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• Special Guest: Laura Sullivan, Senior Attorney, 
Division of Advertising Practices, FTC, will 
discuss the FTC’s recently released guidance 
regarding native advertising disclosures

• Discussion re Legislation to Create Anti Trust 
Safe Harbor for News Organizations

• Upcoming Events for DCN Legal and Legislative 
Committee

Agenda



BLURRED LINES:  EXPLORING 

CONSUMERS’ ADVERTISING 

RECOGNITION

SEARCH ENGINES AND NATIVE ADS

Laura M. Sullivan

Division of Advertising Practices

Federal Trade Commission



The opinions 

expressed are 

my own.  I 

don’t speak 

for the FTC.



An advertisement is deceptive under Section 5 

of the FTC Act if it “misleads consumers as to 

its nature or source, including that a party other 

than the sponsoring advertiser is its source.”



Are consumers recognizing search 

ads and native ads as 

advertisements?







Native Ad:  Gear Patrol

Search engine web pages and media 

sites containing native ads



Native Ad:  Gear Patrol

Initial page and click-into page

Click-into page



Modified Ad Disclosure

Language

Placement

Text Size and Color

Other Visual Cues



• 48 participants

• During a lab session, participants 

viewed 8 different sets of web 

pages

– Half search/half native 

– Half desktop/half smartphone

– Half original version/half modified

• In different order for each 

participant



Measures

• Participants “thought aloud” while 

interacting with web pages

• Responded to open-ended questions

• Tracked participants’ eye 

movements and fixations on screen

• Post-study questions



Who is the 

source of 

the 

message?

Do you see 

any ads?



Across all the different ads tested . . . 

Ad recognition among participants 

improved with the modified 

disclosures



Percentage of Ads That Participants Recognized as an 

Ad, Did Not Recognize as an Ad, or Where It Was Unclear 

to Coder

Ad recognition improvement similar for both 

search ads and native ads 



Distribution of Observed Increases in Ad Recognition 

Across Different Ads Tested

Observed effects of modified disclosures were all in 

the positive direction but varied among different ads 

tested (note:  without testing for statistical 

significance or controlling for confounding factors)



Qualitative Observations



Distinctive background shading and 

sufficiently noticeable ad labels

Modified Ad Disclosures



Text Color that sufficiently contrasts 

with background color

Modified Ad Disclosures



Consistent labeling for ads on the same 

page

Modified Ad Disclosures



Segregating ads from other content



Modified Ad Disclosure

Ad labels located in the top right-hand 

corner of a web page or ad grouping



Content recommendation widgets

Modified Ad Disclosure



Modified Ad Disclosure

Locate disclosures close to an ad’s 

headline



In-stream ads:  ad disclosures located 

below the story headline and blurbs 

Modified Ad Disclosure



Clarity of disclosure meaning

Modified Ad Disclosures



Net Impression

Modified Ad Disclosure



Disclosure techniques on desktop and 

mobile device



Estimated Effects of Ad Disclosures on Average Amount 

of Time Spent Looking at Ads 

No correlation between ad recognition and 

amount of time spent looking at ads



Using commonsense disclosure 

techniques can greatly increase 

the likelihood that consumers 

recognize an ad as an ad



lsullivan@ftc.gov

Thank You!



Journalism Competition and Preservation Act

• Introduced by Rep. Cicilline (D-NJ), ranking member 
of House Judiciary Subcommittee on Anti-Trust

• Bill would create a 4 year safe harbor from anti trust 
law to allow news organizations to collectively 
negotiate with “online content distributors”

Anti Trust Safe Harbor Legislation



Pros

• Extends conversation re dominance of platforms
• Pressure on Google/FB

Cons

• Perception of Old Media
• Applies only to news orgs
• Unlikely to move this year

Anti Trust Safe Harbor Legislation



Tuesday, March 27 @ 3 PM (tentative) – Discussion of 
GDPR Compliance Challenges Facing Publishers

Tuesday, April 3 @ 3 PM (tentative) – GDPR Vendor 
Solutions

Tuesday, April 10 @ 3 PM - Legal and Legislative 
Committee call 

Tuesday, June 12 Noon to 5 PM – Legal and Legislative Day

Upcoming Events for DCN Legal and Legislative Committee


