (each study used the same ad and product) in 

order to obtain consistency and similarity across the studies. However, one might wonder 

whether the effects would hold under different manipulation conditions with different stimuli 

materials. Or, could it be that adolescents did not behave in the same way on our mock SNS 

as they would have done on an existing SNS? Even though we created a mock SNS that was 

perceived as credible and realistic by our participants (cfr. pilot study), we can still not 

guarantee the latter. Therefore, future research should consider testing a varying set of 

stimuli, manipulations and contexts to control for possible differences related to these 

factors. In addition, this study would highly benefit from a complementary field approach, for 

instance by means of a field experiment in which the heuristic-based disclosure is enrolled on 

an existing SNS (e.g. Facebook) for a specific period of time.  

Third, the current research only investigated the short-term effects of a heuristic-based 

disclosure. However, research has found that responses resulting from heuristic processing 

are usually short-termed compared to systemic processing, which generally leads to longer 

lasting effects (Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Seiter & Gass, 2004). 

Therefore, future research might investigate whether the current results also hold in the long 

run (e.g. measuring delayed-effects), which would increase the robustness of our findings.  
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institutional privacy-protecting behavior among these users. Interestingly, the idea of social 
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Therefore, for the sake of fair advertising practice, it might be worthwhile for marketers to 
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How and when a heuristic-based disclosure is effective  
 

| 219 

of the responsible behavior of others. This commitment might foster adolescents’ critical 

persuasion beliefs and encourage them to engage in more protective behavior online. 
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2008).Therefore, it is important to investigate the amount of cognitive resources that this 

type of disclosure requires, and to compare this to a traditional disclosure.  

A second limitation concerns our experimental designs. These designs have to strike a balance 

between control and precision on the one hand, and realism on the other. For instance, we 

did not install variation in our stimuli materials (each study used the same ad and product) in 

order to obtain consistency and similarity across the studies. However, one might wonder 

whether the effects would hold under different manipulation conditions with different stimuli 

materials. Or, could it be that adolescents did not behave in the same way on our mock SNS 

as they would have done on an existing SNS? Even though we created a mock SNS that was 

perceived as credible and realistic by our participants (cfr. pilot study), we can still not 

guarantee the latter. Therefore, future research should consider testing a varying set of 

stimuli, manipulations and contexts to control for possible differences related to these 

factors. In addition, this study would highly benefit from a complementary field approach, for 

instance by means of a field experiment in which the heuristic-based disclosure is enrolled on 

an existing SNS (e.g. Facebook) for a specific period of time.  

Third, the current research only investigated the short-term effects of a heuristic-based 

disclosure. However, research has found that responses resulting from heuristic processing 

are usually short-termed compared to systemic processing, which generally leads to longer 

lasting effects (Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Seiter & Gass, 2004). 

Therefore, future research might investigate whether the current results also hold in the long 

run (e.g. measuring delayed-effects), which would increase the robustness of our findings.  
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Fourth, since this study only focused on one specific heuristic (i.e. social proof), we stress the 

need of investigating other persuasion heuristics as well (e.g. authority or identity heuristic), 

and compare their effects among different subsets of relevant populations (see Cialdini, 2006; 

Sundar, 2008). These comparisons will allow researchers to explore the effects of different 

heuristics with respect to their similarities and differences in a systematic and profound way. 

By this means, researchers might arrive at a more accurate and better substantiated 

observation and explanation of such heuristic-induced disclosure effects. 
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APPENDIX 

 
Figure 1: Screenshot of the login page of our mock SNS, and the test ad with the sponsored 

disclosure (which we integrated in the newsfeed of the network) 
 

 
 

Table 1. The persuasion knowledge scale (based on Boush, Friestad and Rose 1994) 

 

Beliefs about how persuasion works 

How hard is the [brand name] newsfeed post on [social networking site] trying to… [effect]? 
(1: not trying at all ; 7: trying very hard) 
 

a. Grab your attention 

b. Make you want to buy the product 

c. Help you learn more about the product 

d. Make you like the product 

e. Get you to remember the product 

f. Get you to click on it to visit their website/page 
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General Discussion
For teenage users, the concern must be that the opportunities 
the internet undoubtedly offers are not being harnessed with

sufficient sensitivity by commercial practices.
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We have come a long way since the anecdotal opening in the introduction. We are now 

nearing the end of this PhD project. In this final chapter, which consists of a retrospective 

look, we first start with recapitulating the purpose of the dissertation, followed by a succinct 

summary of the key findings of the studies reported in the empirical chapters. Thereafter, we 

discuss how these results contribute to theoretical advancements in the fields of advertising, 

communication and (consumer) psychology research. With these insights, we then open a 

window into the practical implications for actors from different fields of expertise, i.e. 

advertisers and marketers, policy makers, and SNS providers and social caretakers (e.g. 

teachers, parents and educators). Finally, we describe the limitations of the present studies, 

and offer relevant avenues for future research.  

 

GOAL OF THE DISSERTATION 

The goal of this dissertation was to contribute to our understanding of adolescents’ 

interactions and engagements with targeted advertisements on SNSs. First, we studied the 

role of individual differences in interpreting and evaluating targeted ads on SNSs. More 

precisely, the role of age (chapter 1) in the development of persuasion knowledge during 

adolescence, and the impact of chronic regulatory focus on ad responses (chapter 2) were 

investigated. Second, we focused on whether, how and when situational interventions can be 

successful in increasing adolescents persuasion knowledge. Chapter 3 aimed attention at the 

role of a textual debriefing in eliciting skeptical appraisals toward targeted advertisements, 

whereas chapter 4 shed light on the impact of privacy control salience (i.e. making privacy 

control features salient on SNSs) in triggering adolescents’ critical processing. Third, we also 

looked into social influence, and more precisely, its role in shaping adolescents’ persuasion 

knowledge and responses toward targeted ads. In chapter 5, we offered a more detailed 

account on when peer chatting on SNSs influences adolescents’ persuasion knowledge and 

responses. Chapter 6 dealt with the aim to investigate how and when a social proof heuristic 

can be implemented in a disclosure on SNSs in order to increase adolescents’ persuasion 

knowledge and privacy protective behavior. As advertising delivery is now more than ever 

based on a sophisticated and opaque data collection apparatus, online privacy issues have 

become a focal element of debate and concern in the commercialized social media 

environment (Montgomery, 2015; Montgomery, Chester, & Milosevic, 2017). Therefore, 
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throughout the entire dissertation, we paid great attention to the inclusion of privacy-related 

variables into our scientific inquiries, such as privacy-protection strategies (e.g. chapter 1) and 

privacy concerns (e.g. chapter 3). 

 

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS  

Part 1: individual differences  

Chapter 1 reported a cross-sectional study that investigated the age-related development of 

persuasion knowledge (and other persuasion-related skills as well) for targeted 

advertisements on SNSs among adolescents’ aged 12-17. Young adults (18-25 year) were set 

as the comparative benchmark. Findings revealed a gradual increase in adolescents’ 

persuasion knowledge until it leveled off around the age of 16, reaching adult-like levels. 

Therefore, this result challenged the general conception that persuasion knowledge is 

acquired between the ages of 8 to 12 (Carter, Patterson, Donovan, Ewing, & Roberts, 2011; 

Gunter, Oates, & Blades, 2005; Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2010; Valkenburg & Cantor, 

2001). With regards to disclosure knowledge, it appeared that adolescents had serious 

difficulties in recalling any facts they knew related to the meaning of the word sponsored. 

Although we found that adolescents were increasingly cognizant of the disclosure meaning 

throughout their adolescent years, results showed that even at the age of 17, they still had a 

shallow interpretation of the word sponsored. When it comes to adolescents’ awareness of 

the data collection apparatus, we concluded that the pieces of personal information being 

collected and used for advertising purposes largely operated ‘under the radar’ of adolescents’ 

awareness. This awareness only reached adult-like levels by the age of 20. Additionally, this 

chapter also focused on adolescents’ privacy protection strategies (i.e. strategies to control 

and cope with the use of personal data by companies and third parties for advertising 

purposes) to determine how they cope with these targeted ads on SNSs. We revealed that 

adolescents were not adequately engaging in these privacy protection behaviors. Their overall 

level of protection only scratched the surface of what can be deemed responsible privacy-

protective management on SNSs. However, at the very same time, findings also indicated that 

adolescents were actually concerned about the collection and usage of their personal data on 

SNSs, hereby perceiving advertisers as an immediate privacy concern.  
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Given that regulatory frameworks on data protection are currently undergoing significant 

reforms on a European level, this chapter ended with translating the results into direct 

recommendations for policy makers. For both GDPR and ePrivacy Regulation, we 

recommended to explicitly recognize that adolescents require specific protection when it 

comes to the processing of their communications data. It is essential that legislators carefully 

balance any decision in this context and adopt (age-based) measures that take the reality of 

adolescents’ low persuasion competences into account. Furthermore, we also called for 

default limitations on the collection of personal data of adolescents (as well as younger 

children) for both the development of user profiles and the application thereof for targeted 

advertising purposes (for more information, see Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017).  

