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User settings for advertising optimization on Facebook: Active
customer participation or settings blindness?

Abstract

Facebook and many other social media companies act on information markets with various
player groups, which are differentiated by the kind of payment, one group paying with money
(normally, advertisers) and the other group paying with their personal data or their attention
(i.e., Facebook’s users being simultaneously the advertisers’ potential customers). In order to
minimize users’ problems with (rather annoying) ads on digital services, some providers offer
user settings for the optimization of advertising. We analyzed the information behavior of
Facebook users concerning ad settings with the help of an online survey (N = 1,021). Only
about 40% of participating Facebook users know about personalization of settings of their
advertising preferences. More than 20% of the users who work with Facebook’s advertising
optimization are satisfied since the changes, but 35% are unsatisfied, and another 32% have a
generally negative attitude towards online advertising. To describe customers’ disregard or
ignorance of settings we introduce the term “settings blindness.” Especially the users’ gender
and their educational background influence the information behavior concerning advertisement
settings. The results have practical implications for Facebook users (namely, setting their own
preferences for ads and thus seeing only personally customized ads), for Facebook and other
social media companies (producing less annoying ads leading to a better customer loyalty and
maybe more trust in the service), and for advertisers on social media (improving the correct
addressing of the target groups).
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Highlights

e A newly introduced tool to social media advertising is Facebook’s option to set ad
preferences by the users.

e Using this tool optimally would lead to benefits for customers, suppliers of social media
services, and advertisers on these services.

o A weakness of the current practice by Facebook is the high level of customer
dissatisfaction as a result of Facebook’s updating the ad preferences so quickly without
informing the users about the changes.

e Many customers fail to see or ignore settings for ad preferences. Here, the problem of
settings blindness arises.



1. Introduction

In the light of internet technologies and social media, everyday life and technological progress
have been linked and are now inevitable factors influencing the economy, society and their
developments. Especially social networking services (SNSs) have become increasingly
important, leading to changes in the daily lives of humans and causing an impact on many parts
of the world’s population in the 21* century (Knautz and Baran, 2016). SNSs as many other
social media companies act on markets with various player groups, which are differentiated by
the kind of payment, one group paying with money and the other group paying with their data
or their attention (Stock, 2020). This is similar to the phenomenon of network externalities
implicating the existence of two-sided markets (Rochet and Tirole, 2003; Rochet and Tyrole,
2006). Players on SNS markets must “get both sides of the market on board” (Rochet and
Tirole, 2003, p. 990), one market side being end users of the SNS service (and being
simultaneously potential customers of the advertisers), the other side consisting of advertising
companies. Providers of SNSs offer their services to customers without any financial charges
and are financed by revenues from advertising. For the service providers the ads are essential
for survival; however, for the users they are rather annoying (Linde and Stock, 2011, p. 328)
and consumers from different cultures respond differently to social media ads (Sung et al.,
2020). Such information behavior of Facebook users is known as “ad avoidance” (van den
Broeck et al., 2018; Miltgen et al., 2019; Tefertiller, 2020; Youn and Kim, 2019) or *“ad
skipping behavior” (Belache et al., 2017). “Information behavior” includes all human behavior
concerning production, search, reception, and even avoidance of information (Bates, 2010;
Fisher et al., 2005; Scheibe et al., 2016; Zimmer et al., 2018); information behavior research is a
part of information science (Stock and Stock, 2013).

Facebook is the most popular SNS at present (Baran and Ghaffari, 2017, p. 34). In 2019,
Facebook generated revenues of 70,697 million US-$ almost exclusively with the selling of ads
(Facebook, Inc., 2020, p. 33). As it is the only income for Facebook, it is very important for this
SNS provider to keep its users in line (Baran et al., 2015, p. 433).

In marketing and also in social media advertising, “new tools have led to new practices” (Ford,
2019, p. 383). Such a new tool is Facebook’s option to set advertising preferences by the users.
In order to minimize the audience’s problems with ads, Facebook works with a new mean of
interactive and personalized marketing and offers user settings for the optimization of
advertising as a form of user participation in the selection of personalized ads and as a tool to
influence the amount of privacy data used by Facebook for advertising. At this point our
research starts: How do Facebook users deal with the optimization settings for advertising? Do
age, gender, or educational background influence the information behavior of Facebook users
concerning their interactions with the advertising settings? For advertisers and social media
companies, it is important to know whether such inclusion of active information behavior is
accepted by the potential customers. If the potential target audience is specified by age, gender,
or education, it is desirable to have knowledge on the concrete information behavior of these
target groups. Our study is the first empirical approach on users’ information behavior
concerning advertising preferences on an SNS having practical implications for all stakeholders,
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customers (seeing only personally customized ads), suppliers of SNSs (producing less annoying
ads) as well as advertisers on SNSs (improving addressing the target groups). What are the
strengths and weaknesses of the interactive device of settings ad preferences and do such
activities lead to an optimized relationship between Facebook, its users, and its advertisers?

