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Abstract 

Marketing has become obsessed with word of mouth. Though long known to be important 

for consumer decisions, social media has put it into overdrive, providing the infrastructure 

to launch big campaigns that nonetheless enters people’s consciousness on a very personal 

level thanks to messages being passed along by friends. This thesis explores what social 

media users think about this part of their user experience, attempting to answer how 

widespread awareness is and how their attitude to it affects their own use. Results show 

that a large majority of users in Sweden are aware that their spreading the word about a 

product or service can be considered a form of advertising, and that it also affects their 

own method of sharing. However, how much they use these services is not affected. 

Implications for social media providers and marketers are discussed. 

Sammanfattning 

Inom marknadsföring så har man blivit besatt av ‘word of mouth’, ’mun till mun’. Även om 

det länge setts som en nyckelfaktor i konsumenters beslut så har sociala medier tagit det 

till en helt ny nivå. Dessa tjänster har skapat den nödvändiga infrastukeren för att lansera 

stora reklamkampanjer, som trotts sin storlek nu ändå kan nå männsikors medvetande på 

en väldigt personlig nivå genom att de blir delade av vänner. Det här examensarbetet 

utforskar vad sociala medier-användare tycker om den här delen av upplevelsen, genom 

att titta på hur ubredd medvetenheten är om det och hur deras inställning till det påverkar 

deras egen användning. Resultaten visar att en stor majoritet av användare i Sverige är 

medvetna om att delningar kan ses som en form av reklam, och att det påverkar hur många 

själva delar. Däremot så påverkas inte hur mycket de använder sociala medier av det. 

Effekter på sociala medier och marknadsföring diskuteras. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

Engagement is a major keyword of social media advertising, though the meaning of the 

word in this field is still not decided. Simultaneously, it seems to mean making people 

interact with your brand in a public space (Calder et al. 2009) and simply the opposite of 

rejecting an advert (Kelly 2014, p8). 

Whichever fits best, companies seem to commit to the idea that to be seen they need to 

be talked about on social media – i.e. going viral (Huang et al. 2011). They encourage 

customers to tell others about their usage of services and products on Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, and Pinterest and so on, to reach further and more forcefully into people’s lives. 

These things offer something to a marketer that they for a long time did not dare dream 

of, being personal and yet with a wide reach combined by the infrastructure of a social 

media service. 

But how personal do actually users consider this exchange? With the presence of branded 

material from businesses that users have ‘liked’ and ‘followed’ with their accounts, has 

there been a shift in even how they perceive other users sharing? After all, social media 

often suggest content based on our friends interests algorithmically. Has this infiltration of 

personal recommendations led to a greater cynicism of friends’ posted content, or are they 

considered entirely separate from actual advertising on these sites? 

This will be a big problem for both social media providers as well as those companies who 

have created a social media presence. These networks want to be seen as a way for people, 

especially friends, to communicate with each other. Being subjected to ads is the price one 

pays for them being free of charge to use. If even the exchange between friends is starting 

to seem as commercial, what is left? 

Because social media is arguably the main driver of the current online economy and 

redefining the nature of media, perceptions about them matter massively both for 

economic reasons and the development direction of the media and IT fields. Thus, efforts 

should be made to understand and chart these views, something this study humbly 

purports to do. 

What we will attempt do is quantitatively establish the extent to which social media users 

are aware of so called word-of-mouth marketing and what correlations between this and 

their social media use that we can see. In effect we make a status report on how users feel 

about that part of social media advertising. Doing so would adjust the field of studies on 

social media use by better incorporating consumer-brand relations, which is more 

complicated than simply viewing the users as being subject to targeted broadcasting of 

adverts, as will be expanded upon in the coming Background section. 



2 
 

 BACKGROUND 

2.1 SOCIAL MEDIA AND SOCIAL NETWORK SERVICES 
Social media is becoming so ubiquitous in facilitating communication, and the line between 

different services and media consumption so diffuse, that treating services like Facebook, 

Twitter, Weibo and Snapchat as a coherent, demarcated object of study seems increasingly 

fraught. However, a definition of the concept is still of great use for this thesis. In particular, 

this thesis will consider a subset of social media called social network sites, or SNS for short. 

Boyd and Ellison (2007) suggested that they are 

“web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-

public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users 

with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of 

connections and those made by others within the system. The nature and 

nomenclature of these connections may vary from site to site.” 

 (Boyd & Ellison 2007, p211) 

This definition is well focused on the core parts of the functionality of a system that allows 

the curation of a social network. However, for the purpose of this thesis, two things will 

about it will change; 

First it seems prudent to point out that many social network sites are more than just 

websites – many if not most have app versions that extend their service to smartphones. 

So instead of social network sites, it seems more correct to talk about social network 

services.  

Secondly, we add another piece of functionality to the definition - the ability to 

communicate with other users through the service with individual ‘posts’ of new material 

to one’s profile. Here a post is taken to mean an update to the profile in the form of a time-

stamped unit of content that other users can see. These are generally expected to be less 

relevant as time goes on - they are essentially personal news about and from the user. In 

some ways, they are what makes a social network site a social media service, introducing 

an element of broadcasting to a select social circle. Almost all current social media services 

are built around this idea; Facebook ‘posts’, Twitter ‘tweets’, Snapchat ‘snaps’, etc. 

Indeed, the definition of social media most often cited is more focused on this part: 

“internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technical 

foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User 

Generated Content” 

 (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, p61) 

This definition has however been slightly dated by the modern view on what social media 

is. The SNS definition has to some extent been absorbed into the definition of social media 

(at least in everyday use of the latter term), and the emphasis on user generated content, 

UGC, has weakened. Posts, as described above, do not really fit the definition of UGC as 

Kaplan and Haenlein use it, which has a distinct part regarding the need for creative effort 
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placed on the originator and that the material is created outside professional routines. 

Indeed, as this thesis later moves into word-of-mouth marketing on social media, we see 

that this does not fit at all. Simply furthering the message a copywriter has written about a 

product to one’s friends via a post falls well outside that idea. 

2.1.1 Social media users’ awareness 

To many, privacy would be the main reason why studies of the field of social media is so 

important. The erosion of privacy with the rise of social network services has been major 

point of debate almost since the beginning (Dwyer et al. 2007; Acquisti & Gross 2006). One 

of the central points if that debate is the extent to which individual users privacy concerns 

match the privacy concerns of society as a whole. Half of that is knowing how aware the 

users really are of the problematic aspects of social media what the exposure of personal 

information means. 

Much research has been done on the social media user’s relation to privacy concerns that 

obscured predictions of the services’ rise to a point where they define the modern web. It 

shows that such concerns exist, even among heavy users, but it is nuanced in terms of risk 

versus benefit in ways that few would have attributed to the average user before current 

hindsight (Koseoglu & Koker 2015; Debatin et al. 2009; Cavalli et al. 2011; Boyd & Hargittai 

2010). In fact some consider it an explicit plus to get more relevant commercial material 

(Baek & Morimoto 2012). There are changes in use related to privacy concerns, but these 

are a lot more concerned with what fellow users of a social network service can find out 

about the concerned then about what the service provider can (Debatin et al. 2009; Nehf 

2007). 

The rise of Snapchat (https://www.snapchat.com/), an SNS which permanently deletes any 

message or image sent to contacts through it after a set number of seconds, could perhaps 

be seen as a reactionary movement, with many people (reportedly around 200 million 

users (Shontell 2015)) enjoying the ability to share and speak without it going on a 

permanent record. Again; little concern about sharing their information with the service 

provider, more when it comes to sharing with others. 

That said, there have also been reactions to the way advertising and the handling of 

personal information in the advancement of it is handled. Ello (https://ello.co/) is perhaps 

the most prominent, a social network that makes a point of not selling users personal 

information on to advertisers. The size of the service’s user base is not public, though, and 

while interesting things can be said about it, it will for this thesis only serve as an example 

of some sort of social media counter-culture. 

Contributing greatly to clarity of all this, Koseoglu and Koker (2015) identified four attitudes 

to privacy on social media; resignation, indifference, opportunism, and reservation. 

Although they had a fairly limited sample, they note that these attitudes are echoed in the 

works of others. These four attitudes provide a good argument for not underestimating 

awareness and to what extent social media users problematize their use. 

So far it does not seem to have made much of a dent in the popularity of social media, but 

these underlying sentiments should well be watched because with the right catalyst they 

may be allowed to further justify breaking the habit. Users come into social media with 

https://www.snapchat.com/
https://ello.co/
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certain expectations, and will react negatively when these are not met. A clear and 

repeated example of this is when various services or communities that are free to use make 

moves to finance themselves, commonly through introduction of a subscription model, 

selling add-ons for the service, or letting commercial material enter the user experience 

(Clemons 2009; Zeng et al. 2009). 