 

Chapter 2 departed from the idea that adolescents are not passive recipients of online 

commercial content, simply absorbing whatever they are exposed to on SNSs. Put differently, 

they are not tabula rasa, but bring their psychological dispositions into the persuasion setting 

(Fennis & Stroebe, 2010). Therefore, this chapter shed light on whether and when individual 

differences in chronic regulatory focus (prevention versus promotion focus) among 

adolescents influenced the way they evaluate targeted advertisements on SNSs. The latter 

was tested across two studies. Study 1 (survey) found that promotion-focused adolescents, 

who are usually oriented toward aspirational benefits such as advancement and achievement, 

evaluated targeted advertising more positively (Aad and PI) compared to prevention-focused 

adolescents, who can be characterized by self-regulation goals such as protection and safety 

(e.g. privacy protection). Thus, this is an indication that promotion-focused consumers are 

rather focused on achieving positive outcomes (the relevance of a targeted ad), whereas 

prevention-focused adolescents are rather emphasizing the avoidance of negative outcomes 

(the privacy intrusion of a targeted ad). In study 2 (experiment), we investigated the same 

issue, but this time within a specific persuasive setting on a mock SNS (i.e. Social Engine). 

Furthermore, the degree of personalization was introduced as a moderator. The results 

revealed that prevention-oriented adolescents evaluate a low personalized ad more favorably 

(Aad and PI) than did promotion-oriented adolescents. But when targeted advertising was 

highly personalized, the findings revealed the opposite in that promotion-oriented 

adolescents responded more favorably as compared to prevention-focused adolescents. 
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Therefore, we concluded that the results across both studies clearly showed the influence of 

differences in regulatory focus on adolescents’ reactions to targeted ads.  

Altogether, this study provided necessary insights into adolescents’ ad responses on SNSs, 

which builds upon study 1, where we mainly addressed whether or not adolescents possessed 

the tools and skills to comprehend targeted ads. As argued by Montgomery (2015), empirical 

evidence on both skills and responses are essential to obtain an accurate base of knowledge 

on adolescents’ engagements with social media marketing.  

 

Part 2: Situational factors 

The first chapter showed a general pattern to build upon: adolescents are generally lacking 

the necessary persuasion-related skills to be fully considered critical and sophisticated 

decoders of targeted ads. Therefore, Part 2 focused on how to increase these skills by 

introducing situational factors into the research scene.  

Chapter 3 reported a study investigating how a targeted ad on Facebook is associated with 

adolescents’ ad skepticism, and its subsequent influence on their purchase intention. 

Importantly, the moderating role of a textual debriefing as a cue was also included into the 

equation. Findings revealed a negative indirect relationship between targeted advertising and 

purchase intention, via advertising skepticism as the underlying mechanism. This illustrated 

that the targeted ad led to a higher ad skepticism as compared to the non-targeted ad, which 

in turn elicited a lower purchase intention of the product. Furthermore, the key finding of this 

study was that when we offered adolescents a debriefing after ad exposure (i.e. a text 

informing the adolescents they were exposed to either a targeted or a non-targeted ad), the 

negative indirect effect of targeted advertising on purchase intention via ad skepticism 

increased in magnitude. Put differently, when the debriefing was provided, adolescents 

evaluated the targeted ad with more skepticism than the non-targeted ad (as compared to no 

debriefing), which then led to a decrease in purchase intention. This showed that the 

debriefing method might be a particularly promising cue to increase adolescents’ 

engagement in skeptical reflection toward advertising practices that use their personal 

information. SNSs could implement this tool by displaying a debriefing to adolescents right 

after an interaction with a sponsored post (e.g. an adolescent that hits the like button, or 

writes a reaction), which might consist of a little text informing them that the post was 
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actually an advertisement. By this means, debriefing can result in learning originating from an 

individual’s reflection of their own experiences (as shown in our study) (Raemer et al., 2011). 

 

In a similar vein, chapter 4 investigated whether and how privacy control salience could serve 

as a cue to increase adolescents’ critical processing of targeted advertisements on Facebook. 

In this study, privacy control salience was manipulated by integrating specific features in 

Facebook’s user interface (i.e. a privacy dropdown menu in the news feed and an in-feed 

privacy notification). Interestingly, the findings revealed that increasing privacy control 

salience by means of these user interface elements led to more critical processing of targeted 

advertising. This implicated that more transparency in terms of privacy control resulted in a 

greater activation of adolescents’ critical mindset. In addition, with respect to the underlying 

mechanisms at play, we showed that perceived control and self-efficacy served as mediators. 

On the one hand, an increase of privacy control salience led to the actual perception of being 

more in control of one’s personal information, which in turn elicited a more critical 

interpretation of a targeted ad. On the other hand, raising privacy control salience had also a 

positive influence on self-efficacy (i.e. having confidence in the ability of managing one’s 

online privacy), which then increased adolescents’ critical appraisal of targeted advertising. 

Based on these findings, we showed that increasing privacy control salience might be 

particularly effective in triggering adolescents to become more critically minded when it 

comes to interpreting a targeted ad.  

 

Part 3: Social influence  

In the third part, we elaborated on the role of social influence on SNSs. More precisely, we 

focused on the influence that peers exert on one another, which might subsequently shape 

adolescents’ persuasion knowledge and responses toward targeted ads. 

The objective of chapter 5 was to investigate whether peer communication on a SNS 

influenced cognitive (persuasion knowledge) and attitudinal (attitudes toward the ad) 

outcomes variables related to social advertising on SNSs. Social advertising refers to targeted 

ads on SNSs that use a person’s social ties as endorsers for the ad – i.e. a sponsored post that 

includes the likes of friends as social proof such as “friend X, friend Y and 7 other friends like 

brand Z”. In Experiment 1, findings revealed that when adolescents engaged in online peer 

chatting on a SNS, they evaluated the social ad more positively than those who did not. Thus, 
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online peer chatting on a SNS caused a greater impact of the social proof in a social ad, 

hereby generating more positive attitudinal evaluations. With regards to persuasion 

knowledge, we found an interaction effect revealing that when adolescents engaged in online 

communication with peers, they generated less persuasion knowledge for social advertising 

compared to adolescents that did not chat. This showed that if adolescents were to be 

exposed to a sponsored post that includes the likes of friends right after having chatted with 

these friends on the very same platform, they are less likely to think about the possibility that 

this specific post might actually be a true commercial attempt with underlying persuasion 

motives. This could indicate that peer communication suppressed the use of persuasion 

knowledge among adolescents for social ads. In Experiment 2, we aimed to further examine 

under which conditions online peer communication could exercise greater levels of influence 

by introducing tie strength as moderator. Results showed that engaging in online peer 

communication on a SNS with a strong tie generated a more a positive attitude toward a 

social ad, as compared to a weak tie. At the same time, chatting with a strong-tied peer 

triggered less persuasion knowledge toward social advertising, as compared to weak-tied 

peers. In sum, this study provided an additional layer of knowledge by showing that the 

interpretation and responses toward social ads also depend on the depth of the relationship 

(i.e. tie strength) between the user and his/her affiliated peer. 

 

Lastly, chapter 6 introduced and tested a disclosure based on the social proof heuristic (i.e. 

“your friends know this is sponsored”) and compared its effectiveness to a traditional 

disclosure (i.e. “sponsored”) in a mock social networking environment. This was tested in a 

series of three separate experimental studies. Study 1 showed that adolescents who were 

exposed to such heuristic-based disclosure (as compared to the traditional disclosure) 

experienced the descriptive norm that their friends know what sponsored means; in turn, this 

resulted in adolescents adhering to that normative component (“I should know too”) by 

activating their persuasion knowledge toward targeted advertising to a greater extent. Study 

2 then investigated the impact of susceptibility to peer influence as a boundary condition (i.e. 

a moderator in the mediated relationship proposed in study 1). We showed that the effect of 

a heuristic-based disclosure on persuasion knowledge through experiencing descriptive 

norms was moderated by susceptibility to peer influence, revealing that the effect only occurs 

among adolescents who are highly susceptible to peer influence. When adolescents were not 
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actually an advertisement. By this means, debriefing can result in learning originating from an 
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highly susceptible to peer influence, they were more resistant to peer pressure, and thus they 

did not comply with the normative belief induced by the disclosure. Finally, study 3 

investigated whether this disclosure could trigger adolescents to become more responsible in 

selecting advertising settings on a SNS (i.e. a behavioral dependent variable). We showed that 

the heuristic-based disclosure prompted adolescents to be more restrictive with respect to 

their ad settings on SNSs, and this relationship was explained by the same underlying 

mechanism, i.e. descriptive norms. Therefore, this result indicated that the heuristic-based 

disclosure was also effective in subtly encouraging adolescents to engage in privacy-

protecting behavior on SNSs (i.e. to do something about it). In sum, this chapter revealed that 

a heuristic-based disclosure was not only successful in activating more persuasion knowledge 

(study 1 and 2), but also in triggering adolescents to behave in a more responsible and 

privacy-protecting way (study 3).  