2. Advertising on Facebook and Facebook’s ad settings

There are lots of studies on social media advertising. Research includes the relations between
advertising content and consumer engagement (Lee et al., 2018), informativeness and
advertising creativity as key drivers of favorable behavioral responses to ads (Lee and Hong,
2016), the role of social media ads in the purchase-decision process (Powers et al., 2012), and
the interplay of social media ads and other online efforts of a company leading the users’ brand
engagement (Yang et al., 2016). Additionally, we could identify meta-studies on the empirical
evidence of advertising in social media (Knoll, 2016) and on theoretical challenges as well as
future directions of research on social media advertising (Okazaki and Tylor, 2013). However,
there are only few studies concerning personalization in social media advertising. Winter et al.
(2021) report on the effects of monitoring users’ digital traces for personalization. Aydin (2018)
was able to show that personalization has a direct positive effect on advertising value, and
Shanahan et al. (2019) detected hints that personalization in advertising positively impacts
consumer brand loyalty. The setting of ad preferences by users is a step towards personalization
of social media advertising.

One reason why advertisers are interested in working with Facebook and relying on its
advertising system is because Facebook helps them to find their defined audience. Facebook can
target them more or less precisely due to the amount of information that it accesses about its
users. Ads and commercial posts on Facebook may affect consumers’ behavior to like, to
comment, or to share the posts to other users (Kim et al., 2019). Facebook realizes personalized
advertising (van den Broeck et al., 2020) and collects detailed person-related data in an amount,
which is dependent on the users’ willingness to provide information in their profiles and,
additionally, on the users’ digital traces, which comprise their posts (texts, images, or videos),
their “friends,” the looked posts, the frequency of looking these posts, and their reactions on
posts (likes, shares, and comments) (Brettel et al., 2015). Using these data, Facebook creates a
profile for every user. On the other market side there are Facebook’s advertising customers. For
an ad, they have to define their goals (e.g., increasing traffic of their web site), their objectives
(awareness, consideration, and conversion including several subcategories), their budget,
and—most important—their audience, which is defined by location, age, gender, languages,
interests (e.g., liked Facebook pages), behavior (as, for instance, purchase behavior), and
connections (between the concrete user and the advertiser on Facebook) (Curran et al., 2011). If
a user profile and an ad profile match, the ad is displayed to the user. The more information
from both market sides, i.e. from customers and from advertisers, is collected, the better and the
more purposeful is the ad. If a social media company runs more than one service (as Facebook
Inc. with the social networking service Facebook, the image sharing platform Instagram, and the



messengers WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger), there would be a clear advantage when the
company combines all available data sets on the users. This is why the divergence loss is not as
high compared to classic mass media where “promotional advertising is also displayed to
uninterested and therefore irrelevant users” (Ruhrberg et al., 2017, p. 224). The visibility and
the click-through rate of the advertisements are increasing while the expenses are minimized.
So, advertising is not only cheaper but also made quicker and can be always displayed
regardless of time.

Indeed, Facebook advertising affects companies’ brand image and consumers’ purchasing
intention (Dehghani and Turner, 2015); however Facebook’s CEO Zuckerberg (2018) addressed
a problem regarding advertisements on Facebook, stating that many users feel overwhelmed and
disturbed by the large number of adverts shown on their newsfeed. Of course, “Facebook users
do not visit the social networking site to see advertising” (van den Broeck et al., 2018, p. 470).
As a solution for those problems, Facebook offers setting options to its users to individualize the
advertisements. These can be found among the ad preferences. They are supposed to help the
users to adjust the adverts to their needs to ensure that they are more interesting and less
irritating for them.

Figure 1. Facebook’s setting options for topics of ad preferences (Source: Facebook.com)
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Figure 2. Facebook’s disclosure of personal information and options to delete categories
(Source: Facebook.com)
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Figures 1 and 2 show how Facebook users are able to set preferences for ads. Facebook displays
users’ interests (e.g., in business and industry or in hobbies and activities) and allows to delete
some of the interests. There are lists of businesses and advertisers who uploaded lists on
Facebook giving the users the option to deselect certain companies. Users may allow or ban ads
based on data from partners, ads based on users’ activity on services owned by Facebook, ads
including users’ social actions, and the option to hide certain topics (Figure 1). Additionally, the
users are able to see their own personal information (relationship status, employer, job title, and
education) as well as content categories related to them (Figure 2). In the categories’ setting,
users may deselect topic categories. In the example of Figure 2, we deleted the category “WiFi
Usage.”

