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Abstract 
The rise in usage of the internet in general and social media in particular has spurred an 
increase in the amount of spending on digital marketing. This in turn has led to new and 
innovative ways of conducting marketing online, one of which is called in-feed advertising.  
Visually, in-feed ads share the same features as their surrounding content. In terms of 
function, these ads collect data from consumers’ online activities in order to offer 
personalized ad content. While this field of study has started to be explored in recent times, 
there are still major gaps in existing literature. In particular, little to no research has been 
conducted in the area of consumers’ perception of in-feed advertisement, with regards to 
privacy-invasiveness and consumers’ willingness to make personal information available 
online to marketers for in-feed ads. 

The purpose of this thesis is to research consumer perception of the privacy-invasive aspects 
of in-feed ads, and examine what happens when consumers’ knowledge of the privacy-
invasive data collection methods increases. The research method used was a semi-controlled 
field experiment which gathered quantitative and qualitative data from the experiment 
participants through questionnaires and group-held discussions.  

Our main findings show that consumers accept -sometimes reluctantly- the privacy-invasive 
procedures deployed by marketers online due to the added benefits of receiving personalized 
content online. Consumers do express concerns over their internet privacy, but seem 
unwilling to take measures to prevent privacy-invasive procedures due to a perceived 
inevitability towards having online activities tracked. 
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1. Introduction  
This section presents the topic of in-feed ads through the following structure: Background, 
problem discussion, purpose, research questions, and contributions of the study.  

1.1. Background 

The rise in use and importance of the internet has caused significant growth within the field 
digital advertising. Spending on digital advertising has reached an all-time high (Mandese, 
2013), and as such, so has technical advancements within digital advertisements. At the 
forefront of digital advertising are native ads, where spending has been forecasted to reach 
$21 billion by 2018 (Rosin, 2015). Native ads are digital ads that match the form and function 
of the platform where it is placed on. This implies that the ads become an intrinsic part of the 
experience when consumers browse or interact with their chosen media platform (be it news 
sites, search engines, or social-media platforms). Native ads can, for instance, be promoted 
articles placed amongst the “recommended” articles on a news page, a search result placed in 
a favourable position, or ads located within the website’s normal content feed. The last one 
mentioned is a type of native ad called in-feed ads, which is what the research of this thesis 
will focus on. In-feed ads can, for example, appear as such in Figure 1; 

 

Figure 1 - In-feed ad example (mobile screenshot of a Facebook feed) 

Marketers need to be present where the consumers are. Social-media platforms are a prime 
platform, given how ubiquitous they are in today’s society (Debatin, Lovejoy, Horn & 
Hughes 2009). According to Debatin et al. (2009), this integration into the consumer’s daily 
lives is done through routines and rituals. In order to reach out to consumers, marketers are 
constantly trying to find new ways of increasing the consumer’s awareness of their 
company’s existence, promote products, and make consumers involved in their ads and 
company, instead of their competitor’s. The large user-base of social media platforms has thus 
spurred the use of in-feed ads as a way of attracting more potential customers (Wojdynski, 
2016). The inherent characteristics of in-feed ads lends itself to being more effective in 
reaching consumers in comparison to other types of advertisements. Studies indicate that the 
utilisation of in-feed ads increased the viewership by 52%, as well as increasing the intention 
to buy by 18% (Sharethrough, 2013). This is an indication of the increasing efficacy and 
importance of in-feed ads, especially when compared to other forms of digital ads. 
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Yeu, Yoon, Taylor and Lee (2013) studied the effectiveness of banner ads in online games. 
The existing literature still maintains that banner ads can commonly be “seen as annoying and 
potentially trigger avoidance behaviour”. Only in limited contexts were banner ads useful, 
given that they were memorable to consumers, in spite of consumer’s tendencies for 
avoidance when it came to banner ads. Senthil, Prabhu and Bhuvaneswari (2013) arrived at a 
similar conclusion, stating that ad avoidance was a prevalent tendency among consumers. 
However, in this case, they studied pop-up ads in online shopping sites and social networking 
websites. Their study concluded by stating that ads that have more personal relevancy to 
consumers may be more effective. A similar suggestion was proposed by Zhang (2011), who 
stated that digital ads may be more effective if they’re geared towards consumers’ needs and 
wants. Interestingly enough, this is one of the gaps that in-feed ads fill.  

In the case of in-feed ads, this is referred to as “personalized in-feed ads”, as they are in-feed 
ads that are tailored or targeted towards the interests of the consumer. (Note: All future 
mentions of in-feed ads will be in reference to personalized in-feed ads, namely in-feed ads 
that require some form of privacy-invasive procedure in order to be tailored to the consumer). 
Personalization of in-feed ads inevitably demands data collection on the consumer. The type 
of information collected could, for instance, be a consumer’s demographic, interests, and 
online browsing history. These data-collection procedures, in effect, makes it so that the 
consumers’ information is the actual product being sold by the social media companies, as the 
marketers pay for the information collected on the consumers. Visiting a page could result in 
a consumer’s IP address being given out to several ad-networks, who work to exchange said 
information in order to create personalized ads (Yakob, 2016). These data-collection 
procedures may be perceived as privacy-invasive by consumers (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011; 
Matwyshyn, 2011). Thus, the previous literature suggests that for a consumer, a tradeoff 
occurs between the relevancy of an ad, and the degree to which the consumer feels intruded 
upon (Tucker, 2012). For marketers, there are other possible rationales for using personalized 
ads, such as reduced cost and increased clicks (Yakob, 2016). 

As such, this topic is worthy of study due to the implications that privacy-invasiveness could 
play on consumers’ perception and future behaviours towards in-feed ads, especially in the 
wake of increasing online privacy concerns. Delving further in this direction, another relevant 
component to consider is the younger generation. It is of high relevance in an increasingly 
digital society, with younger generations growing up in the midst of widespread social media 
use (Debatin et al., 2009). With the continuous increase in spending by advertisers and 
companies on social media platforms, increased research and knowledge on the subject will 
be relevant in order to maximize ad - and purchase-related factors. From a societal standpoint, 
it is also relevant to examine the current state of consumers’ perception towards privacy-
invasiveness. This is especially true of younger generations, as it could give insights into the 
future development of online privacy, as well as how consumers could behave in the future 
with regards to digital advertisements. 

1.2. Problem Discussion 

While studies on online privacy have been conducted, few of them are discussed in relation to 
in-feed ads. In order for marketers to create in-feed ads, they must use data collection 
methods that may be considered privacy-invasive by consumers (Matwyshyn, 2011). This 
seems to indicate that while there certainly is a connection between online privacy and in-feed 
ads, the future implications of this relationship have yet to be discussed at great length. These 
implications may, for instance, be a higher likelihood of consumers using advertising-
blocking software in their web browsers, increase attentiveness for their own privacy settings, 
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and being opposed to digital ads. We will start by considering the nature of in-feed ads 
themselves, as well as their relationship to online privacy.  

The “personalization” of in-feed ads is another layer that has to be considered when 
examining consumer perceptions of in-feed ads. Personalization of ads refers to the tailoring 
of products, services, or content to consumer needs, goals, knowledge interests, or other 
characteristics (Zimmermann, Specht & Lorenz, 2005). The content of in-feed ads are usually 
personalized to the consumer, so as to be more relevant to them. Personalization of ads 
thereby requires data collection of the consumer, such as tracking their browsing habits and 
personal interests (Yakob, 2016). In-feed ads aim to be relevant to consumers, however, this 
can be to a fault. The personalization of ads that marketers employ run a fine line between 
being convenient, and being overly privacy-invasive for consumers (Tucker, 2012). However, 
it could be considered a false dichotomy to assume this tradeoff in the context of in-feed ads. 
This trade-off doesn’t necessarily explain what occurs when consumers are faced with in-feed 
ads, as consumers can experience, or be indifferent towards either option. Therefore, 
consumers could feel that in-feed ads are convenient and privacy-invasive at the same time, 
or fall anywhere between the two options. (i.e. Consumers are aware of privacy-invasive 
procedures, but still find in-feed ads convenient; Consumer accepts the privacy-invasiveness 
of in-feed ads, but does not find in-feed ads all that convenient.) Thus, a tradeoff may not 
necessarily be representative of what occurs when consumers are faced with in-feed ads. 

Certain studies have looked at whether consumers responded positively or negatively to in-
feed ads based on the type of preconceived opinions they held about in-feed ads. (Lee, Kim & 
Ham, 2016). The two different types that they were assigned to were either “non-intrusive” 
(in-feed ads being considered as convenient) or “manipulative” (in-feeds ads being considered 
as intrusive). As explained by Lee et al. (2016), ad-intrusiveness referred to “a psychological 
reaction to ads that interfere with a consumer’s ongoing cognitive processes” (Li, Edwards & 
Lee, 2002). The perception of ads being intrusive was found to have negative impacts on 
consumer attitude towards in-feed ads, and furthermore, reinforced impact on consumer 
avoidance of in-feed ads (Li et al., 2002; Ritter & Cho, 2009). Wojdynski (2016) argued 
regarding the deceptive nature of native ads, examining how persuasion tactics were used to 
attract attention and discussing its subsequent implications on native ads as a whole. Although 
these studies examined consumer perception of in-feed ads, they do not address 
“intrusiveness” in the context of “privacy-intrusion”, rather as intrusiveness to a consumer 
browsing experience when scrolling through content feeds. As such, consumer perceptions 
towards privacy-invasive aspects of in-feed ads needs to be addressed.  

While privacy-invasiveness is an important aspect of in-feed ads, the notion that consumers 
have complete knowledge of online privacy and its related data collection methods cannot be 
assumed. The literature highlights several instances where increasing awareness and 
knowledge of the issue changes how consumers perceive the issue (Turow, King, Hooftnatle, 
Bleakley & Hennessy, 2009; Smit, Van Noort & Voorveld, 2014). Furthermore, the “Privacy 
Paradox” (Norberg & Horne, 2007) highlights the hypocrisy in how consumers say they feel 
in regards to privacy, versus how they actually behave. Thus, consumers may hold a distorted 
view of how things occur, and may act in ways that are different to what they believe to be 
true. 

This research will address these issues by exploring how increasing knowledge of privacy-
invasive procedures affects consumer perceptions of in-feed ads, as well as future behaviour 
towards consumers’ own online privacy.	  
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1.3. Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to examine how consumers perceive in-feed ads and the privacy-
invasive procedures deployed by marketers in creating in-feed ads. The study aims to examine 
how increased knowledge of data collection methods (used in in-feed ads) can affect 
consumer perceptions of in-feed ads, as well as consumer’s future behaviour towards their 
own online privacy. 

1.4. Research questions 

The research questions outlined will form the basis of our study, and their subsequent analysis 
aims to fulfil the purpose of the paper. 

Research Question 1: How do consumers perceive the privacy-invasiveness of in-feed advertisements? 

Research Question 2: How do consumers’ perception of in-feed ads, as well as their behaviour 
towards online privacy change with increased knowledge of privacy-invasiveness of in-feed ads? 

1.5. Theoretical Perspective and Method 

The theoretical perspective considered in performing the research of this thesis was the 
perceptual process as described by Solomon (2015). 

The research method was Semi-Controlled Field Experiment which include the use of a 
combination of questionnaires and group interviews, performed in focus groups. 