2.1.2 Consumer-brand relations 

The most direct benefits for the social media user (individuals, not companies) concern 

social capital, mostly through supporting the maintaining of his/hers social network and 

information gathering (Quan-Haase & Young 2010; Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2012; Lin & Lu 2011; 

Ellison et al. 2007; Kuss & Griffiths 2011). Social capital is broadly defined as the benefits 

gained from connections between people (Scrivens & Smith 2013). In the case of this thesis, 

we will discuss it only from the viewpoint of the individual. 

But there are also benefits for the user as a consumer of products and services. There is 

plenty of evidence for the use of social media when consumers look to get informed about 

products (Chen et al. 2011; Pires et al. 2006), and for engaging with products, services and 

personalities outside of pure consumption; expressing fandom, critiquing flaws, et cetera 

(Muniz, Jr. & O’Guinn 2001; Arnould et al. 2009). Such behaviour blurs the line between 

social capital and consumer engagement; the first benefitting the private person, and the 

second the producer of the product. 

This is at the core of what social media service companies provide as value for a producer, 

pushing it as a primary creation of worth on their part that goes far beyond just granting 

access to the right demographic for targeted advertising. They also provide the platform 

for creating a more personal and powerful relation between brands and consumers. How 

to use this situation properly is still a big issue for marketers, however, as they grapple with 

the frank two-way communication that arises from a company creating a presence on social 

media. There is various anecdotal evidence for the best strategies, but experience is hard-

earned in this field, and not freely shared.  

A problem remains in that the very word ‘strategy’ fits badly with the world of social media 

when a single ironic takedown of one’s message can reach millions, not just on its own 

merits but its connection (linked in a technical sense as comment or by a hyperlink) to your 

original message. You spread the critique of your message along with the message. 

Consequently, successful strategies often seem to be working with the audience more than 

towards them. We will return to this idea in the section on WOM marketing. 

2.2 ADVERTISING AVOIDANCE 
Advertising avoidance sounds more like a postmodern concept than a field of behavioural 

studies, but it does provide a very practical-minded approach to study how people deal 

with an inevitability of our society. Simply put, it refers to behaviour by consumers to avoid 

experiencing commercial material. 

In 2004, Cho and Cheon presented a widely cited model for what caused advertising 

avoidance in the context of the Internet, asserting that perceived goal impediment and 

advertising clutter are the main reasons. However, Kelly et al (2010) saw significant flaws 
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with that model when looking at advertising avoidance in a social network system, 

presenting four new influential causes to add to Cho and Cheon’s: 

“Expectations of negative experiences: This expectation of advertisements 

in the online social networking environment can be as a result of prior 

negative experiences or the expectation of negative experiences due to 

word of mouth, including that received from those in authority.” 

“Perception of relevance of advertising message: If the advertising 

message is not of interest to the receiver of the message, the information 

is likely to not be processed.” 

“Scepticism of advertising message claims: If consumers are sceptical of the 

claims made by the advertisement or if these claims are not appropriate to 

the media environment, they are likely to ignore the message and 

potentially disregard other messages in this medium.” 

“Scepticism of online social networking sites as a credible advertising 

medium: Consumers do not trust the information gained from online social 

networking sites. They believe that online social networking sites lack 

credibility and perceive that there is little policing of advertising claims in 

this medium.” 

(Kelly et al. 2010, p24) 

The problem with these new four is that they require the user to have taken in the message 

of the advert to some extent, when such may not even be the case. Looking at the 

behaviours of advertising avoidance, Schultz (2006) suggested that consumers have raised 

a shield against advertising, a form of conditioned, systematic ignoring of commercial 

material until they want to find out more about a product (or if it even exists). So 

advertising reaches them, but only when they take an active role and go looking for 

information they want. The shield has been empowered by the interactive nature of web 

content, but it has also been made more necessary by social media because of the constant 

presence of these in many of our lives, linking advertising avoidance to some concerns 

regarding social media addiction (Kuss & Griffiths 2011). 

To get back to the four antecedents proposed by Kelly et al (2010), they do not take the 

long-term effects of seeing adverts into account. One part of that is “banner blindness” 

(Burke et al. 2005), ignoring the parts of a site that are entirely given over to advertising 

material. Another is the how avoidance works when the advertising material is woven into 

the flow of posts on social media. These things are cumulative across many instances of 

ads and, especially the case of mixing them into the flow of personal posts from the user’s 

contacts, seem better explained in terms of clutter and goal impediment. Not as causes of 

advertising avoidance, though, but as measures of how annoying users of a service find the 

advertising on it. The user has goals regarding social capital when using social media. Seeing 

ads for products get in the way of interacting with personal posts by others. 

All that said, mitigating the four antecedents can still counteract the chance of users simply 

ignoring a single advert for being just another attempt to sell them something they 
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probably do not want, no matter its placement. Kelly has suggested the idea that 

engagement should be considered the polar opposite of advertising avoidance (Kelly 2014). 

Facebook does this by displaying the names of contacts that have expressed positive 

feelings about (‘liked’) the advertised material in relation to them to mitigate fears of a 

negative experience, and using ties between contacts to target the adverts to begin with 

to increase the likelihood of relevance to the recipient. Marketers on their hand need to 

design and word their messages to deal with scepticism of the product claims. The fourth 

antecedent can only be addressed over time by combined if not concerted efforts to make 

social media adverts trustworthy. 

However, social media brings with it a promise of reaching customers more powerfully than 

through targeted adverts. Users have made themselves and, crucially, their conversations 

available to marketers through social media services. Marketers have started to adapt to 

this, providing tools and encouragement to users for spreading the word about their 

products. Designing the message with the hope that it will go viral (Huang et al. 2011; Solis 

2012; van Belleghem 2010). It is precisely this form of marketing that this study will look 

at, and it leads into the next section; word-of-mouth marketing. Previous work regarding 

advertising avoidance on SNSs (and other places) usually looks at the content as broadcast 

(even if using SNSs targeting mechanics) by the producers. The peer-to-peer discussions of 

a brand are thought of as engagement, a way of getting around problems with avoidance 

(Kelly et al. 2010). The question is, do they actually? 

2.3 WOM MARKETING 
Back in the 50s and 60s, word-of-mouth (WOM) was established as a crucial shaping force 

on people’s perception of products and politics. The revelation was that messages received 

from adverts were not taken in by the recipient without also consulting the opinion of 

others, and that this played a role in a majority of all purchasing decisions (Brooks 1957). 

This meant a new reality for marketers, that they had to start thinking about how to 

influence the right people. Reviewers in media became important, because they had the 

necessary reach and trust, and provided access to themselves for marketers. But ideally 

the marketers wanted to reach the trendsetters of smaller social circles, because the closer 

people are tied to someone, the more they value their opinion (Chu & Kim 2011; De Bruyn 

& Lilien 2008). A wider spread also dilutes the problem of a single bad review, whereas with 

critics before a single one could ruin your reach to all of his/hers adherents. This remained 

a practical impossibility for many big products with big launches - until social media came 

along. 

2.3.1 WOM on social media 

Social media offers the ability to launch big advertising campaigns that nonetheless enter 

conversations on a very private scale. The Internet may be the technical backbone of that 

communication, but social media is the framework that was needed for effective 

distribution and viewing. 

Usually the focus is on marketers’ ability to reach the right people based on personal 

information users give up to the social media providers, allowing targeted advertising. This 

is not inherent to social media, but a business model. See the earlier mentioned Ello as a 
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case in point. Word-of-mouth marketing is, however, an inextricable part of the medium 

and the only way beyond clearly marked advertising space on the services (which users 

easily look beyond with Shultz “shield”, mentioned under the section on Advertising 

avoidance) that products can be seen on social media. And it can be very powerful in 

influencing consumer decisions. Sonnier et al showed convincingly in 2011 how the valence 

of comments about a product was a big predictor of sales. 

So how do you begin to control it for marketing purposes? Or, in the parlour of the modern 

marketer, how do you create engagement? Previous studies have established the central 

variables at play when people evaluate WOM in terms of its interest to themselves before 

engaging or not:  

1 Trust - The recipient needs to believe that the sender has his/hers best in mind 

when recommending something. 

2 Social tie strength - The closer the recipient and sender are emotionally, the more 

likely the recommendation is to be accepted and engaged with. 