Do Facebook users actually apply these options for advertisements? If so, are they more
satisfied now? There are some studies on privacy settings on Facebook (e.g., Boyd and
Hargittal, 2010; Liu et al., 2011); however, to our knowledge, there is no research that analyzes
advertising settings. There are only two studies that broach the issue of ad preferences on
Facebook. One of these studies analyzes the extent to which Facebook uses sensitive
information like religion or sexuality for the purpose of finding advertisements and whether that
is legal (Cabafias et al., 2018). The other study analyzes the transparency of Facebook ads and
ascertains whether the explanations given for showing explicit advertising are complete,
satisfying, and correct (Andreou et al., 2018). Both studies are indeed about the ad preferences,
although they neglect to look at how users deal with the given setting options and if they even
use or know about them.

Figure 3. Research model.
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Our research sets the potential customer—the user—at the center (Figure 3). In this study, the
users are described by their age, gender, and level of education. The user relates to Facebook
through a Facebook account. Facebook targets its users for advertisement issues and gives the
users the opportunity to actively personalize the advertisements by changing the advertisement
settings via ad preferences. The article’s research questions are:



e Research question 1: How do Facebook users deal with the optimization settings for
advertising?

e Research question 2: Do age, gender, or educational background influence the
information behavior of Facebook users concerning their advertising settings?

3. Methods

In information behavior research, we are able to use different data sources for data gathering
including log files of the information systems, performing experiments with probands,
systematic observations of the users’ content, and, finally, asking the users (Zimmer et al., 2018,
p. 442). As we want to know how users estimate a concrete tool of an information service, the
best way to get data is by asking the users. For communication science, Katz et al. (1973, p.
511) states, “people are sufficiently self-aware to be able to report their interests and motives in
particular cases.” Also in advertising research, surveys are frequently applied (Sarstedt et al.,
2018); however, researchers have to prove adequate sampling. This study uses two different
methods, namely the creation and implementation of an online questionnaire and a content
analysis in order to analyze free text answers. For this study, an online questionnaire was
created on the website umfrageonline.com. The guestionnaire was anonymous, included
fourteen questions and was published in German and distributed in German-speaking countries
via Facebook groups. We applied non-probability sampling, more precisely convenience
sampling (Vehovar et al., 2016), and hoped for representativity in German-speaking countries.

Most of the questions could be answered using a seven-point Likert scale. Thus—in contrast to
methods applied in market research—, the respondents are not forced to give either positive or
negative answers. Due to this kind of Likert scale, they can take a neutral stance if they feel
unsure about a question by selecting number 4, which is always the neutral response to the
question asked (Likert, 1932, pp. 30 f.). 1 is always the most positive and 7 always the most
negative answer option to the question.

Altogether, 1,244 people participated, although only those who have an active Facebook
account and thus were able to finish the online questionnaire were considered relevant.
Therefore, the number of participants was reduced to 1,021 people. The respondents needed to
answer a question to reach the next one, whereby they were only able to switch between
already-answered questions, so they were able to change an already-answered question after
rethinking. It took about 3 to 5 minutes to answer all the questions. The questionnaire was
broadly published via social networking services such as Facebook and Instagram. Before the
guestionnaire was published, it was pre-tested eight times and adjusted following suggestions of
the pre-testers. It was possible to participate in the questionnaire from Dec 24, 2018 until Jan
18, 20109.

The data from the online survey were evaluated using the Statistical Package of the Social
Sciences (SPSS). Our data are on an ordinal scale and show a normal distribution in only three
cases. For this reason, it was decided to use the median, the interquartile range (IQR), and the



Mann Whitney U-Test to test the significance for two independent samples (Mann and Whitney,
1947). In order to perform the U-Test, all respondents were divided into two groups according
to their age, gender, and level of education. The confidence level for the U-Test was determined
at 0.05 (*), 0.01 (**), 0.001 (***), and “not significant” (NS). In order to analyze the free text
answers, content analysis was applied. Based on Krippendorff (2018), it can be used to analyze
written communication of any kind. Therefore, the individual answers were analyzed and
categorized inductively into four classes. In the next step, the free text answers were considered
as units of evaluation and became classified into the four classes separately by one of the
authors and another person. In the very few cases of disagreement (Krippendorff’s Alpha
always being > 0.8) they discussed their results and agreed on the categorization in all cases.