1.6. Contributions of the Research 

This research aims to advance the literature on in-feed ads through investigating how 
consumers perceive the privacy-invasive aspects of in-feed ads, and examining why 
consumers perceive in-feed ads as such. In addition, this research seeks to present ways in 
which consumer perception may change in the future, on account of increased knowledge of 
data collection methods. This will facilitate development strategies for marketers working 
with in-feed ads by highlighting consumers’ preference and behaviour towards in-feed ads. 

1.7. Delimitation 

The focus of the research aims to look at consumer's perception of in-feed ads. In order to 
gain a wider understanding of the topic examined, our research will also include theories that 
take wider sociological aspects into consideration, as opposed to purely individual. The 
research (and subsequent conclusions reached) will be intended for a marketer’s perspective. 
It will be conducted in order to gain a deeper understanding of consumers for marketing 
purposes. However, in order to reach said conclusions, the research will have to examine the 
issue from the consumer’s perspective.  

The research in this paper will consider a global perspective on the usage of in-feed ads. 
However, given that the research was conducted in Sweden by Swedish students, most of the 
research will have a culturally Swedish perspective. The focus group with which the research 
of this thesis was conducted on consisted of participants of mainly Swedish origin, even 
though there were other nationalities amongst the research participants as well. Therefore, the 
gathered opinions presented are influenced by Swedish culture. As such, the research is not 
culturally separable, which may be necessary to take into consideration when applying the 
findings onto cultures with comparably high psychic distances.	 	
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2. Frame of reference 
This section aims to review the existing literature within this field of study and outline the 
theoretical perspectives that will be used to guide the study. 

The frame of reference is structured as follows: An introduction to native ads is outlined. The 
case will be made for our decision to focus on in-feed ads, with focus on its significance and 
usage in the current landscape of digital ads and social media. The issue of privacy-
invasiveness in in-feed ads will be discussed, as well as the implications it brings from a 
consumer’s perspective. The effects that increased knowledge plays in consumer perception, 
as well as relevant theories in the areas of psychology and sociology will be discussed in 
order to aid in the discussion of our two research questions. 

An overview of our literature review can be seen in Table 1 below.  

Literature Review 

Databases EBSCOhost Database, Google Scholar, Jönköping 
University DataBase Primo 

Main Theoretical Fields Digital Advertising, Online Privacy, Consumer Perception 

Search Words Native Ads, In-feed Ads, Consumer Perception + Ads, 
Online Privacy, Personalization, Online Data Collection 

Literature Types Academic Articles, Books. 

Criteria for Article Selection Search terms were comprised of the keywords in the 
abstract, as well as related terms within digital advertising 

and consumer perception) 
 
Table 1 - Literature Review 

2.1. Digital Advertisements: Native Ads 

Spending on digital advertisements has reached an all-time high in recent years. In 2013, a 
quarter of US advertiser’s budget was allocated towards digital advertising, which was 
suggested to be a direct cause of the increased usage of mobile platforms (Mandese, 2013). 
This figure has only continued to increase, with reports estimating a $72.09 billion 
expenditure on US digital advertisements for 2016 (Katz, 2016), $4.3 billion of which was 
estimated to be dedicated towards native ads specifically (Sebastian, 2014). Spending on 
native ads alone has been forecasted to reach $21 billion in 2018 (Rosin, 2015). Given the 
large amount of attention that advertisers are placing into digital advertisements, it is 
imperative that ongoing advancements in the topic be discussed. 

Being a relatively new concept, the exact definition of “native advertising” is in and of itself a 
topic of debate. In an article dedicated specifically to the topic of native advertisement’s 
definition, Mitch Joel delimited the following definition for native ads: “An ad format that 
must be created specifically for one media channel in terms of the technical format and the 
content (both must be native to the channel on which they appear and unable to be used in 
another context)” (Joel, 2013). This definition funnels down the possibilities of what could be 



6	

considered native ads, as said ads must be uniquely restricted in the content as well, thereby 
suggesting that an exact replica of an ad across multiple diverse channels would not be 
considered a native ad. A somewhat broader definition (also dubbed as the official definition) 
is: “A form of paid media where the ad experience follows the natural form and function of 
the user experience in which it is placed” (Sharethrough, 2017). Thus, in this definition, the 
only requirement placed upon native ads is in regards to its format being consistent with its 
corresponding media channel. A few examples of its implementation include sponsored 
content on editorial and news websites, Google Adword’s promoted listings that are similar to 
a user’s search engine queries, and “in-feed ads” which are inserted in the sequential flow of a 
user’s content feed.  

2.2. In-Feed Ads 

Current State of In-Feed Ads 

In-feed ads fall under the category of native ads, however, they are distinctly interesting due 
to their lack of distinction from their surrounding content. The ads are visually and 
functionally similar to a consumer's -otherwise uninterrupted- “flow” when browsing their 
chosen media channels, thus the ad format “minimizes disruption to the user experience in 
which it is placed (it is in-stream)” (Campbell & Marks, 2015, p.2). An example, as presented 
previously in Figure 1, could be an ad that appears in the same vertical content feed on 
Facebook or Instagram, showing up when consumers scroll down the webpage. These ads 
aren’t directly discernible from the usual content that appears, given the similarity between 
the ads and surrounding content. A text disclosure will usually be placed near the ad to 
distinguish itself from regular media content, such as the words “sponsored” or “promoted” 
(Wojdynski, 2016). Considering the increase in the usage of in-feed ads, this implies that ads 
are no longer a by-product of browsing media, but rather an interconnected part of the 
browsing experience itself (Wojdynski, 2016). 

Rise & Importance of In-Feed Ads 

The way in which consumers currently behave online may have influenced the rise and 
ubiquity of in-feed ads, making it more common for websites to eschew traditional forms of 
advertising in lieu for in-feed ads. Ha and Mccann (2008) state that consumers are inundated 
with advertising messages, so much so that it is becoming increasingly difficult to attract 
consumers’ attention. This is, however, in contrast to what Gausby (2015) proposes, who 
states through a study that it is harder to keep the attention, as opposed to receiving it in the 
first place (Gausby, 2015).  

Cetin and Bingol (2014) introduced the concept of “Attention Competition” in relation to 
advertisements, proposing that consumers have a “limited attention capacity”, thus 
advertisements must compete to gain it. Their findings suggested that advertising was more 
effective when consumers had extremely scarce attention spans. As attention capacity was 
low, consumers tended to “adopt what is promoted globally rather than recommended 
locally”, thereby giving way for standardized items to be more successful (Cetin & Bingol, 
2014, p.7). As a result, the limited attention span of consumers could be a positive rather than 
a detriment when it comes to attracting consumers’ attention. Findings from this study could 
explain why in-feed ads are so effective in the current landscape of social media, and thus 
why in-feed ads are becoming the norm in terms of digital ads usage on social media. 
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2.2.1. Implications of In-Feed ads in Marketing 

The function and visual form of in-feed ads minimize “intrusion”, which Lee et al. (2016, p.5) 
defined as “a psychological reaction to ads that interfere with a consumer’s ongoing cognitive 
processes”. In-feed ads are now an intrinsic part of the browsing experience, which could be 
considered less “intrusive” to consumers in comparison to other forms of digital ads. 
Examples of “intrusive” ads include “pop-up ads”. These types of ads were easily 
distinguishable from its surrounding content, but were however, perceived as “intrusive”, 
generating feelings of annoyance and avoidance in consumers (Senthil et al., 2013). 

Several studies have looked at “ad avoidance”, which Speck and Elliot (1997, p.1) defined as 
“all action by media users that differentially reduce their exposure to ad content”. Their study 
considered ad avoidance in the context of print and broadcast media, such as newspapers, 
radio, and television. However, the act of ad avoidance has been found to occur in online 
media as well, especially with certain types of digital advertisements. 

Yeu et al. (2013) studied banner ads, which are defined as “on-line advertising space that 
typically consists of a combination of a graphic and textual content” (Chatterjee, 2005, p.51) 
and “usually rectangular and occupy 10-15% of the Web page” (Flores, Chen & Ross, 2014, 
p.1). These ads were found to be ineffective in gaining consumer attention, often being seen 
as annoying and potentially triggering avoidance behaviour (Tucker, 2012; Yeu et al., 2013). 
The more distinct the banner ad was from its surrounding content, the less appealing it was to 
consumers (Flores et al., 2014). Thus, disregarding these types of ads and not letting them 
interfere with one’s browsing experience was more likely to occur. 

Ad avoidance was not limited to solely banner ads. In fact, areas of a webpage that usually 
contained ads were found to be ignored altogether by consumers, irrespective of ad type 
(Drèèze & Hussherr, 2003). With in-feed ads, however, consumers are not able to easily 
distinguish ads from the surrounding content they are viewing. According to Wojdynski 
(2016), this is done in order to counteract the fact that consumers are not as easily persuaded 
by just the ads alone. By having the ad and the surrounding content share the same visual 
features, advertisers hope to “counter online advertising and increase engagement” 
(Wojdynski, 2016, p.2). This holds several implications for consumers. Firstly, consumers are 
not able to exercise ad-avoidant behaviour towards ads to the same extent they could with 
other forms of ads, such as pop-ups (Senthil et al., 2013) and banner ads (Tucker, 2012; Yeu 
et al., 2013).  

Secondly, one must consider the relatively personal nature of in-feed ads. Personalization of 
ads refers to the tailoring of products, services, or content to consumer needs, goals, 
knowledge interests, or other characteristics (Zimmermann et al. 2005). This personalization 
was found to improve advertising effectiveness according to Vesanen (2007). While effective, 
personalization does however, require a degree of data collection on the consumer in 
question. The data collected from consumers could range from personal information provided 
to the media platform (ie. age, location, and gender provided to Facebook), to previous 
browsing history on other sites that allow “cookies” - a set of data that “can store unique 
identifiers or information about a transaction (Acquisti & Varian, 2005, p. 1) -  to be used for 
personalized advertising purposes. This could imply ad “intrusion” in another sense. Rather 
than ads being “intrusive” in its format and design (Lee et al., 2016), it could be perceived by 
consumers as “intrusive” in regards to their personal privacy (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011; 
Matwyshyn, 2011). 
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Thus, the increase difficulty in avoiding in-feed ads could manifest in other ways for 
consumers to avoid in-feed ads, such as being more attentive towards their online privacy in 
order to avoid personalization and data collection on their personal information (Tucker, 
2012). 

2.2.2. Consumer Perceptions of In-Feed ads 

One of the purposes of this research is to see consumer perceptions of in-feed ads in relation 
to increased knowledge of data collection methods. Thus, it is important that the current state 
of consumer perceptions of in-feed ads be explored first. It is worthwhile to note that since in-
feed ads (and native ads for that matter) are a relatively new concept, not many studies have 
been conducted with specifically in-feed ads as the main subject of discussion. Thus, the 
following review will consider studies on done on consumer perception of digital ads, though 
not limited to solely in-feed ads. 

Advertisements that were congruent with its surrounding media were found to be better 
remembered by consumers, on top of being perceived more positively (Hervet, Guérard, 
Tremblay & Chtourou, 2011; Flores et al., 2014). Rosengren, Dahlén and Modig (2013) 
suggested that more creative attempts at creating advertisements lead to consumers perceiving 
the content more positively. While these studies did not look at in-feed ads specifically, 
Wojdynski (2016) goes on to state that the above studies may have relevance in relation to 
native ads. This is due to the fact that ad congruence with surrounding media content is one 
the defining characteristics of in-feed ads, and that certain forms of native ads take a creative 
approach that “users may find engaging on their own merits” (Wojdynski, 2016, p.37). On top 
of this, in-feed ads may be seen more positively due to the fact that they engage the consumer 
in a more effective manner compared to traditional forms of digital advertisements 
(Wojdynski, 2016).  