 

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION  

As addressed in the general introduction, the gaze of communication scholars has extensively 

shined on children, hereby usually ignoring adolescents in their scientific focus. The main 

reason why adolescents’ have largely been left aside in advertising research relates to the fact 

that they are considered less vulnerable to persuasion effects as compared to children 

(Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Sandberg, Gidlöf, & Holmberg, 2011). This assertion underlines 

the general conception that adolescents are on the cusp of adulthood, and should therefore 

already be “expert decoders” of various kinds of marketing communications. However, 

chapter 1 of this PhD project clearly showed that adolescents are far from ready to be 

considered fully fledged consumers, and are still struggling to understand the complexities of 

contemporary advertising formats on SNSs. Therefore, based on all our pieces of scholarship 

included in this dissertation, we now offer the general theoretical contributions in order to 

advance academic research in a significant and meaningful way.  

 

Persuasion knowledge 

This dissertation advances theory on persuasion knowledge among adolescents in various 

ways. First, Friestad and Wright (1994) proposed in their seminal work that persuasion 

knowledge encompasses certain skills and beliefs that continue to develop well beyond the 
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childhood years. Importantly, they stipulated that little empirical evidence was available on 

persuasion expertise at different ages in late childhood and adolescence, hereby encouraging 

future research endeavors on this issue. Remarkably, more than two decades later, we still 

identified the same hiatus in the literature: little is known about age-related differences in 

persuasion knowledge during adolescence. Therefore, study 1 responded to the largely 

unaddressed call of Friestad and Wright (1994) by offering novel insights pertaining to the 

age-based development of persuasion knowledge during adolescence, in a context of 

targeted social media advertising. In addition, since young adults were used as a comparative 

benchmark in study 1, it allowed us to infer meaningful interpretations on the progression of 

adolescents’ persuasion knowledge, and also, draw important conclusions on when this 

knowledge reached adult-like levels. 

Second, research on coaching targets to cope more effectively with specific persuasion tactics 

through disclosures (which is referred to as warnings by Friestad & Wright, 1994) is an 

important part of the persuasion knowledge model. Surprisingly, few studies can be found to 

have addressed or investigated this issue among adolescents (for some exceptions, see 

Hudders et al., 2017; van Reijmersdal, Boerman, Buijzen, & Rozendaal, 2017). This 

dissertation offered theoretical contributions on how to increase persuasion knowledge (or 

related skills, such as skepticism and critical processing) by means of strategic (disclosure) 

cues. These cues took various forms (i.e. a debriefing in chapter 3, privacy control features in 

chapter 4, and a heuristic-based disclosure in chapter 6), with each type of cue being brought 

to attention from a different theoretical angle. Although these cues will be discussed more 

elaborately in the next section, we address them in this part as well since we argue that they 

were particularly effective as a situational intervention to increase persuasion knowledge and 

the adjacent constructs. Therefore, we argue that this dissertation provided the necessary 

theoretical foundations to explain how and when these cues can trigger critical persuasion 

defenses among adolescents on SNSs.  

Third, as argued by Wright, Friestad and Boush (2005), most research on young people’s 

persuasion knowledge pertains almost entirely to what they learn on their own, without 

acknowledging the influence of their social context (i.e. social learning). To address this 

missing link, we have offered theoretical accounts on how and when forces of social influence 

(peer communication in chapter 5, and a heuristic-based message in chapter 6) can affect 

adolescents’ persuasion knowledge. More precisely, this dissertation provided original 
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insights in the manifestations of social influence in SNSs advertising, underlying social 

influence mechanisms that are responsible for altering persuasion knowledge, and conditions 

under which the impact of social influence might be enhanced or attenuated.   

 

Advertising cues 

As already mentioned, academic research devoted to the effect of advertising cues in 

stimulating the activation and use of young people’s persuasion knowledge is rather limited. 

In addition, these available studies have almost exclusively focused on advertising cues that 

convey the commercial or persuasive nature of a message (Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2016; 

Quinn & Wood, 2004). However, as advocated by Friestad and Wright (1994), research 

grounded in the persuasion knowledge model should go beyond warnings or cues that simply 

disclose the persuasive intent. Building on this idea, the same authors asserted that research 

must focus on testing a broader range of situational cues in all types of embedded media 

(instead of relying on the convenient "this is a persuasive message" label) (Wright et al., 

2005). Therefore, in this dissertation, we adopted insights that span across different 

disciplinary boundaries. Put differently, in considering and testing the effectiveness of 

advertising disclosures, we heavily relied on an interdisciplinary approach, combining 

theoretical insights from different areas such pedagogy and learning studies (i.e. debriefing 

cue in chapter 3), privacy literature (privacy control cue in chapter 4) and social psychology 

(heuristic-based cue in chapter 6).  

More precisely, chapter 3 offered theoretical foundations of how a debriefing after ad 

exposure (i.e. a text notifying adolescents that they were exposed to a targeted ad, and how it 

exactly works) can be useful in triggering ad skepticism, which in turn leads to lowers 

purchase intentions. Chapter 4 then focused on how reminding adolescents of their privacy 

control (i.e. making privacy control salient) can serve as a successful strategic cue to increase 

adolescents’ critical processing of targeted ads. On its turn, chapter 6 offer a solid theoretical 

rationale for how normative elements (i.e. the social proof heuristic) can be successfully 

integrated in a disclosure, which consequently makes this disclosure much more effective in 

terms of persuasion knowledge activation. Altogether, these studies spanning across 

disciplinary boundaries offer original, significant and relevant theoretical contributions by 

adopting a multidisciplinary and integrated view on the effectiveness of cues in triggering 

persuasion skills (i.e. persuasion knowledge, ad skepticism and critical processing). 
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Advertising responses 

In addition to persuasion knowledge, the present dissertation also offered insights in 

clarifying the affective (attitude) and conative (purchase intention) responses toward targeted 

advertising in a social networking environment. Types of effects on these responses included 

main, mediated and interaction effects. First, with regards to attitude change theory (Petty & 

Briñol, 2010; Petty, Wegener, & Fabrigar, 1997), we argued in chapter 2 that existing 

literature fell somewhat short in revealing the direction of attitudinal reactions of individuals 

to targeted marketing content. This particular chapter showed that adolescents, given their 

predominant self-regulatory orientation (prevention or promotion), changed their attitudinal 

evaluation of targeted ads depending on the degree to which these ads were personalized 

(high vs. low). This interaction between someone’s chronic regulatory focus and the degree of 

personalization was a finding that advanced our theoretical knowledge on attitude change in 

in a novel and comprehensive way.  

Second, with respect to behavioral effects, adolescents’ ad skepticism was found to exercise 

an important mediation effect in chapter 3. This finding gave us important theoretical insights 

on the underlying mechanism explaining adolescents’ conative effects toward targeted ads. In 

addition, this study also showed that privacy concern served as a relevant boundary condition 

in this indirect relationship: those who had high values of privacy concern elicited much more 

skepticism toward a targeted ad, which then negatively impacted the targeted ad by 

decreasing purchase intentions (i.e. a moderated mediation). 

Finally, contemporary research on advertising and attitudes has been largely dominated by 

dual route perspectives, such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). 

One of the fundamental ideas of dual route models is that attitudes can be formed or 

changed by automatic influences of variables serving as heuristics or peripheral cues 

(Haugtvedt & Kasmer, 2008; Petty & Briñol, 2010; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Chapter 5 

illustrated this principle in the context of SNSs: the study revealed that a social ad (i.e. an ad 

that includes a heuristic referring to social proof, such as “friend X, friend Y and 7 other friends 

like brand Z”) on a SNS generated a more positive attitude toward the ad (as compared to a 

regular targeted ad). In addition, after having engaged in online peer chatting on a SNS 

(especially with a strong tie), adolescents evaluated the social ad more favorably than those 

who did not. This clearly showed that including the likes of friends in an ad acted as a heuristic 

that boosted adolescents’ attitudinal evaluations toward social advertisements. 
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Privacy on SNSs 

As already addressed in the individual chapters, the extant literature heavily tilted toward a 

one-sided view on adolescents’ privacy on SNSs, hereby strongly focusing on social privacy 

matters (Feng & Xie, 2014; Young & Quan-Haase, 2013). Much of this work is centered 

around understanding adolescents’ voluntary and explicit disclosure of personal information 

on social platforms (Feng & Xie, 2014; Walrave & Heirman, 2012). However, less attention has 

been paid to institutional privacy (Montgomery et al., 2017), which refers to privacy in the 

context of invisible and implicit tracking and data-mining techniques gathering personal 

information from adolescents without their direct knowledge, which companies and third 

parties subsequently use for marketing purposes (Raynes-Goldie, 2010; Young & Quan-Haase, 

2013). Therefore, this dissertation aimed to –at least partly- close this research gap by 

offering empirical evidence on adolescents’ and institutional privacy assessments and 

concerns. As an overall result, our studies clearly demonstrated the importance and need in 

distinguishing commercial actors as a separate privacy issue (i.e. separate from social privacy) 

on account of their invisible access to individuals’ personal information for marketing 

purposes. Chapter 1 offered a relevant theoretical account on the privacy paradox (i.e. a 

contradiction between adolescents being concerned about their institutional privacy on the 

one hand; but on the other, exhibit lax institutional privacy protective behavior to cope with it 

in specific situations); Chapter 3 explained how privacy concerns might serve as a relevant 

boundary condition for eliciting ad skepticism toward targeted advertising; Chapter 5 

elaborated on how control over one’s institutional privacy can increase critical processing of a 

targeted ad (hereby revealing two underlying mechanisms); At last, chapter 6 revealed that a 

heuristic-based disclosure might arrive at making adolescents select stricter institutional 

privacy settings on a SNS. In brief, all the theoretical foundations underpinning these results 

provide new insights that have not been hitherto discussed before, offering incremental 

extensions of our knowledge on institutional privacy among adolescents on SNSs. 