4. Demographics of the respondents

The survey had a total of 1,021 participants. Their mean age is 27.64 years and the standard
deviation is 10.98 years. 468 of the participants (45.84%) are men and 529 (51.81%) are
women. Some people (2.35%) did not want to indicate their gender. Following Statista (2018),
in Germany, the age group with the most Facebook users is aged between 25 and 34 years. Of
all German Facebook users, 52.8% are men and 47.2% are women. Concerning age, our sample
seems to be representative, concerning gender, women are a little bit overrepresented in the
sample.

286 people (28.01%) have a general qualification for university entrance and 234 people
(22.92%) have a university graduation. Out of all respondents, 159 people (15.57%) have a
completed apprenticeship, and 111 (11.46%) also have a somewhat limited qualification for
university. 79 respondents (7.74%) are still in school, and 108 (10.58%) have a secondary
school-leaving certificate. 28 participants (2.74%) have no school-leaving qualifications at all,
and the ten remaining people (0.98%) have a doctor’s degree. Most of the respondents live in
Germany (97.36%).

For the U-Test, the participants were always divided into two groups. The two different age
groups comply with the generations defined by Fietkiewicz et al. (2016). For this study,
Generation Y and Z are put together and represent one of the two categories named young,
while Generation X, the Baby Boomers, and Silent Generation form the other group and are
titled as old. The U-Test is also performed with gender, for which the categories male and
female are used. The participants who provided no information about their gender are left out.
The educational backgrounds are also divided into two groups. All of the participants who have
a secondary school-leaving certificate, are still in school or have no school-leaving
qualifications at all are in the group low. The others with a qualification for a university
entrance, a completed apprenticeship or a university degree are in the group named high.



1.1. Frequency of advertising on Facebook (N=1,021)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Median| IQR
20.47% | 22.82% {19.39% | 30.07% | 3.92% | 2.25% | 1.08% 3.00 2.00
1: always; 4: sometimes; 7: never
1.2. Opinion on advertising on Facebook (N = 1,021)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Median| IQR
3.04% | 4.02% | 7.05% |35.65% |24.19% |15.08% | 10.97%| 5.00 2.00
1: very appealing; 4: neutral; 7: very annoying
1.3. Advertising as an obstacle (N = 1,021)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Median| IQR
7.54% | 5.48% |18.81% |44.07%|13.61% | 6.27% | 4.21% 4.00 1.00
1: definitely; 4. sometimes; 7: definitely not
1.4. Optimizing advertising on Facebook (N =1,021)

1 2
40.06% | 59.94%
1: yes; 2: no
1.5. Dealing with the optimization settings (N = 409)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Median | IQR
10.02% [ 17.11%|13.69% | 29.10% | 6.11% | 8.07% |15.89% | 4.00 3.00

1: dealt with them often and actively changed settings; 4: dealt with them
somewhat; 7: neither dealt with them nor changed settings

1.6. Interest in (further) dealing with the advertisement settings (N = 1,021)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Median| IQR
8.42% |11.26% | 15.38% | 32.71% | 8.33% | 7.84% |16.06% | 4.00 2.00
1: great interest; 4. maybe; 7: no interest
1.7. User satisfaction since the changes (n=344)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Median | IQR
4.07% | 5.23% |11.92% |43.90% | 18.02% | 12.50% | 4.36% 4.00 1.00
1: very satisfied; 4: neutral; 7: very unsatisfied
1.8. Feedback from respondents (n=37)

1 2 3 4
21.62% | 10.81% | 35.14% | 32.43%

1: satisfied since changes; 2: neutral feedback; 3: unsatisfied despite changes; 4:
generally negative attitude towards advertising

1.9. Assessment of the promise of more control (n =1,021)

1

2

3 4

5

6

7

Median

IQR

10.58%

9.11%

19.88% | 41.04%

10.09%

6.95%

2.35%

4.00

1.00

1: definitely; 4. maybe; 7: definitely not

Table 1. Customers’ dealing with advertising settings on Facebook.




5. Handling of the optimization settings for advertising (research question 1)

The first research question is about how Facebook users, in their information behavior, deal
with the optimization settings for Facebook advertising. Considering the frequency of noticing
advertising on Facebook, Section 1.1. of Table 1 shows that most people chose the first four
options as their answer, which overall means that more than 90% of the respondents notice
advertising very often or at least sometimes. The neutral option 4 is the most commonly-
selected answer. Regarding the general opinion on advertising on Facebook (1.2.), it can be said
that most participants opted for 4 to 7, which altogether shows that more than 85% of them find
the advertising to be neutral to negative. Is advertising perceived as an obstacle? Most of the
answers gather around the mid-point so there is no positive or negative trend as 4 is by far the
most commonly-chosen answer (1.3.).