Zhang (2011) studied consumer perception in relation digital ads, by determining; the extent 
to which ads were used in the past, consumers perceived values & attitudes towards ads, and 
the interaction between these factors in determining success of said ads. While this study was 
not conducted on in-feed ads, the study did use “personalized” ads (referred to in that study as 
“tailored ads”). Findings suggested that consumers held “extremely negative scores on 
perceived values and attitudes” towards digital ads (Zhang, 2011, p.10). Consumers were, 
however, more negative towards the “irritation and privacy concerns” aspect of digital ads, 
and less negative towards other aspects such as “entertainment, informativeness, credibility, 
and interactivity”. While consumer perceptions towards digital ads were found to be generally 
negative, “many believed that digital ads [were] here to stay” (Zhang, 2011, p.10). 

Tucker (2012) summarized previous literature in order to highlight the tradeoff that occurs in 
consumer perceptions of personalized ads, namely the tradeoff between “convenience vs. 
privacy-invasive”. On one hand, personalization of ads aims to increase the probability of 
consumers making a purchase by increase the personal relevancy of the ad to the consumer. 
On the other hand, personalization of ads can be deemed as privacy-invasive by those who are 
wary of the methods used to collect consumer data.  Naturally, this is a dilemma which 
extends to in-feed ads as well, given the personalized nature of in-feed ads. An example given 
by Tucker (2012) was marketer’s use of “cookies” in order to alter prices of flight tickets for 
consumers (Acquisti & Varian, 2005), thereby being perceived by consumers as privacy-
invasive. In another study by Tucker (2012), Facebook users who were given the ability to 
control the parameters of public information in the middle of the test were found to be twice 
as likely to press on a personalized ad, despite the fact that the data-collection process 
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remained unchanged. Thus, the consumer’s belief over their “locus of control” resulted in 
lower “reactance” - described as “a process where consumers resist something they find 
coercive by having in the opposite way to the one intended” (Clee & Wicklund, 1980). The 
tradeoff between privacy and the informativeness of in-feed ads may still exists, but the study 
suggests that consumer perception over this tradeoff can be quelled, or at the very least 
reduced by the consumers perceived amount of control on their surroundings. 

Lee et al. (2016) took into account not only positive and negative consumer perceptions of in-
feed ads, but also if consumers perceived in-feed ads as intrusive or manipulative. Whereas 
Tucker (2012) viewed personalized ads as a tradeoff between convenience and privacy-
invasive, Lee et al. (2016) viewed in-feed ads as a “double-edged sword” that could be more 
effective at attracting consumers towards the ad, but also be perceived by consumers as 
manipulative. 

2.2.3. The Effect of Awareness on Consumer Perception 

Tucker (2012) stated that “person-related data” could often be restricted due to lack of 
availability or privacy regulations about collecting this information. Matwyshyn (2011) went 
on to say that certain personalized ads could already be breaking certain laws if the consumer 
themselves feel that the data collection methods are non-consensual. The issue with this is, 
however, the fact that “a reasonable consumer’s capacity to understand the process of 
collection and the use of data is an integral part of the inquiry” (Matwyshyn, 2011, p.2). The 
consequences of privacy-invasive data collection methods include legal ramifications, 
however, only when consumers have a concrete understanding of what actual collection 
methods are. According to Matwyshyn (2011), this is not always the case. Thus, it can be 
hypothesized that increased awareness and knowledge of privacy-invasive data collection 
methods could affect how consumers perceive and behave in regards to in-feed ads, and their 
own personal privacy online.  

Turow et al. (2009, p.3) conducted a study showing that 66% of Americans didn’t wish to 
have advertisements personalized to their interests. This percentage increased to “even higher 
percentages - between 73% and 86%” when they were informed of 3 common methods in 
which their personal data was used in order to extract information for marketing purposes. 
Malheiros, Jennett, Patel, Brostoff and Sasse (2012) found that consumers reacted negatively 
towards advertisements once they became aware of the personalization used in order to create 
the ads. Smit et al. (2014) studied the effect online behaviour advertising (OBA), a form of 
personalized advertising that utilized “cookies” to gain information about the consumer. A 
correlation was drawn between those who didn’t understand the concept of cookies, and those 
who were most concerned about personal privacy violations. Therefore, ignorance regarding 
data collection methods (such as cookies) lead to concerns over privacy, while knowledge 
about data collection methods afterwards lead to a higher degree of dislike for personalized 
ads.  

Indeed, being made aware of data collection methods could lead to negative perceptions, 
however, pre-existing knowledge and awareness of persuasion tactics has also been found to 
play a negative role in consumer perceptions of ads. Matthes, Schemer and Wirth (2007) 
suggested that those who had higher levels of knowledge regarding tactics used to persuade 
consumers were more likely perceive such attempts more negatively. This was supported in 
relation to native and in-feed ads as well, as consumers that were able to recognize persuasive 
attempts at marketing were also found to experience negative perceptions towards the 
products themselves, as well as towards advertisers (Brusse, Fransen & Smit, 2015; 
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Wojdynski & Evans, 2016). Furthermore, Wojdynski (2016, p.23) also states that these 
negative reactions are “contingent on consumers being aware they are engaging with 
advertising content”, however, this awareness could not be assumed given the lack of 
distinction between in-feed ads and surrounding content.  

In what has been coined as the “Privacy Paradox” by Norberg & Horne (2007), this concept 
examines consumer’s willingness to reveal large amounts of personal information, while at 
the same time expressing concerns over privacy. As an example of the privacy paradox 
concept on social media, Debatin et al. (2009) found that Facebook users claimed to have 
knowledge about privacy-invasive methods, yet still provided large amounts of personal 
information to the website. This empirical support for the privacy paradox suggests that there 
is a disconnection between what people think they know about privacy, and what actually 
occurs. There seems to also be a disparity between what consumers state they are concerned 
about, versus how they actually behave in regards to these concerns. Thus, it would be 
incorrect to categorize consumers based on the two viewpoints outlined in the tradeoff 
(convenient vs. privacy-invasive) by Tucker (2012). Consumers might be indifferent and fall 
anywhere on the scale between the two options. On top of this, consumer’s opinion about in-
feed ads may change very quickly once they are made aware of facts pertaining to privacy and 
data collection. Keeping in mind the privacy paradox, consumer’s opinion of in-feed ads may 
have a significant influence to how they behave online in regards to their personal information 
being made available online.  

Clarifications towards thesis contribution and distinction from previous literature 

A previous study regarding consumer perceptions of personalization of ads was conducted on 
an older-aged population in the US in 2009 (Turow et al., 2009), and not with regards to in-
feed ads. Other studies that did look at consumer perceptions of in-feed ads did not take a 
look at the privacy-invasiveness of in-feed ads. With the increase in overall internet usage in 
general and social media network usage in particular, younger individuals are growing up in 
the midst of the online world. Considering this, these perceptions and figures may not be 
completely applicable in the case of in-feed ads, at present. In this research, a focus group was 
used. The proposed age category for the purposes of this research was therefore within the age 
span of millennials, as described by the Strauss-Howe Generational theory (Howe & Strauss, 
2008). More specifically, within the ages of twenty to twenty-five, as those within this age-
range will most likely have experienced the rise in usage of social media. This would make it 
possible to get a new approach both in terms of where the personalized ads were deployed 
(now in-feed) and a new age demographic for the research. 
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2.3. Theoretical Aspects of Consumer Perception 

Perceptual Aspects 

The perceptual process is the sequence of psychological steps a person uses to organize and 
interpret information and stimuli from the outside world, and includes observation, selection, 
organizing, and, interpreting (Solomon, 2015). 

 

Figure 2 - Overview of the Perceptual Process (Solomon, 2015, p.34) 

The focus for the purpose of this thesis research was on the interpretation step of the process. 
When interpreting stimuli, consumers assign meaning to the stimuli based on the set of beliefs 
assigned to the stimuli, which is referred to as schema (Solomon, 2015). These set of beliefs 
includes a person's concepts and expectations of stimuli. Attaining new knowledge may 
therefore change the meaning a person assigns to a stimulus. Knowledge may also change the 
amount of attention a consumer gives to a stimulus, hence changing the consumer's perceptual 
selectivity. The process of perceptual selectivity refers to that people attend to only a small 
portion of the stimuli to which they are exposed (Solomon, 2015). Several factors play a role 
in perceptual selectivity, including perceptual vigilance. Perceptual vigilance means that 
people may notice certain stimuli more strongly due to higher personal relevance. This is one 
of the reasons as to why personalization of in-feed ads is important, and may affect the 
perception of the exposed individual. Overall the consumers’ perception can be explained by 
this process, and for the purposes of this research, it can explain shifts in perception. 

The cognitive dissonance theory focuses on how consumers balance choosing between 
conflicting ideas or choices. Cognitive dissonance arises when a consumer has an option 
between either two desired alternatives, two undesired alternatives, or a desired alternative 
that has a negative consequence. It could, for instance, be choosing between which two liked 
foods to order at a restaurant, choosing to eat an ice-cream but paying the price of weight-
gain, and lastly, either walking around with a toothache or paying a hefty dentist fee, both of 
which are unwanted options. In regards to in-feed ads, this may help to explain what the 
consumers experience with regards to personalization of ads and privacy-invasiveness 
(Solomon, 2015). 

This can be what happens for the consumers when faced with different perceptual decisions 
like privacy-invasiveness vs. convenience of personalized ads. Depending on the individual's 
inclination and perception of in-feed ads, the cognitive dissonance may arise as choosing 
between combinations of desired and undesired alternatives. 

 



12	

Privacy-Invasive Aspects 

The basic word modern can be defined as meaning current or of recent origin. However, the 
mentality emerging in the 19th century came to be described as “modern”, and this mentality 
came to be seen as one of the crucial symptoms of the new age of modernity, which has 
evolved since post-medieval Europe (Krieger, 2001). Sigmund Freud talked in his work about 
how in this new age of modernity, partial security is obtained in exchange for at least part of 
an individual’s freedom. This freedom given up is characterized by Freud as individual self-
constraint, suppressing urges, but is expanded by Zygmunt Bauman as hierarchical 
bureaucracy, control, categorization, rules, and societal order (Krieger, 2001). Bauman argues 
during some of his later work in the 90s that a shift had started in the second half of the 20th 
century from modernity to postmodernity, and that society had become based on consumption 
rather than production (Bauman, 1998). As focus on consumption increased, Bauman argued 
that this would reverse the previous tradeoff put forward by Freud, and instead imply that 
people would be willing to give up security in order to gain more freedom to consume and 
enjoy life. These ideas of modernity, postmodernity, and consumption connects to how 
consumers perceive the privacy-invasive aspect of in-feed ads, as they in this case may 
become more willing to give up security in the form of online personal privacy, in order to 
consume social media networks. 

2.4. Hypothesis 

Based on the literature review, the following gaps have been identified in the field of in-feed 
ads: There isn’t sufficient literature on the topic of consumer perceptions towards the privacy-
invasive procedures behind in-feed ads. Furthermore, consumers are not always fully aware 
and knowledgeable about the various privacy-invasive procedures which marketers use to 
deploy in-feed ads (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011; Matwyshyn, 2011), as in-feed ads are a 
relatively new phenomenon in the marketing field. As a result, the existing literature could not 
provide insight on how exactly this new, game-changing trend of in-feed advertising is 
perceived by consumers. This gap in the literature limits our understanding of the current state 
of in-feed ads, as well as its future potential. 