 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS  

Advertisers and marketers 

For online advertisers and marketers, adolescents represent an important segment of the 

consumer market. Their spending power combined with their avid engagement with SNSs 
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(which fuels databases with a large amount of data) makes them a particular lucrative target 

group for marketing efforts (Buckingham, 2009; Schmeiser, 2017). Although we do not deny 

the opportunity that targeted advertising offers in reaching a young audience in a precise and 

self-relevant manner, we do argue that these opportunities are not always harnessed with 

sufficient vigilance and transparency. Therefore, for the sake of responsible advertising 

practice, advertisers and marketers need to become aware of the difficulties adolescents 

might have in understanding well-embedded targeted ads in their newsfeed as being 

commercial attempts, let alone grasp the entire sophisticated and opaque data collection 

apparatus operating at the base of it. A couple of concrete practical contributions can be 

drawn from this dissertation.  

First, advertisers should try to do a better job in making users aware of their usage of 

personal data for targeting purposes, and particularly when they are targeting young people. 

Optimal transparency must be a core requirement of an every marketing campaign on a SNS. 

Surely, we acknowledge the concern that increasing transparency with regards to tracking 

and profiling could trigger more cautiousness among users, and hence, elicit reactance or 

other negative effects. However, as chapter 4 showed, adolescents might actually appreciate 

the fact that a brand is transparent about data collection practices if they are also given the 

possibility to have –to a certain degree- control over this process (i.e. trough privacy control 

features that are clearly integrated in the user interface). Adolescents are not per se reluctant 

to accept targeted ads, as they realize that these messages are necessary and inevitable 

content to keep the service free (Hadija, Barnes, & Hair, 2012). However, the thing that does 

bother them is the covertness and creepiness of the data collection apparatus. Therefore, we 

advise advertisers to be sufficiently transparent: let the young consumer be in control over 

his/her own personal information, and this effort might eventually pay off in a social media 

campaign. 

Second, practitioners should know the young audiences with whom they want to 

communicate, and more importantly, be aware of the effects of advertised messages on 

these young recipients. More precisely, they should not engage in advertising techniques that 

take advantage of adolescents’ developmental needs, struggles and vulnerabilities. For 

instance, on the one hand, targeting ads based on an adolescent’s interests and preferences 

might be an interesting strategy (given sufficient transparency and control – see earlier). 

However, on the other hand, targeting social ads (i.e. ads that include the likes of their close 
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consumer market. Their spending power combined with their avid engagement with SNSs 
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(which fuels databases with a large amount of data) makes them a particular lucrative target 

group for marketing efforts (Buckingham, 2009; Schmeiser, 2017). Although we do not deny 

the opportunity that targeted advertising offers in reaching a young audience in a precise and 

self-relevant manner, we do argue that these opportunities are not always harnessed with 

sufficient vigilance and transparency. Therefore, for the sake of responsible advertising 

practice, advertisers and marketers need to become aware of the difficulties adolescents 

might have in understanding well-embedded targeted ads in their newsfeed as being 

commercial attempts, let alone grasp the entire sophisticated and opaque data collection 

apparatus operating at the base of it. A couple of concrete practical contributions can be 

drawn from this dissertation.  

First, advertisers should try to do a better job in making users aware of their usage of 

personal data for targeting purposes, and particularly when they are targeting young people. 

Optimal transparency must be a core requirement of an every marketing campaign on a SNS. 

Surely, we acknowledge the concern that increasing transparency with regards to tracking 

and profiling could trigger more cautiousness among users, and hence, elicit reactance or 

other negative effects. However, as chapter 4 showed, adolescents might actually appreciate 

the fact that a brand is transparent about data collection practices if they are also given the 

possibility to have –to a certain degree- control over this process (i.e. trough privacy control 

features that are clearly integrated in the user interface). Adolescents are not per se reluctant 

to accept targeted ads, as they realize that these messages are necessary and inevitable 

content to keep the service free (Hadija, Barnes, & Hair, 2012). However, the thing that does 

bother them is the covertness and creepiness of the data collection apparatus. Therefore, we 

advise advertisers to be sufficiently transparent: let the young consumer be in control over 

his/her own personal information, and this effort might eventually pay off in a social media 

campaign. 

Second, practitioners should know the young audiences with whom they want to 

communicate, and more importantly, be aware of the effects of advertised messages on 

these young recipients. More precisely, they should not engage in advertising techniques that 

take advantage of adolescents’ developmental needs, struggles and vulnerabilities. For 

instance, on the one hand, targeting ads based on an adolescent’s interests and preferences 

might be an interesting strategy (given sufficient transparency and control – see earlier). 

However, on the other hand, targeting social ads (i.e. ads that include the likes of their close 
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friends and peers) might be inappropriate as adolescents are known to be highly susceptible 

to the likes of their peers. This can make these type of ads particularly difficult to avoid or 

resist. In the latter case, the question can be raised as to whether these ads are exploiting the 

developmental “weaknesses” or “blind spots” of adolescents. Therefore, we suggest that ads 

should –at all times- be designed in balance with adolescents’ abilities to fully understand and 

– if necessary- resist them. This can be done by thorough pretesting (eventually against the 

light of a set of ethical standards) in order to determine whether an ad catches adolescents’ 

attention and comprehension, and test the impact of these ads on their responses (McNeal, 

1987). Additionally, with regards to privacy risks, advertisers could carry out in-depth data 

protection impact assessments when setting up a personalized ad campaign. These 

assessments should pay special attention to best interests and fundamental rights (e.g. right 

to privacy) of adolescents (Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017). Altogether, these are two examples in 

the range of possibilities advertisers might employ, but the bottom line is: commercial actors 

should refrain from designing ads that operate ‘under the radar’ or beyond the light of 

adolescents’ awareness, exploit their vulnerabilities, or threat their online privacy. 

Third, this dissertation clearly showed the need for a cue or disclosure to facilitate the 

understanding of the persuasive intent of sponsored posts on SNSs. We understand that 

marketers might be rather reluctant to integrate such disclosures that increase consumers’ 

persuasion awareness. This follows from the widely held belief that triggering persuasion 

knowledge generally leads to unfavorable brand outcomes (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008). 

Although we do not dismiss the occurrence of negative effects, there are studies that indicate 

that persuasion knowledge activation does not per se lead to negative responses (Campbell, 

Mohr, & Verlegh, 2013; Evans & Park, 2015; Wei, Fischer, & Main, 2008). A recent study 

conducted by van Reijmersdal et al. (2017) among adolescents confirmed this reasoning: they 

found that a disclosure does not result in negative attitudes, but rather increases brand 

memory among 13-17 year olds. In this dissertation, chapter 5 also showed a similar result (a 

clear privacy cue leads to a higher perceived persuasiveness of a targeted ad). As the absence 

of a clear label raises serious ethical concerns (Wojdynski & Evans, 2016), we strongly 

recommend marketers to consider the integration of clear and understandable signposts or 

disclosures.  

Finally, it is important to note that technology develops and expands at breakneck speed, with 

our digital footprints becoming increasingly larger every single day. Although the GDPR brings 
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broad and profound impacts to advertising efforts (i.e. a potential decrease in advertisers’ 

access to consumer data, and thus, a restriction to their targeting abilities), it can’t be ruled 

out that ICT advancements will make it easier for practitioners to be constantly ahead of the 

curve. This might open the floodgates to even more extensive (and aggressive?) forms of data 

collection for advertising purposes. However, brands and companies should be wary since 

failure to abide by the GDPR includes steep penalties, and more importantly, generates 

negative publicity which could lead to forceful actions by investigating authorities. With so 

much at stake, we recommend advertisers not to benefit from these technological 

improvements to lapse into marketing opportunism, offering youth even more personalized 

and privacy-intrusive ads. Thus, it is crucial to carefully consider technology-based innovations 

in the advertising landscape (in compliance with GDPR), and additionally, recognize 

adolescents’ outstretched arms on SNSs with sufficient vigilance. 

 

Policy makers and regulatory bodies 

When it comes to policy regarding online marketing communications, it is important to note 

that each geographic entity has its own legal frameworks and regulatory bodies (De 

Pelsmacker, Geuens, & Bergh, 2010). A detailed discussion about this is beyond the scope of 

this dissertation. Rather, we mainly focused on legislation at the European Union level, 

specifically for the practice of personalized advertising. Although there is extensive regulation 

at the EU-level, the framework is fragmented into a myriad of provisions making it difficult to 

comprehend how all these provisions interrelate in practice (e.g. GDPR, ePrivacy Regulation, 

eCommerce Directive, Data Protection Law, etc.) (Montgomery et al., 2017; Verdoodt & 

Lievens, 2017). Given this broad portfolio, the gained insights in this dissertation can feed into 

meaningful and relevant recommendations for policy makers and regulatory bodies. 