Now we arrive at the new interactive feature of SNSs, the settings of advertising preferences by
the users. Regarding the optimizing advertising on Facebook, most of the respondents (about
60%) do not know about the optimization settings (1.4.). Considering the dealing with the
optimization settings, it can be observed that the given answers are distributed unevenly (1.5.).
Many respondents chose option 4, but there are also about 41% dealing with the settings (votes
1 to 3) and 30% who did use this option seldom or not at all. Also the interest in (further)
dealing with the advertisement settings is not very keen (1.6.). The answers to questions 1.5.
and 1.6 are rather similar.

Concerning their satisfaction since the changes respondents who really applied the ad settings
chose the neutral answer (44%), 21% are more or less satisfied, and 35% are unsatisfied. 37
participants used the free-text field to leave comments about their experience with adverts
settings on Facebook. The content analysis of the comments’ resulted in four main categories:
satisfied since changes (22%), neutral feedback (11%), unsatisfied despite changes (35%), and
generally negative attitude towards advertising on Facebook (32%) (1.8.). The unsatisfied
participants said that they are disappointed by the settings because they still see irrelevant ads.
They assume that their changes are only accepted for a short amount of time. Other participants
used this field to show their general dislike towards advertising on Facebook. They wish they
could turn off the advertising completely. In consideration of the assessment of the promise of
more control, more than 80% of all respondents (including the “maybe” answers) have little or
even no confidence in the promise of Facebook (1.9.).

6. Impact of age, gender, and education on user behavior (research question 2)

The second research question explores whether age, gender, and education of Facebook users
are factors that influence their information behavior concerning advertising settings. Concerning
the question about noticing the ads on Facebook, there are no significant differences concerning
all three variables (2.1.). The research found a clear difference between the customers’
educational level when it comes to the general opinion on advertising on Facebook. The
participants with a higher education find the advertising to be more irritating comparing to the
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ones with a lower education (2.2.). In light of the test of the question about the advertising as an

obstacle, there are no significant differences between our groups (2.3.). For all groups,

advertising is an obstacle sometimes.

2.1. U-Test: Frequency of advertising on Facebook

n Median IQR Significance
Age Young 908 3.0 2.0 0.65
(n=1,021) |(Old 113 3.0 2.0 NS
Gender Male 468 3.0 2.0 0.46
(n=997) Female 529 3.0 2.0 NS
Education |High 806 3.0 2.0 0.06
(n=1,021) |Low 215 3.0 2.0 NS

Scale: 1: always; 4. sometimes; 7: never

2.2. U-Test: Opinion on advertising on Facebook

n Median IQR Significance
Age Young 908 4.0 2.0 0.10
(n=1,021) |(Old 113 5.0 2.0 NS
Gender Male 468 5.0 2.0 0.13
(n=997) Female 529 4.0 1.0 NS
Education |High 806 5.0 2.0 0.005
(n=1,021) |Low 215 4.0 1.0 ok

Scale: 1: very appealing; 4: neutral; 7: very annoying

2.3. U-Test: Advertising as an obstacle

n Median IQR Significance
Age Young 908 4.0 1.0 0.95
(n=1,021) |(Old 113 4.0 1.0 NS
Gender Male 468 4.0 1.0 0.13
(n=997) Female 529 4.0 1.0 NS
Education |High 806 4.0 1.0 0.38
(n=1,021) |Low 215 4.0 1.0 NS

Scale: 1: definitely; 4: sometimes; 7: definitely not

2.4. U-Test: Dealing with the optimization settings

n Median IQR Significance
Age Young 351 4.0 2.0 0.10
(n=409) Old 58 3.0 3.0 NS
Gender Male 220 4.0 3.0 0.006
(n=403) Female 183 4.0 3.0 **
Education |High 352 4.0 3.0 0.00002
(n=409) Low 57 5.0 3.0 el
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Scale: 1: dealt with them often and actively changed settings; 4: dealt with
them somewhat; 7: neither dealt with them nor changed settings

2.5. U-Test: Interest in (further) dealing with the advertisement
settings

n Median IQR Significance
Age Young 908 4.0 2.0 0.40
(n=1,021) |(Old 113 4.0 4.0 NS
Gender Male 468 4.0 2.0 0.037
(n=997) Female 529 4.0 2.0 *
Education |High 806 4.0 2.0 0.0007
(n=1,021) |Low 215 4.0 3.0 falalel

Scale: 1: great interest; 4: maybe; 7: no interest

2.6. U-Test: User satisfaction since the changes

n Median IQR Significance
Age Young 296 4.0 1.0 0.31
(n=344) Old 48 4.5 1.75 NS
Gender Male 188 4.0 1.0 0.40
(n=340) Female 152 4.0 1.0 NS
Education [High 305 4.0 1.0 0.16
(n=344) Low 39 4.0 2.0 NS