3 Homophily (negative relation) - Interestingly, the more unlike each other 

recipient and sender are to each other in terms of taste, the likelier the shared 

material is to receive engagement. 

4 Normative and informational interpersonal influence - This is the variable that 

regards personality traits of the recipients, i.e. how much they allow others to 

influence them. 

(Chu & Kim 2011; De Bruyn & Lilien 2008; Kozinets et al. 2010; Huang et al. 2011) 

It is the first two of these (trust and tie strength) that are the most relevant to discuss in 

relation to a social media marketing campaign, because they are what WOM has that 

advertising does not, even if it is targeted based on the user’s network. So companies 

encourage users to share and discuss their use and potential fandom with products on 

social media, because trust and tie strength bypasses the needs placed on regular adverts 

on social media to deal with the antecedents of advertising avoidance (Kelly et al. 2010): 

1. Lowering expectations of a negative experience, thanks to the fact that a friend 

recommends something. 

2. Being more relevant, because products used by a friend have a higher chance of 

being relevant to oneself. 

3. Lowering scepticism of message claims, since one hears it from a friend and not a 

faceless PR machine with vested economic interests. 

4. Scepticism towards advertising on social media in general does not apply, because 

the WOM is not an advert. 

And regarding the cumulative effects of clutter and goal impediment; the share is not 

getting in the way of the users experience, because the communication of habits and 

thoughts is the expected experience on an SNS. That is the idea, at least, and research 

published by Facebook clearly show the increased engagement created by showing even a 

single contact in relation to advertising material on the service (Bakshy et al. 2012), and 

this is backed up by the importance of tie strength and trust when evaluating WOM. 
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However, against the background of users being generally quite aware of how social media 

providers makes money of their use, one could take issue with how well shared content 

actually bypasses it being evaluated as a form of advertising. And the central element in 

question is trust. 

2.3.2 Trust in WOM on social media 

One might expect that the fact that a recommendation sent over a SNS comes from a friend 

would deal with any issues regarding trust, i.e. what motives the person might have for 

sharing. This thesis posits that this is too simple a view. Social media has created too 

complex a relationship between consumers and producers using it for WOM marketing.  

Brand communities on the Internet have been studied for almost twenty years (Muniz, Jr. 

& O’Guinn 2001; Kozinets 1999), investigating how they could be used for marketing. With 

the enormous rise of social media over the last ten or so, the kind of brand identification 

earlier just seen in these groups touches upon many more. It both easier to find others with 

the same interests and, even more importantly, these groups are more visible to those 

outside. A social network service tells you what your friends are doing, almost without 

prompt. But this increased exposure puts brand engagement in another situation. Previous 

research has shown the problems of introducing advertising on community sites (Zeng et 

al. 2009); that it requires a strong group identity for members to accept advertising. A SNS 

like Facebook does not have that kind of community in the general use case, they are 

focused on an individual’s managing of his/hers social network. That does not bode well 

for the acceptance of advertising in general on the service. 

Trust, in the earlier defined sense of “The recipient needs to believe that the sender has 

his/hers best in mind when recommending something.” is what separates WOM from 

advertising. Wanting to gain social capital is true for any sender of a recommendation, not 

just on social media. But social media is arguably built to focus on this gain rather than the 

recommendation actually helping, by making the show of gratitude very simply measurable 

(by the number of ‘likes’, ‘retweets’ and so on). That muddles the evaluation of a contacts 

motives when it shares something, especially since a post is visible to many. This may have 

undermined the trust between contacts on social media, and losing that trust means that 

the shared material is now compromised as genuine WOM. To the recipient, it would be 

advertising the sender has been co-opted into spreading, increasing the clutter and 

impeding their goals of maintaining their social network with the service. 

The implication is not that social media users feel that their friends are trying to trick them 

in some way, but that they are well aware of the positive effects endorsements have for 

producers. They know and think about that social media is used to target them with 

advertising (Koseoglu & Koker 2015; Debatin et al. 2009; Cavalli et al. 2011), but does this 

awareness extend to WOM marketing practices? Earlier research has pointed to a 

reluctance to forward advertising on social media, even among members of groups 

dedicated to brands (Chu 2011). 

If the awareness is there, it seems plausible that users’ attitudes on the entire experience 

of using a SNS could gradually shift to the same rejection and backlash seen when less 

transparent attempts (sponsored blogs, deleting of messages, and more) to control the 

discourse around products have come to light (Henderson & Bowley 2010; Pallavi 2006; 
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Weaver 2006). Awareness of such efforts in general may even have made the trust 

necessary for a successful WOM social media campaign more hard-earned, even among 

friends. 

Is it unlikely that users are wise to the exploitation of their friendships and network to 

target them? How do they view the brands and their friends’ and other user’s opinions 

about them in light of this? And in the long run; what effects does this have on their social 

media use? The attention economy is harsh, and users will simply quit if they find that a 

service no longer fulfils their expectations (Clemons 2009). 

2.4 THESIS JUSTIFICATION 
Understanding the awareness and attitude of users regarding their relationship with 

brands on social network services is of import for a number of reasons. In practical terms 

it will provide a solid basis on how to use these very powerful services to reach a lot of 

people. We should try to understand why users feel engaged by some marketing and 

information campaigns and not by others, if nothing else then because they have taken the 

place of many traditional forms of communication. An important step towards that 

understanding will be to establish how users look on the information they receive via social 

media channels, especially from their contacts on them. 

Section 2.1.1 also brought up the privacy concerns that have been the heart of the social 

media debate since the beginning, and as was introduced in section 2.3 above, WOM 

marketing on social media could also be seen to constitute another aspect breaching 

privacy. The users have left themselves exposed to receiving all this information by 

establishing their social network for companies to see. Whether or not they are aware of 

this and what that correlates with in their behaviour and habitus on social media should 

tell us quite a lot about the way people think about privacy and their personal sphere in 

our current hyper-connected world. 

 THESIS MAIN QUESTIONS 

Prior research has focused on what influences the engagement with advertising or shared 

material on social media (Colliander 2012; Kelly et al. 2010). This thesis’ focus is on what 

cumulative effects WOM marketing efforts, and social media marketing in general, have 

had on social media users’ attitude to WOM, attempting to establish whether there is 

sufficient cause for worry about current practices. The main goal is to provide quantitative 

data on users’ awareness of it. 

3.1 HOW MANY SOCIAL MEDIA USERS EVALUATE CONTENT RECOMMENDATIONS 

(POSITIVE WOM) BY OTHER USERS AS A FORM OF ADVERTISING? 
This is the main question. As was mentioned earlier, studies have shown awareness and 

critical thinking among users of social media regarding targeted advertising based on 

personal information done through the services. Given that encouraging users to share 

product experiences with their contacts on social media constitutes another form of 
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targeted advertising from a company’s point of view, it is interesting to find out how many 

users consider them as such. 

As sub-questions to this, the thesis will also explore; 

3.2 HOW DOES THE FORM OF THE SHARED CONTENT IMPACT THE EVALUATION? 
Although the intent is for this thesis to examine awareness of sharing as a form of 

advertisement in a rather general sense, it seems reasonable to think that if a service or 

product encourages a user to share details of their use on social media, then the way it is 

done would inform the evaluation. By way of example, branding elements attached to the 

shared content might steer a recipient towards evaluating it as advertisement. 

3.3 ARE THE EVALUATIONS DEPENDENT ON THEIR ANNOYANCE WITH SHARING ON SOCIAL 

MEDIA? 
We should endeavour to see if the amount of WOM that users are subjected to, relative to 

expectations, is a significant predictor of their evaluation of a single example, because it 

provides a measure on the cumulative effects of WOM marketing. Between this and the 

first sub-question, we gain would gain an understanding of the weight of the particulars of 

the individual instance of WOM, compared to the respondents’ general attitude to sharing, 

as predictors of advertising avoidance. 

3.4 HOW DOES THEIR EVALUATION CORRELATE WITH THEIR RATE OF SOCIAL MEDIA USE? 
The bigger picture of the central question on attitude towards sharing as advertising 

becomes how it potentially affects the future of social media. Given the negative reactions 

that come with unexpected commercial material (Clemons 2009), then it could be expected 

that users who are more sensitive to WOM as a form of it also use social media less. 

3.5 WHAT DOES THEIR EVALUATION PREDICT ABOUT THEIR OWN SHARING ON SOCIAL 

MEDIA? 
There are many aspects to and reasons for social media use, and therefore the effects of 

sensitivity to sharing as advertising might not show clearly in the rate of use. Thus it seems 

relevant to look at effects on a smaller part of the use, the part that is the actual subject of 

the study, i.e. sharing. Essentially, we need to find out how resistant the appeal of the core 

service, and especially the sharing part, is to advertising avoidance. 