First, a key recommendation is that more should be done to protect adolescents’ from 

targeted advertisements on SNSs. This dissertation showed that adolescents’ are not always 

aware of targeted ads using their personal information, but these messages nonetheless 

influence their responses and behavior. Thus, considering the overall low levels of persuasion 

knowledge and data collection awareness during adolescence, we argue that adolescents 

deserve specific protection when it comes to data-based advertising on SNS. To date, the 

latter is not always the case (e.g. in the original proposal for the ePrivacy Regulation, no 

references to children or adolescents’ were included). It is essential that legislators carefully 
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friends and peers) might be inappropriate as adolescents are known to be highly susceptible 

to the likes of their peers. This can make these type of ads particularly difficult to avoid or 
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should –at all times- be designed in balance with adolescents’ abilities to fully understand and 

– if necessary- resist them. This can be done by thorough pretesting (eventually against the 

light of a set of ethical standards) in order to determine whether an ad catches adolescents’ 

attention and comprehension, and test the impact of these ads on their responses (McNeal, 

1987). Additionally, with regards to privacy risks, advertisers could carry out in-depth data 

protection impact assessments when setting up a personalized ad campaign. These 

assessments should pay special attention to best interests and fundamental rights (e.g. right 

to privacy) of adolescents (Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017). Altogether, these are two examples in 

the range of possibilities advertisers might employ, but the bottom line is: commercial actors 

should refrain from designing ads that operate ‘under the radar’ or beyond the light of 

adolescents’ awareness, exploit their vulnerabilities, or threat their online privacy. 

Third, this dissertation clearly showed the need for a cue or disclosure to facilitate the 

understanding of the persuasive intent of sponsored posts on SNSs. We understand that 

marketers might be rather reluctant to integrate such disclosures that increase consumers’ 

persuasion awareness. This follows from the widely held belief that triggering persuasion 

knowledge generally leads to unfavorable brand outcomes (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008). 

Although we do not dismiss the occurrence of negative effects, there are studies that indicate 

that persuasion knowledge activation does not per se lead to negative responses (Campbell, 

Mohr, & Verlegh, 2013; Evans & Park, 2015; Wei, Fischer, & Main, 2008). A recent study 

conducted by van Reijmersdal et al. (2017) among adolescents confirmed this reasoning: they 

found that a disclosure does not result in negative attitudes, but rather increases brand 

memory among 13-17 year olds. In this dissertation, chapter 5 also showed a similar result (a 

clear privacy cue leads to a higher perceived persuasiveness of a targeted ad). As the absence 

of a clear label raises serious ethical concerns (Wojdynski & Evans, 2016), we strongly 

recommend marketers to consider the integration of clear and understandable signposts or 

disclosures.  

Finally, it is important to note that technology develops and expands at breakneck speed, with 

our digital footprints becoming increasingly larger every single day. Although the GDPR brings 
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broad and profound impacts to advertising efforts (i.e. a potential decrease in advertisers’ 

access to consumer data, and thus, a restriction to their targeting abilities), it can’t be ruled 

out that ICT advancements will make it easier for practitioners to be constantly ahead of the 

curve. This might open the floodgates to even more extensive (and aggressive?) forms of data 

collection for advertising purposes. However, brands and companies should be wary since 

failure to abide by the GDPR includes steep penalties, and more importantly, generates 

negative publicity which could lead to forceful actions by investigating authorities. With so 

much at stake, we recommend advertisers not to benefit from these technological 

improvements to lapse into marketing opportunism, offering youth even more personalized 

and privacy-intrusive ads. Thus, it is crucial to carefully consider technology-based innovations 

in the advertising landscape (in compliance with GDPR), and additionally, recognize 

adolescents’ outstretched arms on SNSs with sufficient vigilance. 

 

Policy makers and regulatory bodies 

When it comes to policy regarding online marketing communications, it is important to note 

that each geographic entity has its own legal frameworks and regulatory bodies (De 

Pelsmacker, Geuens, & Bergh, 2010). A detailed discussion about this is beyond the scope of 

this dissertation. Rather, we mainly focused on legislation at the European Union level, 

specifically for the practice of personalized advertising. Although there is extensive regulation 

at the EU-level, the framework is fragmented into a myriad of provisions making it difficult to 

comprehend how all these provisions interrelate in practice (e.g. GDPR, ePrivacy Regulation, 

eCommerce Directive, Data Protection Law, etc.) (Montgomery et al., 2017; Verdoodt & 

Lievens, 2017). Given this broad portfolio, the gained insights in this dissertation can feed into 

meaningful and relevant recommendations for policy makers and regulatory bodies. 

First, a key recommendation is that more should be done to protect adolescents’ from 

targeted advertisements on SNSs. This dissertation showed that adolescents’ are not always 

aware of targeted ads using their personal information, but these messages nonetheless 

influence their responses and behavior. Thus, considering the overall low levels of persuasion 

knowledge and data collection awareness during adolescence, we argue that adolescents 

deserve specific protection when it comes to data-based advertising on SNS. To date, the 

latter is not always the case (e.g. in the original proposal for the ePrivacy Regulation, no 

references to children or adolescents’ were included). It is essential that legislators carefully 
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balance any decision in this context and adopt measures that recognize the reality of 

adolescents’ struggles in terms of persuasion competences on SNSs. 

Second, default limitations on the collection of personal data of adolescents for both the 

development of user profiles and the application thereof for targeted advertising purposes 

might be considered (Lievens & Verdoodt 2017). As our studies showed that adolescents are 

not expert decoders of targeted ads, and moreover, are not aware of their personal 

information being collected for these targeting purposes, specific legal limitations on the 

collection and use of adolescents’ communications data could be a step forward.  

Third, aside from the rules on the use of personal data, advertisers that choose for targeted 

advertising on SNS have to comply with more general rules for commercial communication as 

well (e.g. as contained in the eCommerce Directive). An important rule is that advertisers are 

legally required to signpost targeted advertisements on SNS as commercial content. In 

practice, the so-called principle of identification has led to the use of a type of labeling or cue 

to make commercial content recognizable (Verdoodt, Clifford, & Lievens, 2016). However, 

chapter 1 indicated that adolescents did not fully comprehend the word ‘sponsored’. In other 

words, the current practice of SNSs – i.e. the signposting of advertising with the word 

“sponsored” or “sponsored posts” – is not effective when it comes to adolescents and, as 

such, fails to fulfill the aim of the identification principle. In this regard, insights from chapter 

3 (debriefing cue), chapter 4 (privacy cue) and chapter 6 (heuristic-based cue) can lead to 

inspiration in formulating clear policy guidelines to ensure the successful implementation of a 

transparent disclosure.  

Finally, the advertising industry has a strong tradition of self-regulation as well (De Pelsmacker 

et al., 2010). This includes voluntary codes and standards in order to ensure ethical 

advertising and the protection of youth from unsuitable commercial contents (ICC codes) 

(Lupiáñez-Villanueva et al., 2016). At international, European and national level, advertisers 

have committed to observing the standards that are laid down in these codes of conduct. 

These codes are also applicable to newly emerging forms of advertising, which therefore also 

includes the self-regulation of personalized advertising (i.e. direct marketing and online 

behavioral advertising). However, when it comes to targeting advertising to certain segments, 

the codes do not provide any protection for children above the age of 12. Moreover, different 

ages can be found in different self-regulatory instruments (e.g. 12 and under, under 14), 

which could lead to confusion (Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017). Therefore, these codes should be 
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more harmonized, and based on our findings (see above), also incorporate specific protective 

measures and initiatives for adolescents (12-18 years) when it comes to the use of their 

personal data for advertising purposes. 

 

Social caretakers  

Based on this dissertation, we can also formulate relevant implications for social caretakers 

(e.g. educators, parents, teachers, etc.), who are mostly concerned about the safety and 

wellbeing of adolescents on the internet. In brief, this dissertation showed that adolescents 

were generally unable to understand the complexities of contemporary targeted advertising 

and commercial datafication on SNSs because of literacy deficiencies. Therefore, we 

recommend to put more efforts into the education of I) advertising literacy, and II) digital 

policy literacy, and III) privacy literacy.  

First, when it comes to advertising literacy, we have to stress that adolescents may be ‘social 

media literate’, but this does not necessarily translate into being ‘ad literate’ on these 

platforms. Advertising literacy (or persuasion knowledge) is a very important tool that 

functions as ‘critical radar’, enabling adolescents to evaluate persuasion attempts with 

sufficient scrutiny. Therefore, social caretakers must ensure that adolescents are adequately 

informed and educated (e.g. at school, at home, etc.) about the persuasive and selling intent 

of targeted ads; that they are briefed about how these ads try to sway people (i.e. the 

persuasive tactics these ads use such as including the likes of friends, the use of celebrities, 

humor, etc.); and that they are provided information on how and why these ads are created 

and presented to them (i.e. based on users’ personal information, which makes them 

personalized and thus aligned with their preferences and interests).  