Scale: 1: very satisfied; 4: neutral; 7: very unsatisfied

2.7. U-Test: Assessment of the promise of more control

n Median IQR Significance
Age Young 908 4.0 1.0 0.09
(n=1,021) |(Old 113 4.0 1.0 NS
Gender Male 468 4.0 1.0 0.94
(n=997) Female 529 4.0 1.0 NS
Education |High 806 4.0 1.0 0.009
(n=1,021) |Low 215 4.0 1.0 **

Scale: 1: definitely; 4: maybe; 7: definitely not

Table 2. Impact of age, gender, and education on advertising settings on Facebook.

The dealing with the optimization settings exhibits massive differences between the genders and
the educational levels (2.4.). Both male and female respondents have a median of 4; however,
they show differences in the concrete value distribution in their answers to this question.
Answers of the men center towards the first four (positive) numbers of the Likert scale. Indeed,
many men did make use of the optimization settings. Women mostly chose the neutral option 4
and decrease in number in the direction of option 1, which is the most positive value. A large
part of the answers of women distribute at 6 and 7, which means that there was little or no
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occupation with the setting options. Participants with a higher level of education have a median
of 4 and those with a lower educational level a median of 5. Those with a lower education have
occupied themselves less with the setting options and made fewer changes than those with a
higher education.

The interest in (further) dealing with the advertisement settings shows significant differences
for gender and education (2.5). Though both genders have the same median, women are leaning
towards option 4 and men more towards the most positive numbers 1 and 2. Respondents with
lower education disagree more in their answers (IQR: 3) than those with higher education (IQR:
2) and form two sub-groups, namely people who have either no interest at all or a very big
interest in engaging with the setting options.

The user satisfaction since the changes exhibits no statistically significant differences between
our groups (2.6.). Concerning the promise of more control, there are very significant differences
(again, in the value distribution, not in the median and IQR) between the respondents with high
and with low educational level (2.7.). More than half of the respondents with the lower
educational level chose option 4. The distribution decreases on both sides of the scale. The
group with the higher educational level mostly chose the first four options of the scale.

7. Discussion

There are not many respondents who do not notice the advertisements on Facebook. Most of
them notice the advertisements anywhere from sometimes to very often. Their answers mostly
spread among the first four points of the seven-point Likert scale (“always” to “sometimes™).
The study of Roberts (2010, p. 30) also shows that most people are aware of advertisements on
Facebook. She observes only a small number of users who do not notice advertisements.

Tran (2017) identified ad lovers, ad accommodators, and ad haters. Only a few respondents of
our survey think the advertisements on Facebook are appealing. Most of the respondents find
the advertisements neutral to negative leading to the known Facebook ad avoidance (Belanche
etal., 2017; Miltgen et al., 2019; Tefertiller, 2020; Youn and Kim, 2019; van den Broeck et al.,
2018). The neutral to negative tendency is confirmed in the post by Zuckerberg (2018). He
reported that many Facebook users are burdened and annoyed by the advertisements. They feel
like the Facebook posts of their friends and family are drowned out by the adverts. There are
significant differences between the respondents’ answers regarding their level of education.
Those with a higher educational level find the advertisements more irritating than those with a
lower educational level. There is also a relation to the previous question because before it was
shown that participants with a higher educational level by comparison take more notice of the
advertisements. Therefore, it makes sense that they categorize the advertisements on Facebook
as more disruptive than the other group.

Is advertising perceived as an obstacle? The majority of our respondents thinks this holds true
sometimes. Common activities on Facebook include viewing their friends’ and family’s posts.
These posts can disappear in between all the adverts. For this instance, it is possible that the
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adverts stop or prevent Facebook users from their usual actions on the social networking
service.

Do users know the interactive options of setting ad preferences? Most of the participants did not
know about all of the interaction possibilities that Facebook offers to give its users more control
over the advertising and their privacy data. Facebook has initiated many advertisements to
spread information about the ad preferences. The campaign about the ad preferences was
published in newspapers and journals, while there were also advertising video clips on
television and outdoor advertisements with posters on public places like bus stops. Moreover,
Facebook itself showed advertisements concerning the optimization settings. Nevertheless,
more than half of the respondents do not know about these optimization possibilities. Our result
is in line with the findings of Cabanas et al. (2018, p. 480). This could be connected to the fact
that the users see the advertisements in general but do not take in their content. Benway and
Lane (1998, p. 132) coined the term Banner Blindness for this phenomenon. The term means
that advertisements are not taken in but ignored either by accident or on purpose and therefore
are disregarded. Maybe there exists not only Banner Blindness, but also a Settings Blindness (or
Settings Ignorance) leading users simply to ignore all kinds of settings (including ads settings)
in their information behavior.