To address this gap in the literature, it is necessary to investigate how consumers perceive in-
feed ads and how consumers’ perception of in-feed ads will evolve as their knowledge about 
the various privacy-invasive procedures behind in-feed ads increases. As explained by the 
perceptual process (Solomon, 2015), an increase in knowledge may change the schema, or set 
of beliefs and meaning, a person has about a stimuli, resulting in a change in perception of the 
stimuli. A positive perception is defined for the purposes of this thesis as an overall 
inclination towards liking in-feed ads or preferring personalized in-feed ads over other ad 
alternatives (or both). A negative perception refers to the dislike of in-feed ads, and an 
inclination towards avoidance of such ads. 

Given the fact that in-feed ads are a relatively new concept (Campbell & Marks, 2015), 
consumers’ perception on the topic may change. This is due to the fact that as time goes on, 
knowledge and awareness of in-feed ads, as well as privacy-invasive procedures will 
inevitably start to increase (Wojdynski, 2016). The relevant theoretical and practical question 
therefore becomes, in which direction will consumer perception towards in-feeds evolve; and 
why? 

As stated earlier, this research will not assume that consumer perceptions follow a strict trade-
off between convenience and privacy-invasiveness, as consumer perceptions may take many 
different forms and directions. Consumers’ perception of in-feed ads may evolve in a number 
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of ways as they gain increased knowledge of the various privacy-invasive procedures behind 
in-feed ads. One possibility is a negative perception of in-feed ads, possibly discouraging 
consumers from being receptive of in-feed ads (Turow et al., 2009). A second possibility is 
that consumers could be indifferent towards in-feed ads, as consumers may accept the 
privacy-invasiveness of this trend of digital advertising as a part of everyday life (Zhang, 
2011). Lastly, a third possibility could be that increased knowledge could positively impact 
consumer’s perception of in-feed ads; for instance, consumers may find this new form of 
digital advertising convenient and thus see the privacy-invasiveness of in-feed ads as a 
justifiable price to pay for this convenience (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011; Wojdynski, 2016). 

In addition, consumers’ online behaviour may also change along with increased knowledge of 
privacy-invasive procedures used in creating in-feed ads. This behaviour could, for example, 
be the safety measures they take (or do not take) in regards to privacy-invasiveness (i.e 
allowing cookies on websites, changing security settings on social media platforms). A 
consumer's’ willingness to make their personal information available to marketers implies that 
they could themselves regulate the amount of personal information that marketers can collect 
in order to create personalized in-feed ads. With increase knowledge of data collection 
procedures, consumers’ willingness to make personal information available to marketers may 
evolve in different ways. One possibility is for this willingness to decrease, possibly due to 
the fact that consumers do not wish to have their information available for marketers to use in 
creating in-feed ads (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011; Turow et al., 2009; Smit et al., 2014). A 
second possibility in regards to this willingness is indifference. This may be due to feelings of 
hopelessness in regards to protecting their personal privacy, or acceptance of personal 
information being collected as a standard part of life (Zhang, 2011). A third possibility is that 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers increases, as consumers may 
wish for their info to be collected in order for them to receive increasingly relevant ads 
(Wojdynski, 2016). 

As a short summary, increased knowledge about privacy-invasive procedures could result in 
changes to both how consumers perceive in-feed ads, as well as their willingness to make 
personal information available to marketers.  

The researchers have developed the following hypotheses as possible directions that 
consumer perceptions of in-feed ads could take on account of increased knowledge; 

Hypothesis 1: Increased knowledge about data collection methods will lead to a negative 
consumer perception towards in-feed ads 
Hypothesis 2: Increased knowledge about data collection methods will have no effect on 
consumer perception towards in-feed ads  
Hypothesis 3: Increased knowledge about data collection methods will lead to a positive 
consumer perception towards in-feed ads 

Hypothesis 4: Increased knowledge about data collection methods will lead to a decrease in 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers. 
Hypothesis 5: Increased knowledge about data collection methods will lead to no change in 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers. 
Hypothesis 6: Increased knowledge about data collection methods will lead to an increase in 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers.	
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3. Method 
In this section, the methodology will be introduced, where the scientific philosophy and 
approach are presented. This will be continued with a detailed presentation of the research 
design.	

3.1. Methodology 

3.1.1. Scientific Philosophy 

There are a number of scientific philosophies to follow in the field of social sciences, 
including positivism, constructivism, pragmatism, and critical realism (Saunders, Lewis & 
Thornhill, 2009). For the purposes of this thesis, the research followed the philosophy of 
pragmatism. According to Saunders et al. (2009), pragmatism emphasizes what works best in 
order to address the research problem at hand. With pragmatism, research philosophy is 
viewed more as a continuum. This goes against what the positivist and interpretivist 
philosophies usually aim at accomplishing, which is to obtain either law-like generalizations 
or believing that reality is solely constructed by social actors and people’s perception of it. 
With pragmatism, objective and subjective perspectives are not mutually exclusive. For this 
thesis, the researchers have chosen to work with both quantitative and qualitative data because 
it may enable better understanding of social reality, which can be considered a pragmatic 
approach. 

3.1.2. Scientific Approach 

Three major processes of reasoning are usually discussed when performing research. These 
are; inductive, deductive, and abductive reasoning. In inductive reasoning, according to Hyde 
(2000), observations lead to generalizations, while in deductive reasoning generalizations are 
applied to specific instances. Thus, inductive reasoning can therefore be seen as theory-
generating, while deductive reasoning is theory-testing. The third process of reasoning is 
called abductive, which attempts to explain observations by inferring to the best explanation 
(Douven, 2016). The research of this thesis leans towards a deductive approach, as 
generalizations are developed through the research findings. The discussion and analysis 
section of the thesis do, however, consider several different angles and explanations through 
the pragmatic philosophy, which is not necessarily considered deductive, hence the method is 
referred to as “leaning” towards a deductive approach.  

3.1.3. Research Data Type 

Qualitative data is usually gathered through, for instance, open-ended questionnaires or 
unstructured interviews, which are useful in understanding the way in which people think or 
feel. This type of data is difficult to analyze because of the width and sometimes inaccuracy 
of responses from the people it is gathered from. The data is usually divided into broader 
themes and sorted after participant responses in order to gain an overview of what the 
participants have expressed. Quantitative data is usually measured in numerical form though, 
for instance, categories or rank order. This data can be used to construct graphs or tables of 
raw data. Quantitative data requires close-ended questions or rating scales in order to gain 
quantifiable measures. (McLeod, 2008) 

The research of this thesis is based on qualitative data collection, but is backed up by 
quantitative data. The main role of the quantitative data was to answer the research hypothesis 
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through showing relationships between knowledge, consumer perception, and willingness to 
make personal information available to marketers. The qualitative data was gathered in order 
to get a more in-depth explanation of the participant’s perception and viewpoints, and aid in 
the discussion section of the thesis. 

3.1.4. Data Acquisition 

There are two categories of data; primary and secondary data. Primary data is gathered 
directly by the researchers from a chosen group of people for a specific purpose, often times 
through surveys, interviews, and direct observations. The advantage of primary data is that the 
data is specifically gathered for the research purpose, hence it is tailored to help answering the 
specific questions of the researcher. The disadvantage is that primary data is time consuming 
to gather, and often times also expensive. Secondary data is data used by the researcher, but is 
gathered by someone else. It could for instance be data gathered by governmental agencies, 
companies, or organizations. The advantage of secondary data is that it is usually relatively 
inexpensive to gather and less time consuming. It may also offer large samples sizes and long 
time periods. The downside is that as the information was not gathered with the research 
purpose in mind, and was gathered by someone else, it may hold less validity than primary 
data. These different categories of data may be combined in the same research for different 
reasons, for example, in order to compare a local small sample with a national average. 

The research of this thesis was made with primary data, mainly due to the specific research 
purpose and the sensitive nature of data necessary to attain results, but also due to lack of 
secondary data availability.  

3.2. Research Design: Semi-Controlled Field Experiment 

The research design was a combination of questionnaires, group interviews, and an 
experiment, performed in focus groups. The group interviews were semi-structured and had a 
discussion-like nature. These interviews will hereby be referred to as discussions, since the 
atmosphere was highly discussive throughout the gathering of the information, and the 
participants provided the information necessary for the researchers mainly through their 
interpersonal interaction, rather than strictly from interview questions. Both qualitative and 
quantitative data were gathered during focus group sessions, which were designed as semi-
controlled field experiments.  

An experiment is defined by McLeod (2012), as an investigation in which a hypothesis is 
scientifically tested. This is done by manipulating an independent variable (the cause), in this 
case the experiment participant’s knowledge about privacy-invasive procedures behind in-
feed ads, and measuring the dependent variable (the effect), in this case the experiment 
participant’s perception of in-feed ads. There are several different forms of experiments, but 
three general ones mentioned by McLeod are the controlled experiment, field experiment, and 
natural experiment. A controlled experiment is done in a well-controlled environment, such 
as a laboratory, which grants the control necessary to achieve highly accurate measurements. 
A field experiment is done in an everyday environment while still controlling the independent 
variable (i.e. the cause, or in this case, participant’s level of knowledge about privacy-
invasive procedures behind in-feed ads). A natural experiment is also conducted in everyday 
life, but with no control over the independent variable, hence it has more of an observational 
nature.  

This study was designed as a semi-controlled field experiment in order to collect qualitative 
and quantitative data on consumers’ perception of in-feed ads. The researchers employed a 
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combination of field experiment techniques, since it was conducted in an everyday setting of 
the participants, but with elements that are usually associated with controlled experiment as 
the participants were under high levels of control during the duration of the sessions. The 
control over external factors and biases were limited, but the short duration and setting of the 
sessions minimized external influences and experiences during the duration of the experiment. 
The experiment was used in order to manipulate an independent variable in order to answer 
the hypothesis, as well as gaining more qualitative data on the focus group participants’ 
perspective when they had potentially gained more knowledge of the privacy-invasive 
procedures used by marketers regarding in-feed ads. The use and thought behind perceptual 
process was the reasoning for the experiment design of the research, as the researchers wanted 
to manipulate the variable knowledge, in order to change the interpretation stage of the 
perceptual process and subsequently the perception of the participants to test the hypothesis. 

An experiment usually involves a control group in order to statistically compare the exact 
impact of the independent variable, as well as account for extraneous variables. However, in 
this study, the researchers decided to omit the use of a control group because the focus of the 
study was the qualitative data rather than the statistical significance of responses. The main 
purpose of the sessions was to gain qualitative information regarding the participant’s 
perception; the quantitative data was mainly gathered as a means to aid the analysis and 
discussion of the qualitative data. In addition, the aim of the experiment was to arrive at a 
theoretical generalization rather than empirical generalization for which a control group 
would be an essential requirement. 

