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Endorsement-based Advertisements
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Icon: Influencer by Becris from the Noun Project
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Influencer
Marketing



Source: https://www.theverge.com/2016/11/22/13712996/fake-news-
facebook-google-sponsored-content-study !6



Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/24/health/tobacco-social-
media-smoking.html

Source: https://metro.co.uk/2017/04/29/the-truth-behind-ja-rules-instagram-
friendly-fyre-festival-it-was-a-wasteland-6605403/!7

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/24/health/tobacco-social-media-smoking.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/24/health/tobacco-social-media-smoking.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/24/health/tobacco-social-media-smoking.html


If there’s a connection between an 
endorser and the marketer that 
consumers would not expect and 
it would affect how consumers 
evaluate the endorsement, that 
connection should be disclosed.

“
“
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- The FTC’s Endorsement Guides

Source: https://www.ftc.gov/tips-advice/business-center/guidance/ftcs-
endorsement-guides-what-people-are-asking
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Endorsement-based 
Advertisements

Sponsored  
Posts

Affiliate 
Marketing

Product 
Giveaways

Wu, K. (2016). YouTube marketing: Legality of sponsorship and 
endorsements in advertising. JL Bus. & Ethics, 22, 59.



Overview of Findings
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1. ~90% of all affiliate marketing content is not 
disclosed to users, violating the FTC’s guidelines 
and other regulations 

2. The most common type of disclosure is explicitly 
discouraged by the FTC, and is also least 
understood by users



Affiliate Marketing
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Affiliate Marketing

http://amzn.to/2lCa9qB

Affiliate Marketing Company



Identifying and Characterizing 
Affiliate Marketing Content



Data Collection

Prefix 
Sampling

515,999 videos

2,140,462 pins
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405,471 URLs 
[video description]

1,878,815 URLs 
[pin URL]

URLs Resolved 
[3XX, Meta refresh] 
[~2.5% timed out] 
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Key observation:
 Affiliate links from each company follow a 
predictable pattern

Identifying Affiliate Links

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01LYCLS24/?tag=gohanhusky-20



Affiliate Link Patterns
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57 Unique Affiliate Links Patterns from 
33 Unique Affiliate Marketing Companies


AliExpress, Amazon, Ebay, RewardStyle, 
ShopStyle, ShareASale
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Affiliate Marketing Content
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Affiliate Marketing Content
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Discovering Disclosures in 
Affiliate Marketing Content



Discovering Affiliate Marketing Disclosures
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Videos with 
Affiliate Links

Pins with 
Affiliate Link

Descriptions Bag of 
Words

Manual Extraction 
and Analysis of 

Disclosure Clusters

Hierarchical 
Clustering



Affiliate Marketing Disclosure Types

10.49% of YouTube videos and 7.03% of Pinterest 
pins with affiliate links contained any disclosures at all 

Grouped into 3 types on YouTube and 2 types on 
Pinterest



Affiliate Marketing Disclosure Types

Affiliate Link Disclosure
“Affiliate links may be present above”

7.02%

The FTC considers this type of disclosure inadequate

4.60%

“aff link”



Affiliate Marketing Disclosure Types

Explanation Disclosure
"This video contains affiliate links, which means that if you click 
on one of the links, I’ll receive a commission”

1.82%

The FTC encourages using this type of disclosure

2.43%

“This is an affiliate link and I receive a commission for the sales”



Affiliate Marketing Disclosure Types

Channel Support Disclosure
“AMAZON LINK: (Bookmark this link to support the show for 
free!!!)”

2.44%



Evaluating the Efficacy of 
Affiliate Marketing Disclosures
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Evaluating the Affiliate Marketing Disclosures

Conditions:


• Affiliate Link


• Explanation


• Channel Support

Conditions:


• Affiliate Link


• Explanation


1,791 Mechanical Turk Participants
Watched 1 of 5 randomly selected videos and pins
Varied the position of the disclosure: top, bottom of description 
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Evaluating the Affiliate Marketing Disclosures

Affiliate Link [Top] Condition Explanation [Top] Condition

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FtB3PL9hcWk https://www.pinterest.com/pin/804314814672700115

YouTube Pinterest
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Evaluating the Affiliate Marketing Disclosures

Experimental Measures:

Notice the 
disclosure?

Relationship b/w content 
creator & company?

Interpretation of 
disclosure

Impression of the 
video, pin, product?

Icons: Impressed by flaticondesign.com from the Noun Project, Observe by la-fabrique-
créative from the Noun Project, Handshake by bmijnlieff from the Noun Project, Analyzing by 
Aneeque Ahmed from the Noun Project
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Affiliate Marketing Disclosures Efficacy
Explanation disclosures increased users’ ability of identifying the 
underlying advertisement—but only in the Pinterest experiment

Control

Affiliate [Top]

Affiliate [Bottom]

Explanation [Top]

Explanation [Bottom]

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Extremely Unlikely Somewhat Unlikely Neutral Somewhat Likely Extremely Likely

Relationship b/w 
content creator & 

company?
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Affiliate Marketing Disclosures Efficacy
Explanation disclosures increased users’ ability of identifying the 
underlying advertisement—but only in the Pinterest experiment

Control

Affiliate [Top]

Affiliate [Bottom]

Explanation [Top]

Explanation [Bottom]

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Extremely Unlikely Somewhat Unlikely Neutral Somewhat Likely Extremely Likely

Relationship b/w 
content creator & 

company? p < 0.0001



Affiliate Marketing Disclosures Efficacy
Affiliate Link

Explanation

Channel 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Interpretation 
of disclosure



Affiliate Marketing Disclosures Efficacy
Affiliate Link

Explanation

Channel 
Support
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Interpretation 
of disclosure



Affiliate Marketing Disclosures Efficacy
Affiliate Link

Explanation
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Interpretation 
of disclosure

p < 0.0001

p < 0.0001



Implications



What explains the low prevalence of affiliate 
marketing disclosures?


Are content creators aware of the FTC’s 
endorsement guidelines?
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Understanding Content Creators
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Making Affiliate Marketing Companies 
Accountable



Design affordances for advertising disclosures in social media 
platforms


Tools to detect and highlight advertisements to users
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Designing For Disclosures
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Public Pressure
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(Amazon affiliate links)

Public Pressure



1. ~90% of all affiliate marketing content is not disclosed to users, 
violating the FTC’s guidelines and other regulations 

2. The most common type of disclosure is explicitly discouraged 
by the FTC, and is also least understood by users

We examined ~ 500,000 YouTube videos and ~ 2.1 million 
Pinterest pins for affiliate marketing content and disclosures

Questions? amathur@cs.princeton.edu 

@aruneshmathur

https://github.com/aruneshmathur/affiliate-marketing-disclosures