The next question shows an unexpected result. Here, it is asked whether the respondents have
already made some changes in the advertisement settings provided that they know about these
optimization options. The answers center towards option 4 as the focal point, so the respondents
are mostly only partially dealing with the settings options. Since previous results show that the
advertisements are seen by the majority and judged as neutral to negative, it could be assumed
that most of the respondents already intensely deal with the setting options. Instead, one-sixth
chose option 7 on the Likert scale, which means that they have never even confronted with these
ad preferences. This could be the case because they wish for fewer advertisements and see no
need in having more personalized content. The results show that the users do not wish for more
individualized advertisements but rather fewer adverts in general. This could be a reason for the
lack of interest in dealing with the setting options. Besides, there are significant differences in
the information behavior of male and female respondents and between those groups with a
lower and higher educational level. At this point, a connection to the first two questions can be
made, where it was discovered that it is also the group of respondents with higher education that
notices the advertisements more often and finds them to be more irritating. Therefore, it is only
natural that they also engage more with the optimization settings.

Furthermore, it was investigated whether the respondents are interested in dealing with the
setting options (more). The results show that there is a rather willingness to do so in the future.
The answers concentrate on the first four options of the seven-point Likert scale. Essentially,
there is a moderate to strong willingness for (further) occupation with the optimization settings
for the advertisements. The median of 4 means “maybe.” It is interesting to note that still many
of the respondents chose option 7, reflecting “no interest.” Looking at these candidates, it can be
seen that more than half of them have already made major changes in the settings for the
adverts. Therefore, it can be assumed that they were unsatisfied after having made their changes
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and thus do not see any reason to busy themselves with these ad preferences again. For the
others who did not do any changes but still chose option 7, it can be hypothesized that they do
not care about the content of the adverts because they dislike them all. A strong interest in
dealing with the optimization settings is seen with the people who did not know about them at
all before the survey. Furthermore, there are significant differences according to the gender and
level of education.

Avre users satisfied since they made changes in their ad preferences? In the course of the content
analysis, the answers of the respondents to the open question were put into four categories. The
answers are divided into satisfied, neutral, unsatisfied, and “general dislike” categories. Many
respondents used this free text field to show their general dislike for advertisements on
Facebook, whereby they expressed their wish for fewer advertisements. However, it is not clear
if these people are more satisfied or still unsatisfied after optimizing their advertisement
settings. Furthermore, the neutral answers do not show if the changes were accepted by
Facebook and if the adverts are more pleasing now. A lot of people say that they do not notice
the ads and block them out, as already indicated by Banner Blindness. Moreover, some admit
that they have only made minimal changes in the optimization settings and therefore are not
able to give reliable statements about their experience. Those who are still unsatisfied after
optimizing their ads settings to their preferences complain that the changes are only accepted for
a short time. Here, the regularity factor plays a major role because Facebook always updates the
interests and preferences by analyzing all of their users’ online activities. This is why the ad
preferences need to be controlled on a regular basis so that unwanted themes and subjects can
be deleted. If this is not done regularly, undesired advertisements can pop up again after some
time. The satisfied people express that the advertisements are more interesting and pleasing
after their changes. It can be surmised that changes in the settings of the ad preferences are
generally accepted and do actually work but need to be reviewed and controlled as Facebook
always adds new information to each user account. There are also significant differences
between male and female respondents with this question. The women have a higher median and
a noticeably lower interquartile range than the male participants. This means that women tend
more towards the negative categories in this question and are more likely to feel negative about
the advertisements after dealing with the settings.

The final question shows that the majority of participants have no trust in the promise of more
control over Facebook ads. Many participants do not believe the company and think of the
promise as empty words. It is remarkable that many of those who did not deal with the
optimization settings have no trust in the promise of Facebook Inc. This again could be a reason
why some did not deal with those settings yet and perhaps will not do so in the future because
why would users invest their time and busy themselves with these settings when they do not
even believe in them? Accordingly, this is an important factor of users’ information behavior
regarding the willingness of the users to interact with the ad preferences.
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8. Conclusion

In general, this study has shown that most of the respondents have only occupied themselves
with the interactive optimization possibilities of the advertising on Facebook to a small extent.
Nevertheless, there is a moderate to strong willingness to do so (more) in the future. Most of the
participants who already adjusted the advertising settings feel indifferent or negative about the
results. One reason for this is that they wish to see less advertising in general and that they need
to regularly go back and control their ad preferences because Facebook always updates them.
Moreover, many do not fully trust the promise of Facebook. They take the promise of more
control over advertising as empty words even though a lot of them did not even deal with the
optimization settings yet.