The main focus of the focus group sessions was to gather qualitative data through the 
discussions for analysis, interpretation, theoretical explanation and discussion. The 
quantitative data, through the questionnaires, was gathered in order to quantifiably measure 
the differences and apply it to the research hypothesis. Even though the approach can not 
necessarily be referred to as an experiment in all its traditional definitions, it did involve 
manipulating the independent variable knowledge in order to look for quantitative and 
qualitative changes in perception and willingness to make personal information available to 
marketers, hence testing the research hypothesis. The data was also gathered in order to 
analyze it through theoretical ideas and frameworks which are listed in the frame of reference 
section, including Bauman’s Postmodernism and Foucault’s Governmentality. This was done 
in order to gain an understanding of what the findings actually meant on a sociological basis, 
thus making it possible to theoretically generalize the findings of this study. The semi-
controlled field experiments were conducted in focus groups. A focus group is a small 
number of people brought together with a moderator to focus on a specific topic. Focus 
groups aim at a discussion instead of individual responses, produces qualitative data 
(preferences & beliefs) that may or may not be representative of the general population. 
(BusinessDictionary, 2017) 

Participants in the focus group of this research were selected based on the following two 
criteria: (a) active social media network use (b) age: 20 to 25, and (c) education: minimum of 
high school/ enrolled in University. The rationale for choosing this age range is due to the fact 
that the researchers wanted to gain insights from respondents that have grown up in the midst 
of widespread social media use (Debatin et al, 2009), as well as seen its increased usage. 
Previous studies conducted on the topic of online privacy perception also used an older age 
range for their studies (Turow, et al., 2009). However, consumer perception may vary widely 
when performed on a younger generation. The total participants of the focus group consisted 
of 48 people, divided into 15 focus groups. The focus group sessions were conducted in the 
Jönköping area, on the Jönköping University campus. Each focus group session lasted for 
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approximately 15 minutes.  

3.2.1. Conducting the Focus Group Sessions 

The experiment consisted of two main periods, with an intermediary period in between, as 
described below. The periods were conducted in succession, with each respective period 
taking approximately three to five minutes. The researchers took notes of the discussions so 
as to gather qualitative data for further analysis.  

Period 1: 

The purpose of Period 1 of the experiment was to gather primary data regarding participants’ 
(1) knowledge of in-feed ads and data-collection methods, (2) perceptions of in-feed ads, and 
(3) willingness to make personal information available to marketers. 

The researchers first provided introductory information on in-feed ads in order to guide the 
participants through Period 1, and to make sure the whole process went according to plan. 
The introductory information given to the focus group participants was a short summarization 
of the concept of in-feed ads, followed by examples of how these ads appeared in a social 
media feed. The participants were told that in-feed ads are online ads that look like they are a 
part of the content they are browsing, meaning that they blend in into the normal content feed. 
Participants were at the same time showed three picture-examples of in-feed ads (please see 
Appendix 1.1) 

Each participant was then given a questionnaire to fill in. The questionnaire was designed 
with a 7-option Likert Scale, which is the most widely used scale of measuring attitude 
(McLeod, S. A. 2008). This scale has also been used in previous studies concerning consumer 
perceptions of in-feed ads (Lee et al, 2016). The data collection with the Likert Scale is done 
by asking participants to choose between pre-determined answers to statements about their 
perception of, and attitude to in-feed ads. Each answer can be transformed into a numerical 
value, thus granting quantitative data for further analysis. The Likert scale makes the 
assumption that attitudes can be measured on a linear scale. In the research of this thesis, this 
gives the advantage of measuring attitudinal changes. The Likert Scale was chosen due to its 
effectiveness in quantifying opinions, as well as the possibility it provides in analyzing the 
data in a relatively simple manner. The response options on all questions of the questionnaire 
ranged from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). 

In measuring participant knowledge of in-feed ads, the researchers aimed to pose questions 
that would test participants in two different ways. Firstly, the researchers wanted to see if 
participants were able to distinguish in-feed ads from other forms of ads. Secondly, the 
researchers wanted to see if participants had knowledge of how in-feed ads actually worked, 
in terms of how they are created and used. This provided a more well-rounded view of 
participant’s knowledge on in-feed ads. It would also prevent faulty schemas from distorting 
their perception of in-feed ads. As previously mentioned, Schema theory explains how 
consumers prior set of beliefs towards an object plays into their actions towards said object 
(Solomon, 2015). Being that in-feed ads share similar visual appearance to its surrounding 
content, participants may behave differently in regards to in-feed ads due to the schema they 
have based on the surrounding media content (that look similar to in-feed ads). This is to say, 
their predetermined schema may have distorted the way they saw and perceived in-feed ads 
(Bartlett, 1932). Therefore, the designed questions aimed to avoid this by getting participants 
to think about the distinction between in-feed ads and other forms of digital ads or visual 
content. Doing so would hopefully prevent their set of beliefs from other forms of ads or 
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visual content from overlapping into their perception of in-feed ads. 

In measuring consumer perceptions of in-feed ads, the researchers posed several questions on 
how participants felt about different aspects of in-feed ads. These aspects included their 
general opinion of in-feed ads, the personalization of in-feed ads, and in-feed ads as a 
marketing tool. Other questions also aimed to see their level of interest when seeing in-feed 
ads, and if participants would consider taking action to prevent in-feed ads from showing up 
in their feed. 

The questionnaire used at Period 1 of the experiment consisted of the following statements: 

A. I have good knowledge of the differences between in-feed ads and other forms of digital 
ads 

B. My level of awareness of in-feed ads in my social media feed is high 
C. My general opinion regarding in-feed ads is positive 
D. The ads in my feed interest or entice me (produces positive feelings/excitement) 
E. Having my online browsing information tracked is a big concern of mine 
F. I feel like I have good knowledge of how my data is collected and stored for advertising 

purposes 
G. I feel like I have good knowledge of how in-feed ads are personalized to my online 

browsing history 
H. My general opinion regarding being offered personalized in-feed ads is positive 
I. I think in-feed ads are a good way of conducting marketing 
J. In the future, if possible, I will take measures to prevent my online browsing habits (for 

instance cookies) from being tracked and stored by the browser 
K. In the future, if possible, I will take measures to prevent in-feed ads in my social media 

feed 

After the completion of the questionnaire, the researchers started an open discussion. The 
objective of this discussion was to gain qualitative data regarding the expressed perceptions 
for further analysis. Its objective was also to give more room for expressing views and 
opinions that were not easily expressed simply through a questionnaire. The researchers asked 
questions about the statements of the questionnaire to get the discussion started and made sure 
the right topics for the purpose of the experiment were discussed in order to gather 
information on the participant’s perceptions. The researchers took notes on the participants 
expressed opinions. 

Intermediary Period: 

The purpose of the Intermediary Period of the experiment was to increase the participant’s 
knowledge about in-feed ads, specifically focusing on the various privacy-invasive 
procedures behind in-feed ads used by marketers to deploy personalized in-feed ads to 
consumers. The researchers presented information to the participants verbally, as well as with 
the help of visual aids through a PowerPoint presentation.  

The participants were told that in-feed ads are usually personalized, so as to have higher 
relevance to the consumer than traditional ads. Examples of potential personalization aspects 
were listed, including whether age group, location, interests & hobbies, potential interests & 
hobbies, and previous browsing history. Two main ways of being shown personalized ads 
were then presented. The first one being “Personalized Facebook ads”. These ads were 
explained as being created by marketers directly on the Facebook platform, with the 
marketers easily choosing who to target with parameters such as age, gender, interests, and 
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location. The participants were told that the reason this information is available to marketers 
is because consumers themselves provide the information on the platform, but that Facebook 
gathers data regarding the user's activities, potential interests, likes, posts etc. as well. The 
other kind of in-feed ads explained was the “Personalized Online Ads through Ad Networks”. 
The participants were told that ad networks are companies that work behind the web-sites, 
providing companies with the service of being marketed through in-feed ads. The explanation 
given regarding these was that the privacy-invasive procedures involved in in-feed ads are 
used and executed by the ad network systems. (Marvin, 2015) 

The participants were given an example of how marketers deploy in-feed ads as a time-line in 
five steps. (1) A consumer browses on one of the websites connected to an ad network. (2) A 
cookie is saved with information regarding the consumer’s visited web pages and time spent 
on these web pages. (3) The consumer enters Facebook. (4) The ad networks senses that the 
consumer is online. (5) The ad network uses the cookies to send out a personalized ad for the 
individual. The company pays the ad network to do, with the hope of getting the consumer to 
revisit the site and hopefully make a purchase.  

As a final remark, the participants were told that the consumers have their online browsing 
data and overall information stored as digital data for the marketers to use for personalizing 
in-feed ads, and that it is done because it increases consumer interest, involvement and 
purchases. 

Period 2: 

After consumers were given deeper knowledge on the various privacy-invasive procedures 
used by marketers to deploy personalized in-feed ads (at the Intermediary Period), the purpose 
of Period 2 of the experiment was to gather qualitative and quantitative data to re-examine 
participants’ (1) knowledge of in-feed ads, (2) perceptions of in-feed ads, and (3) willingness 
to make personal information available online,  

In the beginning of Period 2, a similar questionnaire as in Period 1 was handed out to the 
participants. The same questions from Period 1 were used in this questionnaire (Questions A-
K), with an addition of 3 new questions at the end (Questions L-M). These additional 
questions were self-reporting questions, where participants were asked to indicate if they felt 
any change (if any) in regards to knowledge about data-collection methods, consumer 
perceptions of in-feed ads, and consumer willingness to make personal information available 
to marketers.  The questionnaire of Period 2 consisted of the following statements: 

A. I have good knowledge of the differences between in-feed ads and other forms of digital 
ads 

B. My level of awareness of in-feed ads in my social media feed is high 
C. My general opinion regarding in-feed ads is positive 
D. The ads in my feed interest or entice me (produces positive feelings/excitement) 
E. Having my online browsing information tracked is a big concern of mine 
F. I feel like I have good knowledge of how my data is collected and stored for advertising 

purposes 
G. I feel like I have good knowledge of how in-feed ads are personalized to my online 

browsing history 
H. My general opinion regarding being offered personalized in-feed ads is positive 
I. I think in-feed ads are a good way of conducting marketing 
J. In the future, if possible, I will take measures to prevent my online browsing habits (for 

instance cookies) from being tracked and stored by the browser 
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K. In the future, if possible, I will take measures to prevent in-feed ads in my social media 
feed 

L. My opinion on in-feed ads has changed during the course of this experiment 
M. My awareness/knowledge of data collection methods used for in-feed ads has increased 

during the course of this experiment 
N. My willingness to share personal information online has decreased during the course of 

this experiment 

The discussion in Period 2 was undertaken in the same way as in Period 1. The objective of 
the discussion was to reflect on the information provided in the Intermediary Period, as well 
as the participant’s perceptions on in-feed ads in light of this information. Furthermore, the 
discussion also aimed to evaluate any change between Period 1 and Period 2 in regards to 
participant’s willingness to make personal information available to marketers. Similar to 
Period 1, the statements of the questionnaire were up for discussion. The researchers started 
the discussion after the participants had finished the questionnaires and wrote down notes on 
expressed perceptions by the participants. The researchers made sure to lead the discussion 
towards relatively qualitative answers through the discussion questions. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

3.3.1. Quantitative Analysis 

The quantitative data from the survey responses was processed in the program IBM SPSS 
Statistics 21. A factor analysis was used in order to determine the suitability of our different 
questionnaire responses. The factor analysis evaluated all the response variables in order to 
combine them into factors. The aim for the purpose of this research was to combine the 11 
question items (A-K) into 3 factor variables; Knowledge (i.e. consumers’ knowledge about in-
feed ads), Perception (i.e. consumer perception of in-feed ads), and Willingness (i.e. 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers), which were the three 
categories the questionnaire statements were developed in accordance to. The intended 
variable factors from the 11 question items that were considered in the design of the 
questionnaire: 

Factor	variables Question	items 

Knowledge A,	B,	F,	G 

Perception C,	D,	H,	I,	K 

Willingness E,	J 

 Table 2 - Intended variable factor outcome from the 11 question items 

Linear Regression models were developed on the factor variables using SPSS to determine 
relationships between the independent variable Knowledge and the two dependent variables 
Perception and Willingness. 