 METHOD: SURVEY 

Over a weekend in March 2015, a survey was distributed to visitors of the OTT VOD service 

at tv4.se (http://www.tv4.se/). The survey asked them a few questions about their social 

media use as well as at the end letting them rate a WOM example. The questions were 

asked in Swedish, since that is the main language of the service, its available content and 

the visitors. Also, the survey talked about ‘social media’ when ‘social network service’ 

would perhaps have been more technically appropriate, but the first term was chosen since 

http://www.tv4.se/
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it is the de facto way most people would refer to a SNS. A further important note about the 

survey’s technical details is that users could bypass any of the questions and also go back 

and change their answer. 

The reason for using a survey was to establish what percentage of social network service 

users that consider sharing to be commercial in some part or other of its nature. Also, 

through regression analysis with the answers to other questions we would see how this 

affected their use of social network services and attitude towards sharing. There are of 

course limits to the survey’s ability to completely answer the questions. Partly because it 

would only be answered by Swedish speakers, but perhaps mostly because a survey does 

not allow for exploring unexpected territory or ask follow-up questions the way a 

qualitative approach like interviews or focus groups could provide opportunity for. Still, 

since the central intent was to establish percentages about user attitudes for the basis of 

further research and discussion, a survey was seen as the best alternative. 

For clarity, the reasoning behind the seventh question of the survey will first be explained, 

since it is the most central one to the main question of the thesis. The questions coming 

before it in the survey were about social media use and were intended to relate to and 

expand on what could be said about the effects of the respondents’ relation to sharing as 

a form of advertising. 

4.1 QUESTION 7: WOM EVALUATION 
Question seven asked the respondents to rate a WOM example; a ‘share’ post from 

Facebook - made by a regular, non-celebrity user; on a four-point scale from ‘personal 

recommendation’ to ‘advertisement’, with the option of ‘no opinion’. The general form of 

the WOM example was of a common sight for any Facebook user; a post linking to a video 

clip (with a preview generated by Facebook) and some text attributed to the sender 

(“Poya”) above it. Three different versions were made; the differences can best be seen in 

Figure 1: Version A of survey WOM example, 
designed to be considered the most personal, with 
a simple message from the sender referencing the 
actual content; “Incredible version of a classic!!” 

Figure 2: Version B of survey WOM example, 
keeping the message from the sender seen in 
version A, but adding some branding elements. 
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Figure 1, Figure 2 and Figure 3; and every respondent only rated one random out of the 

three. 

The intent was to make the examples feel different in terms of how ‘auto-generated’ they 

felt. While a service cannot post through a user’s Facebook account without express 

permission from that user, the idea was that a more ‘auto-generated’ feel would indicate 

that the service had encouraged the user to share and tried to control the look of it. By 

seeing if and how users rate these differently in terms of mercantile intent, we would then 

have a measure on how involved users actually are in their critical evaluation of the shares 

made by others. The point of splitting them up was to have the responder rate them solely 

by their own virtue rather than compared to the other examples. 

The use of a Facebook post as an example is based on it being the most likely to be familiar 

to the user (Facebook is the most popular SNS in Sweden (Findahl 2014)), increasing the 

likelihood of users putting it into the proper context. However, the design of the post is 

fairly generic and responders were intended to consider it as a generalized concept of 

sharing or WOM. 

4.2 QUESTION 1 & 2: SEX AND AGE 
Moving on to the other questions, the first two regard sex and age to establish the 

demographic of the respondents. There are documented differences in social media use in 

relation to these (Correa et al. 2010; Hughes et al. 2012; Duggan, Ellison, Cliff Lampe, et al. 

2015), and such previous research might explain some differences that would potentially 

turn up. For sex, the options were ‘man’ and ‘woman’, with the fact that the question could 

be bypassed considered a fair option for those that do not want to identify as either as well 

as those that did not want to give up the information for other reasons. 

Figure 3: Version C of survey WOM example, with a 
branding elements of version B, but having replaced the 
message in version A with a generic text simply stating 
that the user recommends the content. 
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4.3 QUESTION 3: SOCIAL MEDIA USE RATE 
The third question asked of the respondent to rate their level of social media use. This 

question does of course directly give further clarity on the demographic (and was also used 

to quickly end the survey for those that said they never used social media), but will also be 

useful in correlation to the answers of the seventh question to see if increased sensitivity 

to advertising in sharing goes with a difference in use. The same can be said for question 

four, five and six in their own ways. 

How often do you use social media (for example Facebook, Twitter or Instagram)? 

1. Several times a day. 

2. Once a day. 

3. Weekly. 

4. More seldom than weekly. 

5. Never 

4.4 QUESTION 4: SOCIAL MEDIA SHARING RATE 
Question four asks if and approximately how often the respondent recommends television 

shows and movies to their contacts on social media. Assuming that people dislike 

advertising, playing the part of mouthpiece for a company or just do not want to impose 

on their friends, it would seem reasonable that those who rate the WOM example of 

question seven as advertising are less likely to recommend things as well. 

The limit on TV shows and movies was done to avoid confusion that could have arisen with 

a broader inclusion of recommendations. It also means that the question was closer related 

to the subject of the WOM example of question 7. 

Do you recommend TV shows or movies to your friends via social media? 

1. Weekly or more often. 

2. Monthly or more seldom. 

3. Never. 

4.5 QUESTION 5: SOCIAL MEDIA SHARING METHOD 
The fifth question examines another dimension of sharing behaviour, which is how the 

users tends to share material if they do - via more public means like the example used in 

the seventh question or with direct personal messages shown only to explicitly selected 

recipients. Many SNS offer this functionality, including Facebook, and for those that 

consider sharing a form of advertising it may be a preferred way of sharing their use with 

others. With the public share, the user wants to attach the material to their profile and 

share with many, while with a personal message they want to influence or help their friend 

find something good to; in the case of the VOD service; watch. Both result in social capital 

for the sender, gaining potentially more with a single person through a private message 

and less with many through a public one, but it is still interesting to see whether their 

evaluation of shared material as advertising corresponds with a greater tendency to share 

in a more private fashion. 
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If you recommend a TV series or film; do you usually share with all your friends / followers 

or do you share through private messages? 

1. Usually with all of my friends/followers. 

2. Sometimes with everyone, sometimes with personal messages. 

3. Usually with personal messages. 

4.6 QUESTION 6: SOCIAL MEDIA SHARING ANNOYANCE 
For the sixth question the intent was to put a measure on how much mental load users 

associate with social media. In an effort to restrain what the respondents counted as part 

of that load to the relevant areas of this thesis, they were asked about this in relation to 

the amount of material shared with them. 

Do you sometimes get irritated by the amount of material (videos, articles, etc.) that is 

shared with you through social media? 

1. No. 

2. Yes, sometimes. 

3. Yes, often. 

The intent was primarily to look at the relation between ratings on the seventh question 

and the answers ‘No’ and ‘Yes, often’ to this one. Establishing dependencies between 

annoyance (and lack thereof) with sharing and the evaluation of the puts a number to the 

cumulative effects of WOM marketing. 

 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

The results of the survey were examined using regression analysis and tested for 

significance with a regular Z-test of proportions for independent groups. This chapter 

presents a small selection of the relations between data from the survey, chosen for 

relevance with the main questions and significance of the correlation. 

5.1 DEMOGRAPHICS 
A total of 1008 responses to the survey were recorded over a weekend of visitors to the 

tv4.se site, with 23 965 number of prompts actually shown to visitors, giving a response 

rate of just over 4.2 percent. Out of these 1008, 970 can be used for this thesis in some way 

while the rest quit the survey before providing enough information. Note again that users 

were allowed to skip any question, meaning that expressed totals for different questions 

do not necessarily match up if those that did not provide an answer were discounted. 

970 respondents is a decent number for statistical significance, though not enough to speak 

for all the worlds social network services users (Facebook alone reports 1.44 billion monthly 

active users in 2015 (Facebook 2015)), especially given that we can assume all the 

respondents are Swedish. 
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5.1.1 Sex 

The number of women and men are that took part in the study are presented in Table 1 

and Figure 4. There was a considerable majority of women (70%, 675 of 970) participating 

in the study. No significant relation between sex and the answers to other questions could 

be seen in the results beyond that more women than men used social media, and they did 

so more often. This is not unexpected as it has been well established over several years by 

previous reports (Duggan, Ellison, Lampe, et al. 2015). 

