_ A Tale of Two Sources in Native Advertising:
Examining the Effects of Source Credibility and Priming on Content, Organizations, and
Media Evaluations
By
Mu Wu, Yan Huang, Ruobing Li, Denise Bortree, Fan Yang, Anli Xiao, Ruoxu Wang
College of Communications, Penn State University

Introduction

Native advertising defined as “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, n.d.), has been
hailed as the next big trend for public relations (Dvorkin, 2014). Yet, it has been highly contested
and debated in the academic field. Speaking on a panel at the AEJMC conference in August
2015, Steve Rubel, Chief Content Strategist for Edelman, said that native advertising has been
broadly adopted as a highly successful public relations strategy. However, a presentation at
IPRRC in Miami a year earlier suggeéted that native advertising and content marketing will
erode the relationship that public relations builds with its publics (Hallahan, 2014).

This study had two key objectives. First, it explored what happens to liking, perceived
quality, and credibility related to both the media source and the content source (corporation)
when a reader encounters native advertising. Further, it explores whether high credibility media
sources and content sources are impacted differently from low credibility sources. The authors
reason that high credibility media sources and content sources may experience a greater erosion
of trust and credibility than low credibility sources. Second, it explores whether education about
native advertising influences the perceptions of an ad among readers.

Method

To test the hypotheses, a 2 (priming: presence vs. absence) x 2 (media credibility: high vs. low)
x 2 (corporate credibility: high vs. low) factorial between-subjects design experiment was
‘conducted.

e Sample: A total of 500 Amazon Mechanical Turkers participated in the study (M,,, =
35.56, SD,,, = 11.88; females 52.8%).
e Procedures: cover story - random assignment - priming manipulation - read article -
answer questions.
& Manipulations:
o Priming: Half of the participants read a short description of native advertising
(priming condition), while the other half read a paragraph about the solar system
(control condition).
o Media Credibility: New York Times vs. BuzzFeed (Lazauskas, 2015, September 8)
o Corporate Credibility: Marriott vs. Super 8 (based on pre-test results)
e Measurement:



¢ Content evaluation was measured on 7 point semantic differential scale, while
perceived persuasive intention and company/media evaluation were measured on
7 point Likert scale.

©  Content evaluation: 15 items (Sundar & Nass, 2001) including perceived quality
(e.g., clear, comprehensive, Cronbach’s a = .86), perceived credibility (e.g.,
accurate, fair, Cronbach’s a = .82), and liking (e.g., lively, enjoyable, Cronbach’s
@=.92).

©  Perceived persuasive intention: 4 items (Reinhard, Messner, & Sporer, 2006,
Cronbach’s a = .73, e.g., The article has a strong interest in changing my attitude
toward a brand.) ‘

©  Company/media evaluation: five components including competence, good will
(McCroskey & Trevens, 1999), trust, satisfaction, and commitment (Hon &
Grunig, 1999). Cronbach’s as ranged from 0.90 to 0.96 for the five components.

©  Demographic information: gender, ethnicity, age, education level, and family
income.

Results

® HI: Priming increases (a) ad recognition (b) perception of persuasive intent.

A significant main effect for priming on ad recognition was found, /(1, 492) = 12.00, p <
.01, n,*=.02. In particular, participants who were primed about native advertising were more
likely to recognize the article as an ad (M =5.30, SE = -10) compared to those in the non-priming
condition (M= 4.79, SE = .11). Therefore, H1a was supported.

Additionally, results revealed a marginally significant main effect for priming on
perceived persuasive intent, F(1, 492) = 3.60, p=.06, np2=.01. In particular, participants who
were primed about native advertising perceived greater persuasive intent when viewing the
article (M =3.88, SE = .07) compared to those who viewed the article without priming (M= 3.68,
SE = .08). Therefore, H1b was partially support from the study data.

This main effect, however, should be interpreted in the context of a marginally significant
three-way interaction effect between priming, media credibility, and corporate credibility, F(1,
492) =3.70, p = .06, n,/=.01.
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Figure 1. Three-way interaction of priming, media credibility and corporate crediblity on
perceived persuasive intent

e H2: Priming decreases content evaluation in terms of liking, perceived quality, and

credibility.

Results indicated a significant main effect for priming on perceived content credibility,
H(1, 82) = 9,59, p%< 01, =102, Specifically, participants who were primed with the idea of
native advertising perceived the article as less credible (M = 4.69, SE = .06) compared to those
who did not receive the priming message (M = 4.98, SE = .07). However, priming did not
significantly affect perceived content quality, F(1, 492) = 1.91, p > .05, and liking of the native
advertising content, F(1, 492) = 0.14, p > .05. Therefore, H2 received partial support.

e H3: Higher levels of corporate credibility will lead to more positive evaluation of (a)
advertising content, (b) company, and (c) media outlet.