	  



21	

3.3.2. Qualitative Analysis 

The qualitative data was interpreted by looking for general patterns from the respondents’ 
answers, while taking abnormalities into consideration for further analysis. It was important 
for the sake of the research to find generalizations within the qualitative data, but not lose 
touch of the spread in responses. The analysis of the data therefore aimed to give the 
possibility to present a wide view of the findings to show the reader the whole picture, while 
focusing on the generality of these findings. This backs up the deductive approach of the 
research. 

The interpretation of the qualitative data therefore divided the responses from all the 
interviews into general categories, pragmatically scanning for the most occurring instances, 
and focusing the general premises of the analysis and discussion on these. This division was 
made by the researchers based on visible and obvious patterns from the notes from the focus 
group discussions. The qualitative data was compared to the regressions performed on the 
quantitative data in order to see similarities and relationships. 

3.4. Ensuring Validity and Reliability during the Study 

Reliability concerns the extent to which repeated trials yield the same results for an 
experiment, test, or other measurement, whereas validity refers to whether or not the research 
measures what it is supposed to measure (Carmines & Zeller, 1979). Reliability can exist 
without validity, but validity cannot exist without reliability. That means the research needs to 
be designed so as to measure what it is supposed to measure in order to draw conclusions 
from it. For this research, it is important that the result of the findings are not too limited 
through the design of the research, as this would cause problems in drawing generalizations. 

When designing the experiment, several aspects were taken into consideration. Awareness 
was raised early on regarding the risk of the experiment becoming biased, with forced results 
due to the participants being given information that could be considered negative, and then 
directly after being asked questions about it. Another aspect that was taken into consideration 
was the pure timespan of the experiment, as it can be presumed the results of an experiment or 
information given will have a spike in effectiveness straight away, but on a more general note 
return to standard levels as time passed and people resumed their everyday lives again. There 
were also reasons to believe that the information provided would already be known in 
advance by some of the participants, which could have reduced the impact of the experiment. 
This was taken into consideration by seeing it as an anomaly in the empirical result, as the 
knowledge change would perhaps not be an influence for these participants. Furthermore, a 
question was included in the Period 2 questionnaire, asking if the participants themselves felt 
any change in their level of knowledge (Period 2, question H). All of this was taken into 
consideration when designing, conducting, and analysing the results. It was assumed that the 
results obtained from this experiment would not be completely representative, considering the 
small sample size and short time span. In order to track actual opinions on the subject, the 
experiment should probably be conducted during a period of years, with a larger group of 
participants from different demographic and social settings, which was not possible in this 
work. Overall, the researchers tried to be neutral in the way they posed questions and led the 
discussions, hence not pushing respondents towards answers.  

When performing an experiment, it is important to keep it objective, unbiased, and not force 
the participant’s reaction in order to get scientific and valid results. As the research was 
performed in a small social setting, social pressure effects like social desirability bias, and 
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social conformity bias, may have changed the participant’s responses. Social desirability bias 
refers to the effect where respondents are unwilling or unable to answer accurately in order to 
defend their ego, or managing others impression of them (Fisher, 1993), which results in data 
being biased towards the respondent’s perception of what is correct or socially acceptable. It 
could, for instance, be putting a more socially acceptable score when asked about prejudices 
towards other cultures or ethnicities, with the fear of being labelled as “racist”. In the case of 
this thesis research, the bias could have influenced respondents’ answers in either direction, 
with respondents either over-reporting or under-reporting their feelings and perceptions 
towards privacy-invasiveness, with respect to their perceived view on society’s general 
opinion in the question. The factor of social conformity was also taken into account. Social 
conformity bias refers to a change in behaviour or belief toward a group standard as a result of 
the group’s influence on an individual (Encyclopedia of Sociology, 2001). 

In order to reduce potential external influences such as social pressure factors (i.e. social 
desirability bias and social conformity bias) on the participants, the experiment was to be 
conducted in such a way that the information provided by the conductors of the experiment 
was as objective as possible, with no positive or negative connotations while presenting, and 
no extra value given to certain aspects of the presentation. This was considered in; both of the 
questionnaires, the questions asked for the discussion portion, the presentation by the 
conductors, and in the overall behaviour of the conductors during the experiment. This was all 
done in order to reduce the effect of forced or biased negative reactions towards being 
“tracked” or privacy-invaded, as well as it being a must in order to keep the research 
scientific. 

In terms of the data analysis, it was important to ensure that valid results were produced. A 
factor analysis was therefore used in order to calculate the strength of suitability between 
variables. In the regression model, consideration was taken to the significance values and the 
validity of these calculations. 

	 	



23	

4. Empirical Analysis and Findings 
In this section, the quantitative data findings from the questionnaires will be presented, as 
well as qualitative data gathered from the focus group discussion. The data will be presented 
under three categories: Respondents’ Knowledge of In-Feed Ads, Respondents’ Perception of 
In-Feed Ads, and Respondents’ Willingness to Make Personal Information Available to 
Marketers. 

4.1. Factor Analysis 

Out of the 48 total questionnaire responses, 3 contained a flaw in on one of the questions. 
These included one missing answer on one of the statements, a double-entry answer, and one 
answer that indicated the respondent had misunderstood the question. These responses were 
dealt with by using the mean answer of that participant's factor variable (depending on which 
response was missing). This was based on the method “Mean substitution” as proposed by 
Derrick A. Bennett (2001). The downside to this is that it can lead to underestimations of the 
variance. As the number of faulty responses were so few however, it was considered the most 
time-efficient and reasonable by the researchers. 

The factor analyses show strong indication that the intended questions were suitable for 
determining the factors of this study - those being Knowledge, Perception, and Willingness – 
in both Period 1 and Period 2 of the data collection process (as shown in Table 2).  

In SPSS, combining these variables into factors is called Factor Dimension Reduction. The 
data was gathered from a Varimax rotated covariance matrix and it was done for two sets of 
data; Period 1 variables and Period 2 variables. Coefficient values under 0.35 were suppressed 
in order to clear up the data. 
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Questionnaire 

Items  

 

Factor variables 

 

Perception 

(Period 1) 

Perception 

(Period 2) 

Knowledge 

(Period 1) 

Knowledge 

(Period 2) 

Willingness 

(Period 1) 

Willingness 

(Period 2) 

A    ,768 ,627    

B    ,753 ,769    

C ,856 ,861       

D ,802 ,805       

E       ,865 ,887 

F    ,783 ,850    

G    ,746 ,763    

H ,886 ,900       

I ,572 ,639       

J       ,727 ,686 

K ,556 ,732       

- Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
- Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization 
- Rotation converged in 4 iterations 

 
Table 3 - Computed Factor Matrix 
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4.2. Respondents’ Knowledge of In-feed Ads 

As stated in the method chapter, the primary objective why the researchers gave presentation 
about in-feed ads between Period 1 and Period 2 is to increase respondents’ knowledge on in-
feed ads. This was done as a basis for assessing how respondents’ perceptions and willingness 
to make personal information available to marketers change as they gain more knowledge 
about in-feed ads. 

For presenting the changes between the different Periods, simple mean calculations were used 
for analysis and presentation. These indicate the ordinal change in the scale 1 to 7, with a 
mean reference point of 4 when necessary (such as for the self-reported measure). 

The unit used to measure with was the Likert scale ranging from 1 to 7. As 1 to 7 are the 
responses to statements in the questionnaire, it is in this research considered an ordinal scale. 
All calculations in SPSS and the presentations of the data follows this unit. 

The gathered data demonstrates that the mean total change in participants’ knowledge about 
privacy-invasive procedures used by marketers online was 1.18 on the ordinal scale 1 to 7, or 
a 28% increase, indicating a relevant increase in knowledge (please see Figure 3). 
Participants’ self-reported increase in knowledge about in-feed ads shows a mean value of 
4.88, thus indicating an average increase of 0.88 or 22%.  

Even though this self-assessed increase in knowledge is lower than researchers’ objectively 
assessed increase in knowledge (by 6 percentage points) both indicate that on average, 
participants’ knowledge increased, therefore the first goal of the experiment was achieved. 
The next step is to analyse how respondents’ increased knowledge (IV) relates with their 
perception (DV) and willingness to make personal information available to marketers (DV) 
by conducting a regression analysis. 

	

Figure 3 - Level of consumers Knowledge of in-feed ads in Period 1 and Period 2	

 

In terms of qualitative findings, it was noted that the respondents expressed increased levels 
of knowledge during the discussions. 	 	
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4.2. Respondents’ Perception of In-feed Ads 

4.2.1 Quantitative results 

The next step in the analysis was to see how respondents’ knowledge of in-feed ads (IV) 
relates with their perception of in-feed ads (DV). As stated in hypothesis 1 – 3, there were 
three possible outcomes of this analysis: 

Hypothesis 1: Increased knowledge about data-collection methods will lead to a negative 
consumer perception towards in-feed ads 
Hypothesis 2: Increased knowledge about data-collection methods will have no effect on 
consumer perception towards in-feed ads  
Hypothesis 3: Increased knowledge about data-collection methods will lead to a positive 
consumer perception towards in-feed ads 

To test this hypothesis, we compared the regression coefficients of Period 1 and Period 2 as 
shown in Tables 4, 5 and 6. 
 

 
Table 4 - Model Summary of Perception Regressions Period 1 and Period 2

 
Model Summary 

Period 1 Period 2 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted 
R Square 

Std. Error 
of the 

Estimate Model R R Square 
Adjusted 
R Square 

Std. Error 
of the 

Estimate 

1 ,311a ,097 ,013 1,02445 1 ,313a ,098 ,014 1,16778 
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ANOVAa 

Period 1 Period 2 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df 

Mean 
Square F Sig. 

Sum of 
Squares df 

Mean 
Square F Sig. 

Regression 4,839 4 1,208 1,151 ,346 3,027 1 3,027 2,246 ,141b 

Residual 45,129 43 1,050     61,983 46 1,347     

Total 49,959 47       65,010 47       

Table 5 - ANOVA Table of Perception Regressions Period 1 and Period 2 

Coefficientsb 

Period 1 Period 2 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B 
Std. 
Error Beta B 

Std. 
Error Beta 

(Constant) 4,149 ,554  7,483  2,884 ,877  3,288 ,002 

Knowledge -,067 ,128 -,077 -,521 ,346 ,251 ,167 ,216 1,499 ,141 

Table 6 - Coefficients of Perception Regressions Period 1 and Period 2 
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In analysing the regressions, the R2 value, the sigma value, and the coefficients were taken 
into account. The R² of the linear regression model for Period 1 is .097 and for Period 2 is 
.098 (Table 4). This means that the linear regression explains 9.7% of the variance in the data 
for Period 1 and 9.8% of the variance in the data for Period 2.  

The significance values for R² show that we can reject the models of both Period 1 (sig. .346 
from Table 5) and Period 2 (sig. .141 from table 5). There is no proven autocorrelation, since 
the sigma values for R² are far from the accepted significance level of 0.05. 

The unstandardized coefficients results of the regression model (Table 6) show coefficients -
.67 and .251 for Period 1 (sig. .346) and Period 2 (sig. .141) respectively. If the results would 
have been significant (sig. <0.05), it would have meant that for every 1 unit increase in 
Knowledge, there would have been a .067 decrease (more negative) for Period 1 and .251 
increase (more positive) for Period 2 in Perception of in-feed ads. 