Sex Count 
Man 277 

Woman 675 

No answer 18 

Total 970 
Table 1: The reported sex of respondents. Note a clear majority of women participating. 

 

Figure 4: Proportions of men (29%) and women (70%) among respondents. The total is 970. 

5.1.2 Age 

A majority of respondents, 59% (573 of 970) were also over the age of 45, a major 

difference compared to the 29% reported by Pingdom (2012). That is however across many 

forms of social media, while about 45% of Facebook users are over 45 years old (Pingdom 

2012). Even so, the study participants were generally quite old compared with social media 

users in general. 

Age Count 
Under 25 131 

25 to 45 258 

Over 45 573 

No answer 8 

Total 970 
Table 2: Reported ages of all the respondents. Note the majority of participants over the age of 45. 

There is also a definite difference in use level with age, with older participants using social 

media less often and 76% (154 of 203) of those that never use social media being over the 

age of 45. This is no surprise, but still of significance for the analysis of the results. 

Sex

Men

Women
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Discounting those that never used social media dropped the percentage of respondents 

who are over 45 years old to 55% (419 of 767). 

Age (social media users) Count 
Under 25 125 

25 to 45 219 

Over 45 419 

No answer 4 

Total 767 
Table 3: Reported age of the respondents who were also social media users. Compared with Table 2 we see a 
rather large drop in the percentage of respondents over the age of 45. 

 

Figure 5: Age proportions of respondents that were also social media users. The total figure is 767. There are 
notable differences between these and the proportions among social media users, with the survey respondents 
being generally older than the average user (Pingdom 2012). 

5.1.3 Social media use rate 

767 of 970 respondents (65%) used social media, and 628 of these were daily users. By 

comparison 203 (21%, out of 970) never used social media. For now, that is the most 

important part of these numbers before we get to the relation between use rate and the 

answers provided to the WOM evaluation. As this study concern social media users, during 

any further part of this analysis those that answered that they never use social media are 

not part of the numbers. 

“How often do you use social media?” Count 
Several times per day 490 

About once per day 138 

Weekly 79 

Monthly 60 

Never 203 

Total 970 
Table 4: Reported social media use rate. We see a large majority (using such services daily, and 20.9% (203 out 
of 970) never using them. 

 

Age (social media users)

Under 25

25 to 45
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Figure 6: Proportions of reported use rate among respondents. The total of the figure is 970 respondents. Note 
how use of social media/social network service seems to largely be a daily or never behaviour. 

Use rate/Age Under 25 25 to 45 Over 45 No answer Total 
Several times per day 105 160 222 3 490 
About once a day 9 29 100 0 138 
Weekly 9 14 55 1 79 
Monthly or less 2 16 42 0 60 
Never 6 39 154 4 203 

Total 131 258 573 8 970 
Table 5: Breakdown of relation between respondents reported rate of social media use and their age. Two 
statistics immediately stand out; that a slight majority use social media several times per day, and that 154 out 
of 203 that never use social media are over the age of 45. 

 

Figure 7: Social media use rate among respondents, further broken up into age proportions. The total of the 
columns is 970 respondents. A clear difference in use between ages is seen, were the over-45s make up a 
majority of those that never use social media and the uner-25s almost exclusively use social media several times 
a day. 

5.2 WOM EVALUATION 
The most central part of this thesis is the answers to the last question on the survey, so we 

will now move on with these and thereafter examine various correlations with results from 
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other questions. A total of 692 people provided an answer to the final question; 239, 216 

and 240 respectively for example versions A, B and C.  

 

Figure 8: Percentages of the respondent’s evaluation of the WOM example versions. No clear difference emerges 
aside from the spike in incidents of rating version C as more of an advert than a personal recommendation. 

Figure 8 shows the opinions on the WOM example, with separate columns for each of the 

designs. There is no significant difference between version A and B, with B even scoring 

ever so slightly better (though not significantly) as a personal recommendation despite 

some added branding for the VOD service and the material itself. However, for example C 

there is a sudden spike in rating the WOM as more being more like advertising; 26% (61 

out of 237) compared to 18% (42 out of 239) and 17% (37 out of 216). Enough for a 95% 

confidence level between the proportions. It seems that the example at this point stepped 

over some kind of threshold for how some of the respondents consider the material they 

encounter on social media. 

Rating/Version Version A Version B Version C Total 
Entirely personal 41 42 31 112 
Mostly personal 86 89 81 258 
Mostly advert 42 37 61 141 
Entirely advert 22 15 23 60 
No opinion 48 33 41 121 

Total 239 216 237 692 
Table 6: Breakdown of the WOM evaluation across the three different versions. 
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Figure 9: Merged ratings of all three WOM versions, with total count of respondents instead of percentages as 
in Figure 8, for comparison and clarity. 

5.3 EVALUATION AND AGE 

Evaluation/Age Under 25 25 to 45 Over 45 No answer Total 
Entirely personal 17 40 55 0 112 
Mostly personal 48 87 122 1 258 
Mostly an advert 21 44 76 0 141 
Entirely an advert 2 12 46 0 60 
No opinion 24 17 80 0 121 

Total 112 200 379 1 692 
Table 7: Breakdown of the relation between respondents’ evaluation of the WOM example and their age. Note 
how 46 out of 60 of those rating the example as entirely an advert were over the age of 45. 

There is a considerable increase in the percentage of respondents who are over the age of 

45 among those that put the WOM example down as being entirely an advert. Set between 

47% (122 out of 258) and 54% (76 out of 141) for the other ratings (not counting ‘No 

opinion’, where we also see a greater representation of the over-45s), it suddenly increases 

to 77% (46 out of 60). 

 

Figure 10: WOM evaluation with proportions for age marked. Note a considerably increased chance that those 
rating the WOM example as entirely an advert were over 45 years old. 
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Of note is also a fairly large amount of ‘No opinion’ answers; 121 (17.5% of the total 692); 

especially when factoring in evidence that at least another 56 survey participants saw the 

question and chose to not give an answer (they provided an answer to the immediately 

previous question). Because of the unreliable nature of these 56, the will not be considered 

when analysing answers to the last question, but together with the ‘No opinion’ 

respondents they still create doubt about the way the question was asked that will be 

addressed under the later section of Method Criticism. 

5.4 EVALUATION AND USE RATE 
No significant difference in social media use level can be predicted by the relation between 

the WOM evaluation and question three, aside from a drop in use rate among those who 

do not have an opinion on the WOM example. For all actual ratings, the percentage of 

several-times-a-day users sits comfortably within 66% (93 out of 141) to 70% (78 out of 

112), but it drops down to 53% (64 out of 121) for the no-opinion answer. 

Evaluation/ 
Use rate 

Several times 
per day 

About once 
per day 

Weekly Monthly 
or less 

Total 

Entirely personal 78 13 10 11 112 
Mostly personal 172 48 24 14 258 
Mostly an advert 93 24 11 13 141 
Entirely an advert 40 13 3 4 60 
No opinion 64 24 22 11 121 

Total 447 122 70 53 692 
Table 8: Breakdown of the relation between evaluations of the WOM example and the answers to how often 
respondents use social media. 

 

Figure 11: WOM evaluations with proportions for social media use. No significant differences can be seen other 
than a drop in use rate among those with no opinion on the WOM example. 

5.5 EVALUATION AND RECOMMENDATION RATE 
The answers to how often respondents recommended TV shows or film via social media 

are presented in Table 9 and Figure 12.  
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Figure 12: The respondents reported how often they recommend TV shows and films on social media. 
Proportions marked out of a total of 767. A majority do share, but most of them no more than monthly. We also 
see 44% (336 out of 692) claiming they never recommend TV shows and films on social media. 

Evaluation/ 
Rec. rate 

Weekly or 
more 

Monthly or 
less 

Never No 
answer 

Total 

Entirely personal 14 43 54 1 112 
Mostly personal 25 118 115 0 258 
Mostly an advert 13 75 53 0 141 
Entirely an advert 5 21 32 2 60 
No opinion 10 56 53 2 121 

Total 67 313 307 5 692 
Table 9: Breakdown of the relation between WOM evaluations and the answer given by respondents on how 
often they recommend TV shows and films on social media. 

Interestingly, those rating the shared material as being mostly an advertisement where the 

most likely to recommend a television show or film via social media at least sometimes; 

62% (88 out of 141) compared to 55% (380 out of 692) in general, though confidence in 

that number is not high enough for it to be significant. It also turned quickly down again for 

those who saw it as advertising only, plummeting to 43% (26 out of 60), but the relatively 

low amount of people rating the example as being entirely an advertisement means that it 

only passes a 90% confidence level when compared with the higher percentage for the 

other ratings. 