Second, an additional coaching approach is the idea of promoting “digital policy literacy”, 

which is aimed at understanding the communication policy process, the political economy of 

social media, and the technological infrastructures of social media institutions (for a detailed 

account on these three elements, see Shade & Shepherd, 2013). Such programs could help 

ensure that youth grow up to be more effective and empowered participants in the social 

media economy (Montgomery, 2015; Montgomery et al., 2017). Through these three 

elements, the digital policy literacy framework moves beyond simplistic and individualistic 

emphasis on advertising skills, but rather focuses on how these ads are shaped by the larger 

social and political context around social media technologies (Shade & Shepherd, 2013). This 
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such, fails to fulfill the aim of the identification principle. In this regard, insights from chapter 
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inspiration in formulating clear policy guidelines to ensure the successful implementation of a 
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et al., 2010). This includes voluntary codes and standards in order to ensure ethical 

advertising and the protection of youth from unsuitable commercial contents (ICC codes) 

(Lupiáñez-Villanueva et al., 2016). At international, European and national level, advertisers 

have committed to observing the standards that are laid down in these codes of conduct. 

These codes are also applicable to newly emerging forms of advertising, which therefore also 

includes the self-regulation of personalized advertising (i.e. direct marketing and online 

behavioral advertising). However, when it comes to targeting advertising to certain segments, 

the codes do not provide any protection for children above the age of 12. Moreover, different 

ages can be found in different self-regulatory instruments (e.g. 12 and under, under 14), 

which could lead to confusion (Verdoodt & Lievens, 2017). Therefore, these codes should be 
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more harmonized, and based on our findings (see above), also incorporate specific protective 

measures and initiatives for adolescents (12-18 years) when it comes to the use of their 

personal data for advertising purposes. 

 

Social caretakers  

Based on this dissertation, we can also formulate relevant implications for social caretakers 

(e.g. educators, parents, teachers, etc.), who are mostly concerned about the safety and 

wellbeing of adolescents on the internet. In brief, this dissertation showed that adolescents 

were generally unable to understand the complexities of contemporary targeted advertising 

and commercial datafication on SNSs because of literacy deficiencies. Therefore, we 

recommend to put more efforts into the education of I) advertising literacy, and II) digital 

policy literacy, and III) privacy literacy.  

First, when it comes to advertising literacy, we have to stress that adolescents may be ‘social 

media literate’, but this does not necessarily translate into being ‘ad literate’ on these 

platforms. Advertising literacy (or persuasion knowledge) is a very important tool that 

functions as ‘critical radar’, enabling adolescents to evaluate persuasion attempts with 

sufficient scrutiny. Therefore, social caretakers must ensure that adolescents are adequately 

informed and educated (e.g. at school, at home, etc.) about the persuasive and selling intent 

of targeted ads; that they are briefed about how these ads try to sway people (i.e. the 

persuasive tactics these ads use such as including the likes of friends, the use of celebrities, 

humor, etc.); and that they are provided information on how and why these ads are created 

and presented to them (i.e. based on users’ personal information, which makes them 
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Second, an additional coaching approach is the idea of promoting “digital policy literacy”, 

which is aimed at understanding the communication policy process, the political economy of 

social media, and the technological infrastructures of social media institutions (for a detailed 
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could eventually lead to more critical and conscious adolescents able to make informed 

choices with regard to targeted persuasion efforts on SNSs.  

Third, adolescents’ should also be triggered to reflect on the possible consequences of 

targeted advertising practice on their online privacy. Privacy decision making is seldom the 

result of a rational calculus of costs and benefits (especially not among adolescents); rather, it 

is often affected by misperceptions, ignorance, and a lack of knowledge (Acquisti, 

Brandimarte, & Loewenstein, 2015). Therefore, social caretakers should commit to stimulate 

the privacy literacy of adolescents (Trepte, 2016; Trepte et al., 2015). If adolescents are 

provided with the necessary knowledge on how and why to engage in effective privacy-

protective strategies (e.g. changing default privacy settings, changing ad preferences, not 

using third-party apps that demand personal information, etc.), it might lead to responsible 

privacy behavior. Thus, increasing privacy literacy among adolescents seems to be a condition 

sine qua non to influence their privacy behavior (Trepte, 2016).  

 

SNSs providers 

For SNS operators and developers, we encourage proactive behavior to ensure an online 

environment in which adolescents’ are sufficiently safeguarded from the excesses of 

commercially-driven big data. In this regard, it is important to note that although SNSs are 

profit-oriented companies, they also have responsibilities towards users and the broader 

society (Bauer, 2014; Sandoval, 2014). For many adolescents’, SNSs have become an essential 

part in growing up. During adolescence, individuals use SNSs to forge their own identity, 

navigate their way through social connections, and develop their ability to sustain long-lasting 

relationships; and exactly at this important stage in their lives, personal and social interactions 

are increasingly shaped and facilitated by the forces of a commercialized social media 

marketplace (Montgomery, 2015). Thus, SNSs, and by extension every information society 

service provider, have an overwhelming duty of guarding over the e-safety, well-being and 

fundamental rights of youth in this crucial time in their lives.  

In terms of concrete practical suggestions, we refer to those already formulated in the other 

sections (particularly in the section of policy recommendations – e.g. special protection for 

adolescents, rethinking the sponsored disclosure, default limitations, more privacy control 

features, etc.). The recommendations for SNSs providers are linked to the others sections 

because actions and changes that depart from the status quo of social media are usually 
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contingent upon ‘external forces’: without sustained public discourse, government pressure 

and binding legal rules, it is highly doubtful whether SNS providers would develop these 

initiatives (Montgomery et al., 2017). In addition, these initiatives also require that SNSs give 

persuasion transparency and privacy safety priority over private commercial interests. 

Therefore, we call for corporate social responsibility on the part of SNS providers to ensure 

young consumers’ critical persuasion awareness during their interaction with their platforms 

(Lievens, 2016; Sandoval, 2014).  

 

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Finally, it is necessary to pay attention to the limitations of this PhD dissertation and touch 

upon how these limitations might open up relevant future research directions. First, all the 

reported studies in this dissertation employed a quantitative research strategy, hereby 

adopting an experimental or –to a lesser extent- a cross-sectional research design. Although 

this positivistic approach allowed us to quantify our data in order to analyze (causal) 

relationships between a set of variables at interest, it shed little light on adolescents’ broader 

comprehension and evaluation of targeted advertising. In contrast, a qualitative research 

approach (e.g. focus groups, interviews, etc.) can reveal insights into the ways adolescents 

engage with these advertisements, allowing researchers to explore the deeper and underlying 

meaning structures (Oates, Blades, & Gunter, 2002). It would be a powerful asset to 

encourage adolescents to talk freely about their own subjective viewpoints of (and 

experiences with) targeted ads on SNSs from on variety of topics: for instance, their moral 

judgments of targeted advertising as a practice, their feelings with regards to advertisers 

using their information, their subjective conceptions of online privacy, etc. Scholars should 

delve into the private worlds and experiences of adolescents and allow them to unfold their 

thinking. To this end, one can pursue “hidden” thought and meaning patterns that might 

otherwise never be revealed with a quantitative gaze. This process is crucial to yield new and 

insightful –in depth- knowledge that will help us to arrive at better understanding the topic of 

adolescents’ engagements with targeted ads.  

Second, all studies in this dissertation focused on computer-based advertising on SNSs (i.e. on 

a desktop or laptop). However, these days, adolescents increasingly go online aided by the 

convenience and constant access provided by smartphones (Lenhart, 2015). However, the 
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are increasingly shaped and facilitated by the forces of a commercialized social media 

marketplace (Montgomery, 2015). Thus, SNSs, and by extension every information society 

service provider, have an overwhelming duty of guarding over the e-safety, well-being and 

fundamental rights of youth in this crucial time in their lives.  

In terms of concrete practical suggestions, we refer to those already formulated in the other 

sections (particularly in the section of policy recommendations – e.g. special protection for 
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initiatives (Montgomery et al., 2017). In addition, these initiatives also require that SNSs give 

persuasion transparency and privacy safety priority over private commercial interests. 

Therefore, we call for corporate social responsibility on the part of SNS providers to ensure 

young consumers’ critical persuasion awareness during their interaction with their platforms 

(Lievens, 2016; Sandoval, 2014).  

 

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Finally, it is necessary to pay attention to the limitations of this PhD dissertation and touch 

upon how these limitations might open up relevant future research directions. First, all the 

reported studies in this dissertation employed a quantitative research strategy, hereby 

adopting an experimental or –to a lesser extent- a cross-sectional research design. Although 

this positivistic approach allowed us to quantify our data in order to analyze (causal) 

relationships between a set of variables at interest, it shed little light on adolescents’ broader 

comprehension and evaluation of targeted advertising. In contrast, a qualitative research 

approach (e.g. focus groups, interviews, etc.) can reveal insights into the ways adolescents 

engage with these advertisements, allowing researchers to explore the deeper and underlying 

meaning structures (Oates, Blades, & Gunter, 2002). It would be a powerful asset to 

encourage adolescents to talk freely about their own subjective viewpoints of (and 

experiences with) targeted ads on SNSs from on variety of topics: for instance, their moral 

judgments of targeted advertising as a practice, their feelings with regards to advertisers 

using their information, their subjective conceptions of online privacy, etc. Scholars should 

delve into the private worlds and experiences of adolescents and allow them to unfold their 

thinking. To this end, one can pursue “hidden” thought and meaning patterns that might 

otherwise never be revealed with a quantitative gaze. This process is crucial to yield new and 

insightful –in depth- knowledge that will help us to arrive at better understanding the topic of 

adolescents’ engagements with targeted ads.  