Factors such as the sample size being low (48 observations) and the fact that more than just 
knowledge about privacy intrusiveness could affect the total perception may explain the low 
R² value and the insignificance of the model. 

4.2.2 Qualitative results 

In general, a pattern of a slight positive perception of in-feed ads was noticed. This mainly 
from participants preferring to experience personalized ads rather than non-personalized ads. 
Participants seemed to enjoy receiving relevant content in their feeds, and therefore felt it was 
a pragmatic way of conducting marketing. 

At the same time, several participants expressed “annoyance”, “irritation” or “inconvenience” 
towards being shown in-feed ads. Feelings of “irritation” were usually caused by the fact that 
in-feed ads were still present in the middle of their feed, to which they had to scroll past. 
Being that certain platforms, such as Instagram, started solely as an image sharing platform 
(without any ads) certain participants perceived the recent addition of in-feed ads to the 
platform as an annoyance. 

With regards to buying intentions, certain participants stated that the personalized nature of 
in-feed ads produced the opposite effect due to feelings of “annoyance” and “irritation”. Other 
respondents viewed in-feed ads as an effective way of getting consumers interested in the 
products shown in the ad, thus increasing their buying intentions. However, respondents 
viewed increased buying intentions in different ways. On one hand, this was convenient for 
them, as they were being notified of products that appealed to them. On the other hand, others 
perceived their increased interest in buying a product as a negative, since it served as an 
incentive to spend more money. 

In regards to the data-collection methods used for creating in-feed ads, several participants 
perceived the process as “scary” and "bringing up feelings of unease”. One participant stated 
that they “felt like they were being followed, especially when these (in-feed) ads come up 
directly after you have searched for something”. 

Some respondents perceived personalization in a positive manner, as they would rather 
receive personalized ads than non-personalized. Others even felt that personalization through 
data-collection was a great form of technological innovation. In fact, the only negative 
opinions these participants held towards in-feed ads were ads that failed to be personalized 
towards them, stating that “If [in-feed ads] work and are relevant to me, they are good. If it 
does not work, they are annoying”. However, these opinions were usually held by those who 
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were aware of the fact that “[Companies] cannot specifically link my activities or cookies 
directly to me as a person”.  

In a few cases, people expressed highly negative reasons and concerns of the possibility for 
online data storage, even for advertising purposes. Their argumentation was usually in regards 
to a higher societal level, with concerns for destructive tools and systems being in place when 
for instance future governments take over (and not necessarily with concerns to how 
companies use it). A common viewpoint was feelings of acceptance for data-collection 
methods, despite negative perceptions of these methods. When asked how consumer 
perceptions of in-feed ads could evolve in the future, one participants stated that “Our 
generation is going to accept [in-feed ads]. It is going to be a part of society”.	

4.3. Consumers’ willingness to make personal information available to 
marketers 

4.3.1. Quantitative results 

The next step in the analysis was to see how respondents’ knowledge of in-feed ads (IV) 
relates with their willingness to make personal information available online (DV). As stated in 
hypothesis 4 – 6, there were three possible outcomes of this analysis: 

Hypothesis 4: Increased knowledge about data-collection methods will lead to a decrease in 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers. 
Hypothesis 5: Increased knowledge about data-collection methods will lead to no change in 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers. 
Hypothesis 6: Increased knowledge about data-collection methods will lead to an increase in 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers. 

To test this hypothesis, we compared the regression coefficients of Period 1 and Period 2 as 
shown in Tables 7, 8 and 9.  
 

 
Model Summary 

Period 1 Period 2 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted 
R Square 

Std. Error 
of the 

Estimate Model R R Square 
Adjusted 
R Square 

Std. Error 
of the 

Estimate 

1 ,392a ,154 ,075 1,23207 1 ,293 ,086 ,001 1,18689 

Table 7 - Model Summary of Willingness Regressions Period 1 and Period 2 
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ANOVAa 

Period 1 Period 2 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df 

Mean 
Square F Sig. 

Sum of 
Squares df 

Mean 
Square F Sig. 

Regression 11,846 4 2,962 1,951 ,119 4,671 4 1,418 1,006 ,415 

Residual 65,274 43 1,518     60,574 43 1,409     

Total 77,120 47       66,245 47       

Table 8 - ANOVA Table of Willingness Regressions Period 1 and Period 2 

Coefficientsb 

Period 1 Period 2 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

t 
Sig

. B 
Std. 
Error Beta B 

Std. 
Error Beta 

(Constant) 3,740 ,689  5,427  3,727 ,904  4,1
21 

,00
0 

Knowledge ,075 ,159 ,159 ,470 ,119 ,087 ,172 ,075 ,507 ,415 

Table 9 - Coefficients of Willingness Regressions Period 1 and Period 2 
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The R² of the linear regression model for Period 1 is .154 and for Period 2 is .086 (Table 7). 
This means that the linear regression explains 15.4% of the variance in the data for Period 1 
and 8.6% of the variance in the data for Period 2.  

The significance values for R² show that we can reject the models of both Period 1 (sig. .119 
from Table 8) and Period 2 (sig. .415 from table 8). There is no proven autocorrelation, since 
the sigma values for R² are far from the accepted significance level 0.05. 

The unstandardized coefficients results of the regression model (Table 9) show coefficients 
.075 and .087 for Period 1 (sig. .119) and Period 2 (sig. .415) respectively. If the results would 
have been significant (sig. <0.05), this means that for every 1 unit increase in Knowledge 
there is a .075 increase for Period 1 and .087 increase for Period 2 in Willingness to Make 
Personal Information Available to Marketers. 

Factors like the sample size being low, only 48 observations, and that more than just 
Knowledge about privacy intrusiveness affects the total Willingness may explain the low R² 
and the insignificance of the model.	

4.3.2. Qualitative results 

In general, participants expressed an indifference or capitulation towards giving up personal 
information to marketers, oftentimes referring to a sense of inevitability of having their 
personal information tracked and stored for marketing purposes, and in general, online. 
Some participants expressed their willingness to take measures in order to prevent their online 
browsing activities from being tracked, although many felt that “there was nothing to do 
about it”, in regards to online tracking. In terms of willingness to make personal information 
available to marketers, opinions were varied. On one hand, certain participants felt the need to 
take more safety precautions when it came to their personal information online (in response to 
being followed and tracked online). On the other hand, other participants felt “too 
insignificant” to be monitored, in saying “Who is looking at specifically me?” 

When asked if they would take any preventative measures in the future, one respondent stated 
that “It might be better to just quit social media if you want to avoid [in-feed ads]. Much like 
consumer perceptions of in-feed ads, certain respondents felt that in-feed ads and data-
collection methods were going to be more common in the future. Thus, they felt that taking 
preventative measures towards their personal information online wasn’t useful, as this 
information would inevitably be collected regardless. Other respondents expressed that they 
would not take any preventative measures at all, since making their personal information 
available to marketers would result in increased personalization of ads. This would in turn 
hopefully lead to in-feed ads that were more relevant for these participants. 
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5. Discussion and Conclusions 

In this section, the findings will be discussed and interpreted. The analysis will be divided into 
three categories: Respondents’ Knowledge of In-Feed Ads, Respondents’ Perception of In-
Feed Ads, and Respondents’ Willingness to Make Personal Information Available to 
Marketers.	

5.1. Respondents’ Knowledge of In-feed Ads 

The participants assigned meaning, beliefs, concepts, and expectations of the stimuli in-feed 
ads, or schema as described in the frame of reference, was theorized to change with increase 
in knowledge, which would affect the perceptual process of the consumers and in the end also 
the perception. 

The knowledge of the participants increased according to the data, which shows success in the 
intention of the research. The increased change in knowledge was relatively easy to attain, 
since the previous level of knowledge was generally rather low. Most of the increase in 
knowledge was from the information provided to the participants, but the participants also 
seemed to gather knowledge and input from each other during the discussions. According to 
the self-reported measure, the participants indicated a lower level of increase in knowledge 
than the total factor measure from the other statements, a modest statement. The participants 
expressed new views in light of this new information, with reference to their perception and 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers. The participants being able 
to discuss the information provided to them indicates some level of informational attainment, 
at least short term. 

5.2. Respondents’ Perception of In-feed Ads 

The experiment design of the research was linked to the perceptual process, in an attempt to 
change the participants’ interpretation and subsequently perception of in-feed ads. It seems 
from the qualitative data that as though when the schema of the participants changed, their 
interpretation of the in-feed ads changed accordingly. With the increase in knowledge, they 
made new interpretations with the help of the new information, changing their final 
perception of in-feed ads. 

The regression analysis on consumer perception was rejected, but if it would have been 
accepted, it would have indicated a slight increase occurring in perception (meaning a more 
positive perception) with rise in knowledge of the privacy-invasive aspects of in-feed ads. The 
qualitative data says that participants oftentimes saw ads as something unavoidable in their 
lives, and would have generally preferred personalized ads that added value, as opposed to 
non-personalized ads in their social media feeds. This was the main reason for the generally 
positive perception of in-feed ads expressed from the participants (from the qualitative data). 
If the qualitative data is used to back up the quantitative data, or just used in order to 
speculate on which presented Hypothesis the data answered, it would indicate that 
Hypothesis 3: “Increased knowledge about data-collection methods will lead to a positive 
consumer perception towards in-feed ads”, or potentially Hypothesis 2: “Increased 
knowledge about data-collection methods will have no effect on consumer perception 
towards in-feed ads” was confirmed.  
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The mentality of unavoidability expressed by the participants was discussed from two main 
perspectives. One perspective was that ads were seen by the participants as something the 
providers of the social media networks had to deploy in order to make revenue. They had seen 
that same behavior from companies and services throughout their life, and took it for granted 
to be exposed to ads as long as they did not have to pay for using the service itself. Paying for 
the service was the other main perspective of the unavoidability of the ads. Ads were seen as 
an integral part of every free service, and in the discussions, it was mentioned that ads were 
one of the reasons as to why the internet is free, hence the overall acceptance of ads. 

The unavoidability can also be argued to stem from patterns of habit. Society’s social media 
usage has increased and taken place during such a long time, making it an integral part of 
everyday life. In-feed ads have become a part of the social media platforms in recent years, 
thus, the acceptance level of in-feeds may have increased among consumers, as they see these 
ads as a given part of a habitual everyday experience when browsing through content feeds. 

5.3. Consumer’s Willingness to Make Personal Information Available to 
Marketers 

With the increase in information and changed perception, the cognitive dissonance 
experienced by the participants changed in several instances. A large part of the participants 
expressed cognitive dissonance choosing between personalized ads (a positive outcome) and 
privacy-invasiveness (oftentimes considered slightly negative), since they would rather have 
personalized ads than non-personalized ads. These cognitive dissonances are expressed and 
theorized in this section. 