In other words we see no major differences in users’ rate of recommending things 

correlating with their sensitivity to WOM as advertising. The significant differences we do 

see are still rather small and not really enough to argue for any real causality. 
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Figure 13: WOM evaluations broken up by rate of recommending TV shows and films on social media. We see 
no particularly significant differences between the percentages, meaning there is nothing to suggest their 
sensitivity to WOM as advertising affects their inclination to recommend things to others on social media. 

5.6 EVALUATION AND PREFERRED SHARING METHOD 
Proportions of the respondents’ preferred sharing method are shown in Figure 14. Note 

that those who claimed to never recommend things (question 5) are not part of the 

numbers here (neither were they showed this question). 

 

Figure 14: Respondents’ preferred method of sharing. Proportions marked out of a total of 380 respondents who 
were shown the question. There is a clear preference for sending a recommendation through personal 
messages, though a considerable 116 out of 380 stated that they usually recommended things so that all their 
contact/followers can see it. 

Evaluation/Method Open Equal PM Total 
Entirely personal 31 11 14 56 
Mostly personal 38 37 67 142 
Mostly an advert 23 23 42 88 
Entirely an advert 7 11 10 28 
No opinion 11 24 31 66 

Total 110 106 164 380 
Table 10: Breakdown of relation between respondents WOM evaluation and their preferred method for sharing 
material on social media. 
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Figure 15: WOM evaluation with proportions of preferred method for sharing. A striking drop in the percentage 
of respondents who prefer to share so all contact or followers can see happens when we go from those that saw 
the WOM example as entirely personal to those that see at least some commercial element. 

In Figure 15 we can see that choice of method was clearly dependent on whether 

respondents saw a commercial element (of any level) in shared material. 53% (31 out of 

58) of those that saw no such element usually recommended things via open posts to their 

profiles, compared with 27% (38 out of 143) for those that still saw the WOM example as 

a mostly personal message (with even lower percentages for the other ratings). 

5.7 EVALUATION AND ANNOYANCE WITH SOCIAL MEDIA SHARING 
Finally the results from question 6, regarding annoyance with amount of material shared 

with them, are presented in Table 11 and Figure 16 through Figure 18.  

 

Figure 16: Annoyance with amount of sharing on social media. Proportions marked out of a total of 767. 

Not surprisingly the “Yes, sometimes” option of the question was chosen by a lot of the 

respondents, as non-committal options tend to be when presented in surveys. But as was 

mentioned in the Method section, the results we are primarily interested in are the 

relations between answers “Never” and “Yes, often” and the WOM evaluation. And here 

we find some interesting things. 
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Evaluation/Annoyance Never Sometimes Often No answer Total 
Entirely personal 47 56 8 1 112 
Mostly personal 86 140 31 1 258 
Mostly an advert 29 78 31 3 141 
Entirely an advert 15 35 10 0 60 
No opinion 36 62 22 1 121 

Total 213 371 102 6 692 
Table 11: Breakdown of relation between respondents’ evaluation of the WOM example and their stated 
annoyance with the amount of material shared with them on social media. 

 

Figure 17: WOM evaluation with noted proportions of annoyance with sharing amount on social media. We see 
no major differences in the proportions saying they are “sometimes” annoyed, but a quite large shift in the size 
of the “often” and “never” percentages. 

Those who rated the WOM example as mostly or entirely commercial were almost twice 

as likely to say they found the amount of material shared with them on social media was 

often irritating compared with those that were never annoyed; 20% (41 out of 201) versus 

10% (39 out of 370), giving a very high confidence in this difference. Looking at the relation 

the other way around, we see a linear drop in the likelihood of respondents rating the 

example as mostly or entirely personal (Figure 18). 40% (41 of 102) of those often annoyed 

rated the example as mostly or entirely advertising, compared with 21% (44 of 213) for 

those that were never annoyed. 
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Figure 18: Annoyance with social media sharing, with proportions for the different WOM evaluations. We see a 
linearly increased likelihood of respondents rating the example as mostly or entirely advertising the more often 
they are annoyed with sharing on social media.  

 DISCUSSION 

6.1 THE WOM EVALUATION 
An important result that can be directly read from answers to the final question on the 

survey is that a large part of respondents actually rated the shared material as a form of 

advertising on some level. This does suggest a certain level of critical thinking regarding the 

way third-party material is shared on social media or the practices of those third parties. 

To answer the main question head on; 

6.1.1 How many social media users evaluate content recommendations (positive 

WOM) by other users as a form of advertising? 

69% of the respondents do consider our example of a video content endorsement by 

another user to be at least partly an advert. Now, to address a concern lifted under the 

section on method criticism, this result must be mitigated by that a substantial part of 

respondents claimed to have no opinion on the matter. That is of course an entirely 

different subset of the respondents, but its size does cast an extra level of doubt on 

whether the other respondents understood the question (despite providing an answer). 

While the wording of the question in the survey was in terms that by trials prior to its full 

roll-out were understandable in terms of this thesis’ intent, to many respondents it 

apparently was not. 

With due consideration for this, the result still speaks of the generally high level of 

awareness among users about the way value for companies is created by social media 

services. Respondents saying that there is an advertising element to the example recognize 

that sharing the link does create awareness about the VOD service hosting the video, one 

way or the other. 
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To some extent this is a mixed blessing for such services, perhaps especially Facebook, 

which is currently (and has for several years been) facing criticism for the way they handle 

information about their users. On one hand evidence of user awareness brought from this 

study strengthens the idea that users are more deeply aware of how their personal 

relations are used to make money for social media then the current discourse in some 

circles gives them credit for. SNS providers could do well to point at proof that their user 

base is not lured in and given a false sense of security. 

On the other hand, it also makes it harder for them to claim that they are not an “ad 

platform”, as the founders of Ello would say (Stone 2014). Though, ironically, the results 

also means that the premise of Ello seems questionable, because their users have still made 

themselves available for advertising in just joining a social network service that allows 

posts, and they probably know it. 

6.1.2 How does the form of the shared content impact the evaluation? 

By the results gathered, form has very little effect on the evaluation. Adding branding 

elements in the form of hashtags and an indication that the message had been sent from 

the VOD service rather than written directly in Facebook did not create any change in how 

the example was rated. And while there was a significant spike in rating image C as being 

just an advert, it was not an especially large one, and that was with all traces of a personal 

touch removed, excepting the name and picture of the sharing user. In other words it might 

be hard for individual companies to influence social media users’ views and intents on 

sharing or not by how they implement such parts of their services, beyond staying away 

from trying to directly control and de-humanize all the content of the WOM.  

Because every respondent only saw one of the examples, this seems to tells us that how 

they evaluate material shared on social media as commercial seems to be less influenced 

by the way it is done within the allowances of the context (WOM on an SNS), and more by 

their preconceived notions about that actual context. In other terms - if they find social 

media commercial in general they evaluate shared material on it as commercial regardless 

of the way it is done. This is further strengthened by the fact that people evaluated an 

example that was clearly meant to come from an individual with whom they had no tie 

strength as a friend or ability to form an indication of trust on. 

Despite the survey thus seemingly suggesting that posting fairly generic messages of 

recommendation through acquiring posting rights to users ‘feeds’ seems entirely fine as to 

their evaluation of it as advertising or not, one must urge caution. 

Firstly, the designs of the WOM example versions were subjective, and many things could 

potentially be added or removed to produce different results. 

Secondly, the way form is evaluated might change when between recipients and senders. 

The question as it was asked did not specify that the user should consider itself one or the 

other for the evaluation, but the fact that it was attributed to someone else (“Poya”) 

probably means they identified as a recipient. A useful extra inquiry in the survey might 

have been to ask if the respondents would feel comfortable posting the example to their 

own profile, provided they agreed with the sentiment it expressed. Considering the big 

difference in likelihood of sharing openly depending on if the respondent saw the example 
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as having at least some commercial element or not (discussed in section 6.2.3), we may 

from this study hypothesise that form would have a greater impact on the result in this 

case. 

Thirdly, the lack of any tie strength may impact this as well. Knowing the person that shared 

the content may influence sensitivity to the form, as expectations on the sender are met 

or not. This seems especially important when discussing the engagement created by word-

of-mouth.  

6.1.3 Regarding engagement 

A pressing counterpoint to the two thirds of respondents being aware of sharing as 

advertising is that 73% of respondents considered the example of shared material had at 

least some personal element. In the overlap between either sides, 57% percent of the 

respondents considered there to be elements of both. This becomes important when 

discussing actual engagement with the shared material, despite any feelings that it is an 

advert. Because if they find it at least somewhat personal, they evaluate it as WOM on 

some level, with resulting differences in the created level of engagement. 