Results revealed a significant main effect for corporate credibility on perceived company
competency, F(1,492)=4.74, p < .05, np2=.01. Specifically, the company sponsor was perceived
as more competent if its credibility was high (M = 5.57, SE = .07, p <.05) compared to a
low-credibility company (M = 5.34, SE = .07). The main effect for corporate credibility on other
outcome variables were not significant. Therefore, H3a and H3c were not supported, whereas
H3b was partially supported.

e H4: Higher levels of media source credibility will lead to more positive evaluation of a)
advertising content, b) company, and ¢) media outlet.

Results showed a significant main effect for media credibility on perceived media
competency, F(1,492) = 17.04, p < .001, n ’=.03. Specifically, the media outlet was perceived as
more competent if its credibility was high (M = 5.60, SE = .08, p <.001) compared to a
low-credibility media outlet (M= 5.12, SE = .08). The main effect for media source credibility
on other outcome variables were not significant. Therefore, H4a and H4c were not supported,
whereas H4%jvas partially supported.

e RQ1: What are the interaction effects among native advertising priming, corporate
credibility, and media source credibility on users’ evaluation of (a) advertising content,
(b) company, and (c) media outlet?

Analyses revealed a significant three-way interaction effect among priming, media credibility,
and company credibility on perceived content credibility, F(1, 492) =9.21, p < .01, 1,*=.02.
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Figure 2. Three-way interaction of priming, media crediBility and corporate credibility on
perceived content credibility

Similarly, results indicated significant three-way interaction effects on trust towards the media
source, F(1,492)=8.11, p < .01, np2=.02, satisfaction with the media source, F(1, 492) = 8.08, p
<.01, np2=.02, commitment to the media source, F(1, 492) = 8.70, p < .01, np2=.02, and

perceived goodwill of the media source, F(1, 492) = 7.22, p < .01, n,=01. (See Table 1 for cell
means).

Table 1

Summary of cell means for the three-way interaction effects
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No Priming - Priming
Corporate Low High Low High
Credibility Media Media Media Media
: Credibility Credibility Credibility  Credibility
Content Low M 5.00 4.97 4.50 - A80 -
Credibility SE 0.14 6.13 012 0.14
High M 4.83 5.09 4,89 446
SE 0.14 0,13 B2 0.13
Trust Towards Low M 4.54 4.60 4.26 4.63
Media Source SE 0.16 0.15% 0.14 0.16
High Af 4.25 4.74 4,58 4.12
SE 0.16 0.15 0.14 015
Satisfaction with Low M 4.63 4.57 4.39 480 |
Media Source SE 0.18 0.17 0.16 8.17
High M 4.49 491 4.74 427
SE 0.18 .17 0.16 0.16
Commitment to Low M 423 4.19 4.03 4.56
Media Source SE .18 0.17 0.16 037
High M 4.16 4.50 4.33 3.83
SE 0.18 0.17 0.le 0.16
Goodenll of Low M 4.16 4.22 4,13 445
Media Source SE 0.1¢ 0.18 0.17 0.18
High M 422 4.57 445 378
SE 0.19 0.18 0.17 0.17
Persuasive Low M 3.58 3.50 354 3.69
Intent SE 0.16 0.13 0.4 0.15
High A 4.03 3.60 3.84 4.03
SE 0.16 0.15 0.14 0.14
Implications

The current study confirms that the ethical concern associated with native advertising, which is
the effectiveness of native advertising is connected to users’ unawareness of its advertising
nature. The positive effects of persuasion knowledge on users’ capability to recognize native
advertising and related persuasive intent suggested that increasing users’ media literacy about
native advertising can be an effective way. This can be completed via a simple priming process
before users’ exposure to native advertising content.

In addition, the current study also found that the credibility of two types of sources, company and
media outlet, can also influence how users perceive and process media content; Fowever, such
influence is completely changed by priming. The ad recognition enabled by the priming process
could turn on certain advertising content processing routes (heuristic vs. elaboration) and utilize
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certain evaluation strategies (congruency vs. expectancy-violation), which then leads to different
content perceptions and relational outcomes. '

Finally, the findings that priming, media credibility, and corporate credibility did not
significantly alter audiences’ perceptions of and relational outcomes with the company Sponsor
suggested that news organizations should carefully consider their own standing in the mind of
the public, content sponsors’ reputation, and audiences” literacy when placing native
advertisements. Otherwise, this practice may endanger their relationships with the public.