Even though feelings of unease and concern were expressed during the discussions, the main 
findings of the qualitative data still points at people’s indifference, or rather reluctant 
acceptance of privacy-invasive procedures of in-feed ads. The quantitative data was rejected 
and decided not to base major conclusions on, but had it not, the quantitative findings would 
have pointed towards a slight increase in willingness to make personal information available 
to marketers as knowledge increased. As mentioned under the previous title, this may have 
been a result of the participants’ preference for personalized content in their in-feed ads. 
Using the qualitative data to draw conclusions on the proposed hypotheses (and potentially 
backing up the quantitative data despite its rejection), this indicates a confirmation of 
Hypothesis 5: “Increased knowledge about data-collection methods will lead to no change in 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers”, or potentially Hypothesis 
6: “Increased knowledge about data-collection methods will lead to an increase in willingness 
to make personal information available to marketers. The qualitative data mainly backs up 
Hypothesis 5, as the feelings expressed could often times be described as feelings of 
hopelessness towards a privacy-invasive system. The participants’ way of describing this 
suggested that privacy-invasive procedures were something they had gotten used to, or taken 
as a given in today's society. In many cases, the preference of receiving personalized over 
non-personalized ads were an indicator for the confirmation of Hypothesis 6. As this was 
something that was expressed in most focus groups, we found it necessary to find a theoretical 
explanation behind this sentiment. 

As mentioned in the Frame of Reference section, the concepts of modernity and 
postmodernity, as described by Sigmund Freud and Zygmunt Bauman, suggests that people 
have given up some levels of freedom in exchange for security, or vice versa, as the 
postmodern-era has increased its influence. What this could suggest is that people see it as a 
given that their information may be tracked and stored online, just as they expect some of 
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their personal information to be tracked and stored by governmental agencies in order to 
achieve societal order and security. The acceptance of this may have constantly increased 
during the years, as privacy-invasiveness has continued to occur in forms of giving up 
freedom, up until the latter half of the 20th century. The age of the participants in our research 
therefore points towards them growing up in an era where they have been indulging in 
consumption-related patterns related to postmodernity and increased freedom, but while still 
living in a society heavily influenced by the previous modernity era and acceptance of 
privacy-intrusiveness. 

Several years ago, the perceived issue of online personal data storage was high for a 
seemingly large amount of people. The issue was highly discussed and included one big event 
in the form of the NSA WikiLeaks by Edward Snowden. However, the discussion regarding 
this issue seems to have decreased in the last years. Perhaps a societal acceptance has started 
to grow on the issue again, which could also explain the empirical findings of this research. 
This acceptance usually resided within arguments of how everyone else is also monitored in 
society, and how it therefore is acceptable. 

Despite a positive change in perception, there was generally no change (neither positive nor 
negative) in willingness to share personal information online. This might indicate that the 
positive increase in perception of in-feeds ads balance the participant’s opinions regarding 
privacy-invasiveness, since despite increased knowledge and expressed concern, they still 
express no indications of willingness to take immediate action to prevent privacy-
invasiveness aspects of data collection. The acceptance of privacy-invasiveness thereby seems 
to stem from the participants perceived trade-off between the convenience of being offered 
personalized ads, and the privacy-invasiveness. 

The expressed and observed participant perceived trade-off of privacy-invasiveness for the 
sake of convenience can be seen as to stem from a simple cost-benefit analysis in the 
participant’s minds. Thus, the cost of privacy-invasive methods may be considered as the 
price of admission for the increased convenience of in-feed ads and social media experience. 
The theory of cognitive dissonance explains the same trade-off in different way. In this case, 
the different ways of perceiving in-feed ads and privacy-invasiveness can play a role in how 
the participants’ cognitive activities go about how to decide their preference towards in-feed 
ads. If we consider the choice being a positive outcome, personalized ads, in exchange for the 
negative outcome of having personal information stored, some may see the negative aspect 
trivial, and prefer personalized ads. Other participants did not want in-feed ads in any 
capacity. This can be theorized as the consumer having to decide between two negative 
outcomes, either having annoying non-personalized ads showing up in their media feed, or 
having personalized ads that demand privacy-invasion. In these cases, some may choose to 
have the regular ads, with the perception of those being the lesser of two evils. It is important 
to note however, that some participants expressed no negative concerns regarding privacy-
invasiveness, as they hardly considered collection of their data online to be privacy-invasive. 
In these cases, the trade-off decision was quite clear, as several expressed a preference of 
personalized ads for the convenience. 

Without people’s drive towards being online, cognitive dissonance would not need to appear, 
and the participants would not have to make decisions regarding the trade-off between 
privacy-invasive and convenience. They would instead refrain from using social media 
platforms. So why is there acceptance of both in-feed ads and privacy-invasiveness? There 
seems to be behaviours underlying the compliance seen by the participants and possibly by 
society as a whole when it comes to social media platforms. This behaviour includes, but is 
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not limited to, fear of missing out. Fear of missing out is characterized by a desire to stay 
continuously connected to what other are doing, with the apprehension that others might be 
having rewarding experiences from which one is absent (Przybylski, Murayama, DeHaan & 
Gladwell, 2013). This is argued by Anderson (2011) to be something that may result in people 
compulsively checking their social media feeds. It can be seen as a psychological dependence 
to being online, leading to anxiety when being disconnected from social media channels.  

This dependence or drive towards being online is not necessarily limited to the fear of missing 
out, but can also be due to social network reasons and entertainment consumption purposes. 
Since people may believe that “everybody else is on there, I need to be too”, it increases 
willingness to give up personal freedom in order to fit in, and also heightens tolerance for 
exposure that is considered invasive, such as in-feed ads. It could be seen as a punishment not 
to be connected, as it means being left out, or missing out. The consumption on social media 
for entertainment purposes, or stimulus, might be positive or addictive enough to go along 
with privacy-invasive procedures. 

By accepting privacy-invasiveness and being exposed to ads, the participants are able to 
continue their social media activities, not risking being left out of this socially acceptable 
must and missing valuable everyday stimuli and rituals in the form of checking their social 
media feed(s). There is like there is social punishment towards not being on social media, 
therefore people accept privacy-invasiveness as a must. The participants seem to accept the 
privacy-invasiveness of in-feed ads in order to avoid punishment, or to possibly gain rewards 
that this offers. In this case, rewards being presented stimuli and not missing out, and the 
punishment being social exclusion to an extent. 

	 	



36	

6. Conclusions 

In this section, the research questions are listed and discussed, and final discussion and 
conclusions take place. 

Research Question 1: How do consumers perceive the privacy-invasiveness of in-feed advertisements? 

From our data collection, we conclude that consumers have concerns over the privacy-
invasive aspects of in-feed ads. At the same time, however, consumers also reluctantly accept 
the invasive aspects of online tracking due to a sense of inevitability. Other consumers, 
however, have a preference for personalized ads over non-personalized in-feed ads, and 
thereby perceive the privacy-invasive aspects in a positive light.  

Research Question 2: How do consumer’s perception of in-feed ads, as well as their behaviour 
towards online privacy change with increased knowledge of privacy-invasiveness of in-feed ads? 

 

As consumers’ knowledge of the privacy-invasive procedures used by marketers to deploy in-
feed ads increases, their perception of in-feed ads increase slightly, and willingness to make 
personal information available to marketers does not change. This is due to the perceived 
positive aspects of receiving personalized ads, and the feeling of privacy-invasive 
unavoidability. Consumers are not necessarily willing to take measures in order to increase 
their level of online protection against data collection even after having gained more 
knowledge about the data collection methods themselves. 
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7. Implications of the findings and Limitations of the study 

In this section, the limitations and implications of the findings will be discussed.	

7.1. Implications for Theory 

The findings of this thesis shows several interesting areas of how consumers perceive the 
privacy-invasiveness of in-feed ads, which can be speculated to apply to privacy-invasiveness 
online in general as well. The age group of these participants, ranging from 20 to 25, seemed 
to be overall rather indifferent towards privacy-invasive aspects of their online activities. If 
this trend is something that can be seen throughout the entire population, or at least in the 
younger generations, it could offer great opportunities for future marketing activities. With a 
seemingly ever-increasing global usage of social networks and time spent shopping and 
indulging in entertainment online, the resources spent by marketers and purchases made by 
consumers on the internet will continue to increase. The connectivity and possibility of cheap 
data collection and consumer tracking has the possibility of making the online marketing 
scene increasingly effective, profitable, and adaptable, given the lack of concern that 
consumers express about related privacy concerns. If, however, the tides turn, and people 
become more aware and concerned of privacy-invasiveness online, the issue may reach 
enough complacency for the general population to take measures, individual or political, to 
prevent storage of data and privacy-invasion from taking place online. This would most likely 
entail the effectiveness of online marketing being greatly reduced, and thereby an external 
threat for online marketers to look out for in the future. 

One major finding was the overall positive perception of in-feed ads by the participants. As 
mentioned in the analysis, this was mainly due to their preference for receiving personalized 
in-feed ads that were perceived as more exciting and relevant, as opposed to non-personalized 
ads. The participants seemed to forego the idea of having no ads at all, and saw ads an 
unavoidable part of online activities. This is something that is important to be aware of in the 
field of in-feed ads in the future, as the positive perception makes personalization of ads a 
well-received marketing strategy. The expressed acceptance of the existence of ads, or 
unavoidability, may also point at the success of online ads in the present time, as people do 
not place much emphasis on blocking ads out of their life, but instead see ads as a positive 
experience when they are relevant towards the consumers need and wants. The receptiveness 
of these ads may change however, as consumers become more adapted to their stimulus and 
increase their defenses towards these types of ad systems, which is a threat that calls for 
future concern. 

7.2. Implications for Research 

The research of this thesis focused on consumer perception towards in-feed ads and 
willingness to make personal information available to marketers as factors that could be 
affected by increased knowledge about data-collection methods. Future avenues of study 
could take a look at how increased knowledge affects a consumer's wish to receive targeted 
in-feed ads in the future. While a link can be drawn between making information available 
online and willingness to receive ads, there are limitations, especially as attitudes towards 
privacy is not only linked to advertisements. Future research can also examine safety 
measures towards privacy taken by consumers. Due to time constraints, these factor could not 
easily be included in the research. Only the “intention and want” to take safety precautions 
was measured, but considering the privacy paradox, there is no guarantee the participants 
actually behave in ways they say they will. 
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7.3. Limitations of the study 

In order to gain insight from research that is applicable to a larger extent, greater resources in 
terms of time, effectiveness, and scale are needed. Gaining psychological data to answer 
questions such as the ones in this research is a demanding task, which requires both time, 
depth, and a large sample size. These resource issues were known before conducting the 
research, and resulted in limitations in terms of scope. It was decided the research was to be 
undertaken in all case however, as the gap in existing literature was noted early on. 

The overall design of the study’s experiment was in hindsight ambitious, but did perhaps not 
reach the results that the research aimed at from the beginning. Gathering the data was more 
time-consuming than expected, mainly due to the fact that no time limits were set in place for 
the discussions. Thus, respondents were more willing to express their views than initially 
thought. The positive side of this was that the considered biases like social conformity rarely 
seemed to be an issue. What it meant, however, was that the original plan of gaining a total 
sample size of one hundred participants was not attainable within the given time frame. The 
original plan was also to have a control group. This was excluded however, due to time 
constraints, as well as due to the realization from the researchers that implementing control 
groups would not add the value we desired. The quality of the sessions did however make the 
research appear valid rather quickly, and the data gathered followed a trend from beginning to 
end. Despite this, it is difficult to know whether qualitative research, through focus groups or 
any other means, really reaches the deepest “why?” of what people think, feel, and perceive. 
The experience during the sessions and analysis of the data was, however, that a lot of valid 
information was gathered and that higher levels of knowledge and understanding was 
achieved. The time span between Period 1 and Period 2 was short - around ten minutes. The 
better option (however, unfeasible due to the time constraints) would have been to perform 
the experiment over a longer time period, so as to give the participants more time to 
internalize the information given during the experiment, before returning for the 2nd period of 
our questionnaire and discussion.	
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