The task of rating the example was asked on a critical level, rather than attempting to 

measure how the respondents would actually engage with shared material when 

presented with it in the every-day situation, with the recommendation posted by a friend. 

It would not be unfair to say that the question in fact asked them to rate social media usage 

on the whole as commercial or not, which of course was also the point of analysing the 

answers given by all. 

Because of the lack of relation between the sender and recipient (respondent) in the case 

of evaluating the example in the survey, eventual engagement if the sharing had in fact 

been done by an actual contact of the respondent is impossible to predict. That is not the 

point of this study, but still an important one to make. There was no social tie strength, no 

idea of homophily, and no real way to establish trust in the source. However, when 

considering that evaluations did not correlate with any difference in level of use (discussed 

further on), we might infer that engagement felt by the posts of contacts is still quite high 

since rewards for using social network services apparently still are, despite any feelings on 

them as ad platforms. 

6.1.4 Age related 

A majority of respondents were over the age of 45. This provides an extra level of 

uncertainty to that the conclusions reached in this thesis are perhaps not applicable across 

age groups. To drive that point home, there was a clearly increased likelihood that those 

who rated the WOM example were over the age of 45. That result provides an interesting 

dimension to the main question in relation to the fact that the rate of use of social media 

is lower in older age-groups. It hints that one of the reasons older users are less prodigious 

in their use is because they are more prone to finding it commercial in nature. Yet even 

when looking at the correlation of evaluations and use rate for only those over 45, that lack 

of a significant relation persists, telling us that while older users are more sensitive to 

sharing as advertising and use social media less, these do not seem related. However, as 
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discussed below in section 6.2.2, the lack of higher resolution to the numbers on use rate 

can obscure some significant effects. 

 

Figure 19: WOM evaluation by respondents over the age of 45, with proportions for social media use rate 
marked. Compared with the figures for all ages presented in Figure 11, we see that the use rate has lowered 
across all ratings of the WOM example, which is explained by the lower rate of use among older respondents 
(see Figure 7). In other words, lower use rate among older respondents seems unrelated to their evaluation of 
WOM as advertising or not.Figure 11: WOM evaluations with proportions for social media use. 

6.2 EFFECTS ON SOCIAL MEDIA 

6.2.1 Are the evaluations dependent on their annoyance with sharing on social 

media? 

Any effects on social media use at large will of course be rather speculative since so many 

other things influence it, but an important point this thesis wishes to make is that a user’s 

evaluation of WOM on social media is informed by the accumulated effects of all the 

material they see in those channels, including earlier WOM that has been encountered. 

Scepticism toward the credibility of advertising claims made on social media in general was 

one of the four antecedents for advertising avoidance (Kelly et al. 2010). The general lack 

of trust in the motives for recommending things was brought up in section 2.3.2 as the 

equivalent variable of cumulative effects for WOM evaluation. 

The survey provides support for that the cumulative effects are real in that those rating the 

WOM examples as primarily or entirely commercial in nature were significantly more likely 

to often be annoyed with the amount of material shared with them, and conversely that a 

large proportion of those often annoyed rated the example such as well. 

Clutter and goal impediment were suggested as ratings for the aggregated effects of 

advertising under section 2.2. If WOM on social media is considered advertising, it means 

that the very things adverts would clutter are themselves adding to the clutter. That is a 

problematic downwards spiral for both social media providers and marketers looking to 

affect WOM. How problematic is answered not by how many reported that they view 

sharing as at least partly advertising, but by how many considered it mostly or entirely 

advertising. 
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If we allege that a social network service is considered by users on a scale from networking 

platform to advertising platform, just like we asked respondents to consider the WOM 

example, then the results of the example evaluation itself means that for more than 53% 

of respondents, WOM on social media pushes their rating of the service more towards 

personal. In other words, 69% consider WOM to add at least a little to the notion that social 

media is an ad platform, but 53 percentage units of those considered the contribution to 

personal was greater. Compare that with the 29% who consider that an example of WOM 

contributes more to advertising than the personal element of the service. 

If there is a spiral of increased annoyance with sharing as a form of advertising, it means 

that these 29% are being pushed by it into eventually rejecting social network services 

(Clemons 2009; Zeng et al. 2009). Certainly the positive experiences of socializing and 

increasing social capital can be used by SNS providers to counteract this, much like they do 

for regular adverts on these services. But for this considerable minority, they need to also 

balance out simple recommendations of products made by other users. Looking at the 

correlation between the WOM evaluation and respondents rate of social media use gives 

an impression of how well they have done this so far. 

6.2.2 How does the evaluation correlate with their rate of social media use? 

Any long-term effects of the cumulative effects of the WOM attitudes are hard to predict. 

There was no correlation between the rating of the WOM example and how often 

respondents used social media beyond the fact that those who had no opinion on them 

used social media less. This tells us that any critical thinking regarding sharing as advertising 

has yet to translate into a difference in use level among them, if it ever will. There is an 

issue of resolution in the survey’s measure of use level, pointed out in the Method Criticism 

section, so there could unnoticed differences. Still, going by the results of this survey tells 

us that social network services so far have been adept at providing the platform for positive 

social experiences to make users accept the presence of advertising material. This not 

exactly surprising, given the enormous user base of some of these services, but we should 

still note that even those that saw the WOM example as nothing but advertising had the 

same proportions among different levels of use as the other respondents. That is a fairly 

strong statement in favour of the service provided. 

6.2.3 What does their evaluation predict about their own sharing? 

The survey results provide a measure on what WOM awareness can predict of the users 

sharing behaviour – to some extent a measure on how comfortable they feel performing 

these small acts of marketing for companies towards their contacts. Specifically we were 

supposed to see it by answers to how often they recommended TV shows and films on 

social media, and what their preferred method of sharing was. 

A stand-out result was that those respondents who saw the example as entirely a personal 

recommendation were twice as likely to prefer to share material open for all their friends 

to see; 53% compared with 27%. A connection between the changes in preferred method 

and what earlier research (Cavalli et al. 2011; Koseoglu & Koker 2015) points out as a 

negative attitude among social media users to “online "exhibitionism", content futility, 

superficial communication” (Cavalli et al. 2011, p17) and reluctance to spread viral 
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marketing to contacts (Chu 2011) seems likely. Cavalli et al (2011, p17) also noted that “in 

contradiction to the Web 2.0 philosophy, students tend to limit their sharing or (public) 

communication activities while on Facebook” because of concerns of how this makes them 

look in the eyes of their contacts. We now have a quantitative value of this in relation to 

advertising.  

Anyone marketing on social networks should clearly take care to ensure that SNS users do 

not start to consider the experience too commercial in nature. Open sharing has a larger 

reach among a user’s contacts than personal messages per definition. Which by the results 

of this study means that the more of the users that consider shared material to be 

intrinsically commercial, the smaller the reach of that material will be. The question is of 

course what marketers can do about these things. Given that form played little role in the 

evaluation and that annoyance was a good predictor, it seems little can be done to change 

perceptions quickly. Rather, it is a problem to be solved by changed practices overall. 

Previous lessons on the need for honesty and two-way exchange rather than broadcasting 

a message would be the most immediate answer to give. 

Users, meanwhile, will keep recommending to their hearts content. No clear correlation 

between the WOM evaluation and sharing rate could be seen. Admittedly the resolution 

of the available answers was not very high, but it is still interesting that those that found 

the WOM example mostly though not entirely an advertisement where the least likely to 

never recommend TV shows and films via social media. Between this and the result on 

social media use rate, it seems that concerns about WOM as advertising results in changes 

of how the respondents use social media, and not the amount of use. 

 CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

7.1 HOW MANY SOCIAL MEDIA USERS EVALUATE CONTENT RECOMMENDATIONS 

(POSITIVE WOM) BY OTHER USERS AS A FORM OF ADVERTISING? 
The short answer provided by this study is 69%, with the caveat that a majority of the 

participants in the survey conducted for this thesis were over the age of 45. More 

verbosely, social media providers and marketers should take heed that even a 

straightforwardly shared link on Facebook was considered by two thirds of respondents to 

be at least somewhat commercial. It means most users are indeed aware of this part of the 

value-creation that is done by social media for companies. They see it as an expected if not 

unavoidable part of the way these social media services work, much as they see explicit 

advertising on them (Koseoglu & Koker 2015; Debatin et al. 2009). The major piece of 

evidence for that conclusion is in the low level of difference in the rating of the WOM 

example based on its form. 