Second, all studies in this dissertation focused on computer-based advertising on SNSs (i.e. on 

a desktop or laptop). However, these days, adolescents increasingly go online aided by the 

convenience and constant access provided by smartphones (Lenhart, 2015). However, the 
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impact of targeted ads in a mobile environment could be different due to certain 

dissimilarities with computer-displayed ads: mobile ads appear on a smaller screen, 

interaction with mobile ads is usually touch-based (instead of click based), mobile 

environments have a different user experience, etc. (for an overview, see Grewal, Bart, 

Spann, & Zubcsek, 2016). In addition, a recent study demonstrated that adolescents perceive 

smartphone interaction to be different from other types of devices, such as computers, 

laptops or tablets (Van Ouytsel, Van Gool, Walrave, Ponnet, & Peeters, 2016). As they can 

carry a smartphone with them all the time, they consider (marketing) communication through 

mobile technology as more convenient and personal. This could imply that different 

processing mechanisms and responses could be at play via mobile applications, as compared 

to desktops or laptops. Therefore, future research should introduce research inquiries that 

focus on advertisements on mobile platforms as well. 

Third, the studies reported in this dissertation only questioned adolescents based on a single 

stimulus exposure, and moreover, right after this exposure. In other words, we only tested 

“single exposure short-term effects”. This could particularly have been an issue in the studies 

testing the effectiveness of cues on increasing persuasion knowledge (chapter 3-4; chapter 6). 

More precisely, we do not have conclusive evidence on whether or not these cues elicit 

longer lasting effects, nor are we in the possibility to claim that the reported effects would be 

similar in the case of repeated exposure of cue. It is likely that such cues are subject to an 

habituation or wear-out effect. Therefore, future research might investigate whether the 

effectiveness of such cues also hold in the long run (e.g. measure delayed-effects), or after 

repeated exposure. Ideally, this would be done by field testing, rather than conducting a lab 

experiment. It would be more interesting to conduct a field experiment in which repeated 

exposure to a cue can be distributed over the course of several days or even weeks, with the 

dependent variables then being measures after a delay rather than immediately after 

exposure (Pechmann & Stewart, 1988).  

A fourth limitation concerns our methodological stance in the experimental studies. As an 

important rule of thumb, experimental designs have to strike a balance between control and 

precision on the one hand, and realism on the other (Geuens & De Pelsmacker, 2017). In all 

experimental studies, we dedicated considerable time and effort in carefully finding an 

optimum in this balance. However, this choice is –to a certain degree- always subjective and 

based on intuition (“gut feeling”). In chapter 2, 5 and 6, we specifically created a mock SNS 
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called “Social Engine” (on a private server), which allowed us to have full control over the 

online platform (and all the content and participants’ actions on it), hereby strongly 

decreasing the likelihood of extraneous influences. In other words, interference of 

confounding variables were -most likely- ruled out. In addition, this network was also 

pretested on numeral occasions, with results clearly indicating that adolescents perceived 

Social Engine to be a credible and realistic social platform. Therefore, we argued that the 

experiments conducted with Social Engine enabled an experimental experience that comes as 

close as possible to the way they would normally respond and behave on a real, existing social 

networking site. However, one might question whether the effects would still hold in a real-

life scenario. Thus, could it be that adolescents did not behave in the same way on Social 

Engine as they would have done on an existing SNS? Our point is, even though we created a 

mock SNS that was perceived credible and realistic, we can still not guarantee the latter. 

Therefore, future research might consider different ways to tackle the kind of research goals 

addressed in this dissertation (e.g. by means of a field experiment, in which specific 

manipulations or conditions might be installed on an existing SNS for a certain period of time).  

Our final limitation relates to the different dependent variables across the chapters. Although 

we categorize them all under the overarching construct of persuasion knowledge (see 

introduction to know how they all relate to persuasion knowledge), we acknowledge that one 

might interpret these chapters as being inconsistent in their operational definitions (for 

instance, chapter 1 measured understanding of selling and persuasive intent, chapter 3 ad 

skepticism and chapter 4 critical processing). The reason is that, to the best of our knowledge, 

no standardized self-report measure of persuasion knowledge has been developed to date, 

with the exception of a recent scale by Rozendaal, Opree and Buijzen (2016) for children. 

Most often, researchers created their own scales, which fitted their particular research 

context (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008; Ham, Nelson, & Das, 2015). The use of such self-created 

scales can be an advantage due to the multidimensional nature of persuasion knowledge. 

However, the disadvantage is that it to disunity in the use of measurement methodologies 

(Ham et al., 2015). Put simply, past instruments are characterized by a limited consensus, 

which made it very difficult to find a valid, accurate and reliable way to measure the 

construct. This explains why the operational definition varied across the chapters in this PhD 

dissertation.  
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Therefore, our recommendation for future research would be to use a dominant, validated 

measure of persuasion knowledge. In this respect, the article of Zarouali et al. (in press), 

which is not included in this PhD dissertation, might be a relevant piece of scholarship 

offering guidance to scholars in their quest for a suitable method. A dominant validated 

measure would lead to more harmony in the used instruments. Additionally, this would also 

generate more accurate findings and robust comparisons across different studies. These 

comparisons will then allow researchers to set out to explore the results of two or more 

studies with respect to their similarities and differences in a more systematic way. By this 

means, scholars might arrive at a more accurate and better substantiated explanation of 

adolescents persuasion skills, which will lead to more valuable contributions to the academic 

literature, public debate and policy. 
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HOE ADOLESCENTEN INTERAGEREN MET GEPERSONALISEERDE RECLAME OP  

SOCIALE NETWERKSITES: 

De rol van individuele, situationele en sociale factoren 
 

Adolescenten hebben sociale netwerksites (SNSs) volledig omarmd als een integraal 

onderdeel van hun dagelijks leven. Deze populariteit van SNSs onder adolescenten heeft dan 

ook de aandacht getrokken van vele adverteerders, die hiermee een belangrijk 

communicatiekanaal gevonden hebben voor hun commerciële agenda's. Concreter, 

reclamemakers hebben de mogelijkheid om adolescenten aan gepersonaliseerde advertenties 

bloot te stellen, beter bekend als gesponsorde posts. Deze advertenties zijn gebaseerd op 

persoonlijke informatie van de jongeren, zoals onder meer demografische gegevens, 

voorkeuren en interesses, sociale contacten, surf- en koopgedrag en geografische locatie. Het 

opzet van dit proefschrift was om  na te gaan hoe adolescenten in hun dagelijks mediagebruik 

omgaan met zulke gepersonaliseerde advertenties op SNSs. Zijn ze in staat om deze 

advertenties kritisch te begrijpen (m.a.w. zijn adolescenten reclamewijs)? Zijn ze bezig met 

het beschermen van hun privacy ten aanzien van zulke gepersonaliseerde advertenties? Hoe 

kunnen we jongeren aanmoedigen om kritischer om te springen met zulke 

marketingpraktijken? Zijn er individuele verschillen tussen adolescenten die ervoor zorgen dat 

ze zulke advertenties anders percipiëren? Op al deze vragen, en nog veel meer, trachtte dit 

doctoraal proefschrift een antwoord te formuleren.    

 

 In het eerste deel van dit proefschrift werd gefocust op de rol van individuele verschillen in 

het begrijpen en evalueren van gepersonaliseerde advertenties op SNSs. In hoofdstuk 1 

onderzochten we de rol van leeftijd in de ontwikkeling van reclamewijsheid en privacy-

gerelateerde vaardigheden. De bevindingen gaven aan dat reclamewijsheid ten aanzien van 

gepersonaliseerde reclame op SNSs afhankelijk was van de leeftijd van de adolescenten. Pas 

rond een jaar of 16 hadden jongeren een volwassen niveau van reclamewijsheid bereikt. Ook 

wat betreft het bewustzijn van onderliggende dataverzamelingspraktijken concludeerden we 

dat jongeren pas vrij laat (rond de leeftijd van 20) beseffen welke persoonlijke data voor 

reclamedoeleinden worden gebruikt. Tot slot wees dit hoofdstuk ook op een tendens waarbij 

adolescenten relatief weinig gebruik maken van privacybeschermingsstrategieën (d.w.z. 
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strategieën om om te gaan met het gebruik van persoonlijke gegevens door bedrijven voor 

reclamedoeleinden) op SNSs.  

 

Hoofdstuk 2 belichtte de mate waarin individuele verschillen in motivationele oriëntatie een 

invloed uitoefende op de manier waarop adolescenten gepersonaliseerde advertenties op 

SNSs evalueren. Deze oriëntatie werd ingevuld door de regulatory focus theorie,  waarbij er 

een onderscheid wordt gemaakt tussen twee foci (promotie vs. preventie focus). 

Adolescenten met een dominant aanwezige promotie focus leggen voornamelijk een accent 

op vooruitgang, groei en ontwikkeling in het leven. Bij adolescenten met een hoofdzakelijk 

preventiegerichte focus primeren bescherming en veiligheidsbehoeften boven alles. 