Furthermore, this study explores whether there are significant differences in the information
behavior of the participants according to their age, gender, or educational level. It was proven
that the age is not as important as the gender and especially education when it comes to the
users’ behavior. In general, men dislike ads more than women (as seen in Table 2.2). And
higher educated people are more annoyed by ads than lower educated participants (Table 2.2);
however, the higher educated people are in turn more dealing with the advertising settings
(Table 2.4 and 2.5).

This study encountered some limitations. The respondents answered the questions of the survey
without supervision, so there is no way of knowing whether they were influenced by other
people or problems with the internet. Furthermore, there are a little bit more women than men
who participated and most of them had a rather high level of education. Besides, the participants
were mostly young, meaning most of them were part of Generations Y and Z. Apart from that,
almost all the respondents live in Germany, which could lead to a regional or cultural bias.
Overall, this study cannot be an adequate representation of all Facebook users.

Surely other research is needed, because this is only an exploratory study. For further research,
it could be interesting to publish the questionnaire in more languages not only to reach more
people but to see if there are any differences between the participants according to their place of
residence and their culture. In addition, the age categories should be examined to see whether
there are also differences within the groups defined in this study. Moreover, there should be
future work dealing with the people who know about the optimization options but are not
willing to try them. We found differences in the users’ information behavior mainly by gender
and by education, but our empirical approach does not tell why these differences are present. We
only analyzed ad settings, but not the content of the ads. Are there content-related differences
(e.g., users looking mainly for leisure purposes versus users talking about private content with
relatives)? What is needed in the end is a theory which allows of explanations of the observed
information behavior.

In a comparative analysis, users of other services with ads settings (e.g., Google) should be
surveyed and the data compared with those from Facebook. We only analyzed one group of
stakeholders, namely users. Similarly, one should also study the reactions of the advertisers and
the staff of the online services concerning settings of the user preferences for ads. In a more
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detailed view of the users, it should be helpful to analyze the applied devices (desktop computer
or mobile phone), the use of ad blockers, the users’ level of experience with ads (i.e., the
amount of clicks on ads), the overall time spent on Facebook (also in comparison with other
services) and the time passed with ads, etc.

Our study highlights an area of further research because many of the participants do not trust the
promise of Facebook. A study carving out why people could feel like this and if this has an
impact on how people deal with the optimization options is desirable. Future work should also
consider Settings Blindness and it’s overcoming as research topics of interactive marketing.

9. Implications for practice

The strengths of ad preferences settings as a personalized advertising option in social

networking services—in theory—are:

o for SNS users and potential customers of the advertising companies: setting their own
preferences for ads and thus seeing only personally customized ads,

o for suppliers of SNSs: producing less annoying ads leading to a better customer loyalty
and maybe more trust in the SNS, and

o for advertisers on SNSs: improving the correct addressing of the target groups.

Our results may be useful for marketers in order to craft better methods of providing ads to the
customers and for internet service companies to develop more finely-tuned user functions of
presenting ads. Generally speaking, it seems to be a good idea to let users participate actively in
the selection of ads via ad settings. As it is known that most users do not like ads, their
assessment of ads may change if they in their information behavior can co-determine the
presentation of ads.

Main results of the present study concerning gender and education are that men dislike ads more
than women and that higher educated people are more dealing with the advertising settings.
With these results in mind both, SNS companies as well as advertisers are able to apply
customized marketing strategies for well-educated men, well-educated women, less-educated
men, and less-educated women in order to create awareness for ad settings and to overcome
gender- and education-specific settings blindness.

The weaknesses of the current practice by Facebook are (1) a high level of dissatisfaction
despite changes are made too often and (2) many users do not know about this offer. For
Facebook it is important to inform even more of its users about these possibilities and try to
implement further optimizations with the ad preferences, so the users are more satisfied. For van
den Broeck (2019, p. 144) it is important for the advertising industry “to put more effort in
educating users on their privacy and advertising settings.” Weaknesses could be achieved, for
example, by not updating the ad preferences so quickly or informing users with a message that
the ad preferences have been updated to let them know. From the point of view of advertising
companies, preference settings have the opportunity that potential customers make use of these
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optimization settings because this will enable them to reach their desired target group even more
precisely and only reach people who are interested in their service or product. Therefore, the
divergence loss will be even lower for companies. The threat for social media services and
likewise for advertisers on those services is the high number of users who are basically annoyed
at ads on SNSs and the amount of users suffering from Settings Blindness.
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