We also noted from this survey that social media users over the age of 45 were more likely 

to view a WOM example as entirely an advert, indicating a greater suspicion with social 

media content with age. However, that suspicion did not translate into any further effects 

on the details of their social media use compared with other age groups. 
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7.2 HOW DOES THE FORM OF THE SHARED CONTENT IMPACT THE EVALUATION? 
The evaluation of a WOM example did not change much based its design. Even an attempt 

to remove almost all elements of personal touch that would defend it as genuine on the 

part of its sender, only saw a slight (if statistically significant) increase in likelihood to be 

rated as an advert. In other words, the defining factor in their evaluation would instead be 

their expectations and understanding of what it means to be discussing products on a social 

network service. That conclusion must however be qualified by future research testing the 

differences in evaluation based on tie strength. We do not know what effects the lack of 

any relation between the respondents and the sharing party as in the case of this survey 

had without testing alternatives. 

Based solely on the results of this thesis’ survey data, the question is where the 

respondents’ notion of social network services as advertising platforms or not comes from. 

How much of it is based on word-of-mouth about social media services as being shallow 

experiences used by marketers to hawk things, and how much of it is based on their own 

experience and understanding of the services as marketing platforms? This thesis provides 

nothing on the first part of that question or the actual relation between the two, but we 

can say a few things about the second. That is why we looked at the cumulative effects of 

social media use, conclusions on which come in following sections. 

On the subject of the first part, however, we can suggest that future research takes a more 

qualitative approach to establish the underlying reasoning for what causes users to think 

of WOM on social media as an advertising medium or not. That should also include form 

and design, as changing the particulars of content and the sharing party may provide insight 

into what causes avoidance or engagement. 

7.3 ARE THE EVALUATIONS DEPENDENT ON ANNOYANCE WITH SOCIAL MEDIA SHARING? 
Evidently, the two-way relation that has been built up on social media between companies 

and individuals means that one cannot simply split posts into two categories; adverts and 

personal; as may be tempting when examining users’ relation to the service as a whole. To 

69% of the people surveyed by this study, any irritation with Facebook as an advertising 

platform is also fed by other individual user’s posts, not just ads. That means that even a 

friendly recommendation adds to clutter and goal impediment (see section 2.2). The 

difference in annoyance with social media as a result of this is not insignificant, as we could 

clearly see in Figure 17 and Figure 18. This was further discussed in section 6.2.1. 

While we cannot prove any causality either way, the suggestion seems to be that of a 

downwards spiral were sensitivity to social media WOM as advertising begets annoyance 

with WOM on social media in general, and vice versa. As to what that effect that might 

have, from the results of this study we saw that 29% of users need social media providers 

to offset not just them seeing regular adverts, but also part of the recommendations shared 

by contacts. 

The result also provides added evidence to the notion that the perception of social network 

services created by the accumulated exposure to WOM on them has greater effect than 

individual details of a WOM example. Context plays a greater role than the variations within 

it. 
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With that said, for the purpose of marketing a message, the relation between engagement 

with shared material and the rating of these as advertisement must still be examined. Even 

in terms of its form, since expectations on the sender (trustworthiness, his/hers level of 

critical thinking and taste) could have a major effect on the evaluation of the shared 

material. Previous research (Colliander 2012) has shown that the perception that a content 

endorsement has been paid for in some way has a significant negative effect on perception 

of the endorsing party, but that engagement (purchase intention) still increased as a result. 

However, Colliander only looked at the effects as they applied to sources in a fairly clear 

position of authority – reviewers and bloggers. That is not really word-of-mouth in the basic 

sense, were it is friends just sharing helpful information and good-hearted 

recommendations or warnings, as was looked at in this study. Does engagement increase 

while perception of the contact becomes more negative in this case as well? Especially in 

regards to form of the WOM, an answer to that would matter a lot in practical terms for 

marketers. 

7.4 HOW DOES THE EVALUATION CORRELATE WITH THEIR RATE OF SOCIAL MEDIA USE? 
On the danger that feelings about how much of an ad platform Facebook is would 

aggregate until the entire service is rejected as just advertising, the survey provides a clear 

answer: The results show that users’ view on sharing as advertising has no significant effect 

on their own level of use, at least not enough to shift usage in terms of anything beyond 

hours. The gains in terms of social capital and entertainment seems to easily outweigh the 

annoyance with commercial elements, given that not even those most sensitive to the 

WOM as advertising used social media any less. 

If the ‘downward spiral’ suggested earlier (section 7.3) is real, that could change. To actually 

capture the cumulative effects that we have spoken of so much in this thesis, there is also 

the need to make a study looking at SNS users’ awareness of WOM marketing again in the 

future. Before that the aggregated effects are just speculative. Primarily one should look at 

if annoyance with sharing has increased, and if its relation to WOM advertising has started 

to affect the rate of use. 

7.5 WHAT DOES THEIR EVALUATION PREDICT ABOUT THEIR OWN SHARING? 
It seems at least some users are self-aware enough to see how their own sharing of material 

contributes to the amount of advertising others see, judging by the large drop in preferring 

to share openly going from those that saw no commercial element in a WOM example to 

the rest – 53% falling to 27%. However, respondent still shared just as much as before, 

regardless of their feelings on it as advertising. Only the method of sharing changed, not 

the rate. That is still a fairly major effect, though, at least for marketers, given that material 

shared openly has a much greater reach than personal messages. 

It is also interesting to note how the way sensitivity to sharing as advertising is a good 

predictor for preferred method of sharing and not for rate of sharing is quite reminiscent 

of how privacy concerns influence social network service users’ privacy settings but not the 

amount of material they upload (Debatin et al. 2009). It seems to speak to the focus users 

place on how their acquaintances view them more than on how their behaviour might 
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benefit companies, when reflecting over their social media use. Which one is more 

important than the other is quite beyond the intended reach of this thesis, but both the 

erosion of privacy and the skewed view of each other’s private life has been held against 

social media by its detractors. 

 METHOD CRITICISM 

8.1  WORDING OF EVALUATION QUESTION 
The way the question about evaluating the WOM example was asked was a bit fraught, 

which shows in that 17% of respondents stated that they did not have an opinion either 

way. In the case of this study, this answer can be taken in two ways. The most 

straightforward is to simply view it as a badly worded question that does not get its point 

across. ‘Personal recommendation’ and ‘advertisement’ are apparently not on the opposite 

ends of a scale for the evaluation of shared material to this subset of respondents. 

However, if we say that those things objectively are on that scale (as was done for this 

study), then the interpretation of the answer might shift to being on the ‘personal 

recommendation’ end of that scale. The respondents have no opinion on the matter 

because they do not think of shared content as a form of advertising. Of course, it could 

technically be seen as them saying “Of course it is advertising, what else would it be?” 

instead, but that seems unlikely given the prior experience all respondents to that question 

had with social media. 

8.2  DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SURVEY AND REGULAR SOCIAL MEDIA USE 
Given that social tie strength is one of the main things that influences engagement with 

shared content according to Chu and Kim (2011), a weak point in the seventh question of 

the survey is that the respondents bear no relation to the person sharing it (“Poya”). 

Respondents also have no idea regarding homophily and limited ability to establish trust. 

As a result, one should perhaps expect the respondent to be more critical than they are 

when encountering the shared material in their daily usage of social media, where most of 

the content they encounter is from acquaintances and other approved sources. 

This is not so much of an issue, because this study is more concerned with the level of 

critical thinking or awareness of sharing as a form of advertising than the actual 

engagement with the content of the sharing. Where it may be an issue, however, is in that 

tie strength may influence the sensitivity to form. This has been addressed appropriately 

in the discussion and conclusion. 

8.3  CONTEXT OF THE EVALUATION 
By the answers to the sharing evaluation, we see that context probably plays a bigger role 

in social media users’ reactions to advertising than the form that advertising (more on this 

under Discussion). This is a limiting factor for this study as well, since the example used in 

the survey to ask for an evaluation was from Facebook, albeit with certain light edits in one 

case. Although not specifically stated to the respondents, the penetration of Facebook in 
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Sweden is very large, especially among social media users, and they could therefore be 

expected to put it into the right context. Still, this does not change that a SNS with different 

user expectations might elicit a different response. 

8.4  RESOLUTION OF QUESTIONS ON USE AND RECOMMENDATION RATE 
The limited available answers for the respondents to choose between for question 3 and 4 

may have obscured some dependencies. A large majority of respondents claimed to use 

social media several times a day, and because there was no more exact answer any changes 

in rate inside that description will not be noticed. 
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