Resultaten toonden aan dat promotiegerichte adolescenten in het algemeen positiever 

stonden ten aanzien van gepersonaliseerde advertenties dan preventiegerichte adolescenten. 

Bovendien reageerde deze groep ook gunstiger op advertenties die in hoge mate 

gepersonaliseerd waren, terwijl preventiegerichte adolescenten eerder voorstander waren 

voor advertenties die in lage mate gepersonaliseerd waren.  

 

In het tweede deel van dit doctoraat richtten we ons op het vraagstuk hoe situationele 

interventies succesvol kunnen ingezet worden om de reclamewijsheid en kritisch inzicht ten 

aanzien van gepersonaliseerde reclame te verhogen. Concreet, hoofdstuk 3 focuste op de rol 

van een tekstuele debriefing (i.e. een tekst die de adolescenten na blootstelling informeert 

dat ze een gepersonaliseerde advertentie te zien hebben gekregen) in het genereren van een 

sceptische houding ten aanzien van deze advertenties. Resultaten toonden aan dat wanneer 

jongeren gedebrieft werden, ze veel sceptischer stonden ten aanzien van gepersonaliseerde 

advertenties, wat op zijn beurt dan weer leidde tot een lagere aankoopintentie. Anders 

gezegd, dankzij een debriefing evalueerden adolescenten de gepersonaliseerde advertentie 

met een meer sceptische ingesteldheid. Dit toonde aan dat de debriefingsmethode een 

veelbelovende interventie kan zijn om adolescenten aan te moedigen sceptisch te reflecteren 

over gepersonaliseerde reclamepraktijken. 

 

Hoofdstuk 4 wierp zijn licht op de invloed van privacy controle op de kritische verwerking van 

gepersonaliseerde advertenties op SNSs. De bevindingen toonden aan dat een verhoging in 

privacy controle leidde tot een meer kritische verwerking van gepersonaliseerde advertenties. 
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Dit betekent dat wanneer adolescenten meer controle hadden over hun privacy-instellingen 

op SNSs, ze veel meer gingen nadenken over hun privacy, en dat leidde tot een kritischere 

ingesteldheid ten aanzien van gepersonaliseerde reclame. Dus, jongeren meer controle geven 

over hun privacy bleek een effectieve interventie te zijn om hen aan te zetten kritischer om te 

springen met gepersonaliseerde advertentie. 

 

In het derde deel hebben we gekeken naar rol van sociale invloed, en meer bepaald 

leeftijdsgenoten, in het beïnvloeden van reclamewijsheid van adolescenten ten aanzien van  

gepersonaliseerde advertenties. In hoofdstuk 5 hebben we gepoogd om dieper in te gaan op 

de effecten van chatconversaties op sociale advertenties op SNSs. Sociale advertenties zijn 

gesponsorde berichten die gepersonaliseerd zijn op basis van iemands sociale contacten en 

vrienden, heel vaak te herkennen aan de hand van toevoegingen als 'vriend X, vriend Y en … 

andere vrienden vinden merk Z leuk'. Resultaten brachten aan het licht dat adolescenten die 

gechat hadden met vrienden en leeftijdsgenoten, nadien veel minder in staat waren om zulke 

sociale advertenties als reclame te doorzien (i.e. een vermindering in reclamewijsheid). Door 

het chatgesprek waren ze minder geneigd om te denken dat een sociale advertentie (die de 

namen van vrienden bevat) mogelijks een commerciële poging was. Dit fenomeen werd 

bovendien ook nog eens versterkt wanneer adolescenten gechat hadden met een goede 

vriend, in vergelijking met een iets minder goede vriend. 

 

In hoofdstuk 6 werd de rol van leeftijdsgenoten en vrienden wederom benadrukt. In dit 

hoofdstuk gingen we na of er een verschil zou optreden in het activeren van reclamewijsheid 

wanneer adolescenten werden blootgesteld aan een traditionele label (“gesponsord”), in 

vergelijking een label met een sociaal component (“Je vrienden weten dat dit gesponsord is”). 

De resultaten waren vrij duidelijk: in een reeks van drie afzonderlijke studies vonden we dat 

de sociale label het veel beter deed dan de traditionele label wat betreft het aanwakkeren 

van reclamewijsheid. Als jongeren werden geconfronteerd met een label dat aangeeft dat 

hun vrienden op SNSs weten en begrijpen wat gesponsord juist inhoudt, dan was er bij hen 

ook een verhoogde bereidwilligheid om dat ook te weten, en dus zelf ook hun 

reclamewijsheid te verhogen. Dit toont nog maar eens aan hoe belangrijk de rol van 

leeftijdgenoten kan zijn in het beïnvloeden van reclamekennis.  
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Na een intensieve periode van vier jaar is het zover. Met het schrijven van dit dankwoord leg 

ik de laatste hand aan mijn doctoraal proefschrift. Het was een periode waarin ik veel heb 

geleerd, zowel op wetenschappelijk als persoonlijk vlak. Van deze gelegenheid wil ik dan ook 

gebruik maken om een speciaal woord van dank te richten tot de personen die bijgedragen 

hebben tot de realisatie van dit werk. 

 

In de eerste plaats dank ik mijn promotoren, Michel Walrave, Karolien Poels en Koen Ponnet 

voor het vertrouwen dat zij vanaf het begin in mij gesteld hebben. Hun uitstekende 

begeleiding was een onontbeerlijke schakel bij de totstandkoming van dit proefschrift. Het 

was mij een waar genoegen om gesuperviseerd te worden door deze drie hoogst inspirerende 

mensen. Met hun kennis en expertise die ze vol toewijding tentoonspreidde creëerde ze een 

werkklimaat waarin ik als onderzoeker optimaal kon functioneren en renderen, en 

tegelijkertijd, mij verder kon ontwikkelen doorheen mijn doctoraat. Bovendien kon ik altijd 

rekenen hun geduld, motivatie en hulpvaardigheid, zowel in levende lijve als digitaal.  Ook 

stonden jullie steeds vol overgave klaar om mij bij te staan met raad en daad. Kortom, zonder 

jullie zou deze thesis in geen geval werkelijkheid kunnen geworden zijn.  

 

Daarnaast gaat mijn oprechte dank ook uit naar betrokkenheid en bijdrage van mijn 

commissielid Patrick De Pelsmacker. Met zijn kritisch oog heeft hij mij op een constructieve 

manier gevatte feedback aangeleverd op mijn doctoraat. Ik wens ook mijn dankbaarheid te 

uiten naar mijn juryleden toe, Eva van Reijmersdal en Matthew Lapierre, die mijn proefschrift 

in de laatste fase gewikt en gewogen hebben, en uiteindelijk goed genoeg bevonden hebben 

om over te kunnen gaan tot de publieke verdediging.   

 

Grote dank gaat ook uit naar Verolien Cauberghe en Liselot Hudders, die een cruciale 

voortrekkersrol bekleedden in het binnenhalen van het AdLit-project. Dit project gaf me de 

afgelopen vier jaar de mogelijkheid om interdisciplinaire inzichten te genereren, contacten te 

leggen met stakeholders, mijn output te valoriseren, en belangrijker: mijn doctoraat te 

behalen. In dezelfde adem wens ik ook onze projectleider Ini Vanwesenbeeck te bedanken, 

alsook mijn AdLit collega’s (Britt Adams, Kristien Daems, Pieter De Pauw, Silke Lissens en 

Valerie Verdoodt) in de verf te zetten voor de leuke bijeenkomsten en de aangename 
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Tevens kon ik mij geen betere werkomgeving inbeelden om het hele traject te doorlopen. In 

dit verband wil ik in eerste instantie mijn collega’s bedanken binnen mijn onderzoeksgroep 

MIOS. Dankzij jullie kreeg het doctoreren een zeer aangenaam kantje, in die mate zelfs dat 

het met voorsprong de beste periode uit mijn leven kan beschouwd worden. Ik kon steeds op 

jullie onvoorwaardelijke steun rekenen, en dat waardeer ik enorm. Bij uitbreiding wens ik ook 

alle CW-collega’s waarmee ik lief en leed heb mogen delen de afgelopen vier jaar uit de grond 

van mijn hart te bedanken. Bedankt voor de onvergetelijke momenten, het moreel opbeuren 

en de deugddoende (middag)pauzes. Ik heb me altijd thuis gevoeld aan ons departement, en 

dat is een pluim die alle CW’ers op hun hoed mogen steken.  

 

Tot slot gaat een bijzondere dank uit naar mijn familie, en in het bijzonder mijn mama. Jij 

zorgde voor de fundamenten waarmee ik aan dit alles ben begonnen. Je stond altijd als één 

blok achter mijn keuzes en beslissingen in het leven, en hebt altijd je vertrouwen in mij 

uitgesproken. Van kleins af aan was jij mijn grootste supporter, en ik je grootste (soms 

onuitgesproken) fan. Als afsluiter wens ik dan ook een duidelijke boodschap uit te dragen: 

Zonder jou stond ik nergens… Bedankt om mij te maken tot wie ik vandaag ben.  
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