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Abstract 
 
Social media networks and smartphone applications continue to be infiltrated with anonymous 
trolls and hidden agenda players from within the contagious United States, as many of the major 
networks reside there, and others from overseas, via terrorist cells and political foes that continue 
to influence global business entities and elections propagated upon many countries using the 
power of disinformation dubbed fake news. These fake accounts and trolls are one topic, this 
study concerns a literary meta-analysis of national and international literature, an historical 
perspective on paid advertisers, Federal Communications Commissions, regulations and current 
trends to provide 21st century suggestions on transparency techniques inspired by the hallmark of 
transparency advertising in the 20th century. Recommendations include transparent advertising 
markings and digital watermarks as well as better screenings and validations from reputable 
prospects throughout the social networking interface and application stream. 
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Introduction 
 
Little transparency exists nor is regulated among social networks such as facebook, Instagram, 
Twitter, and Internet applications regarding paid advertisers and the ability of their affiliates 
(subscribers) to effectively discern them. This unabashed disregard for truth in advertising has 
resulted in political and global economic strife the likes of which have not been experienced 
since the printing press was invented over 500 years ago. Pulitzer more than 110 years ago with 
regard to America wrote, “Our Republic and its press will rise or fall together…" (Pulitzer.org, 
2014, para 22). How can these paid advertisers be discerned among the mix of subscriber posts, 
advertisers who do reveal their identify and any other social networking news that continuously 
makes it way through so called newsfeeds? How did historical 20th century approaches in 
advertising transparency work in mediums such as newspapers, magazines, and television? 
 
Literature Review 
 
Traditional newspapers and magazines, particularly throughout North America and Europe, were 
the staple of targeted advertising for generations. Their circulation rates and market penetration 
were the hallmark of the industrial age. Newspapers, magazines, radio, and television were and 
are highly regulated advertising vehicles. Truth in advertising and transparency were challenged 
for years and in almost all cases, audiences could discern an ad from other types of content such 
as entertainment, news, and editorials. Throughout the United States, for example, newspapers 
are required to insert the word “advertisement” if their layout, voice, and format mimic typical 
real news stories. The ability for consumers to discern advertising is likely not confusing. Same 
holds true for radio and television. For each of these mediums commercials are usually louder, 



more intrusive, and built around the programs that differentiate themselves and in typical 15, 30, 
or 60-minute units. “Infomercials” provided companies a broader vehicle to extend their message 
in some cases to 30 and 60 or more minutes with much detail.  

In the 1940s the FCC put stock in its so called Blue Book. It was one of the most progressive 
initiatives by any FCC commission in US history. “It took the unprecedented – and unrepeated – 
step of making the privilege of holding broadcast licenses contingent upon meeting substantive 
public interest requirements” (Pickard, 2011, p.172). The goal was to allow more diversity and 
viewpoints. In 1985 the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) abolished guidelines for 
the amount of non-entertainment programming, thus removing any barriers on limiting 
advertising further blurring advertising and programming (PBS.org, 2018).  

Two years later the Fairness Doctrine was also abolished that primarily allowed broadcast time 
for opposing views. This allowed television stations to imbue the political views, though bias, 
and further confused the role of journalism to mirror the news not create it. Enter the 1990s 
where journalistic scholars noted a continued blur between news content and advertising. “A 
long-standing criticism of the U.S. media refers to vehicles that allow advertising content to drift 
into the editorial sections (Sandler and Secunda 1993; Soley and Craig 1992) or turn news 
coverage into a space sales tool”(Lacher & Rotfeld, 1994, p. 281). 

Today, once regarded like the wide-open American West, net neutrality continues to be widely 
debated, who does the Internet belong to, who has the right to deliver it, monitor it, and tax it, 
and social networks have become omni-present in almost every aspect of 21st century life 
(Faulhaber, 2015). From providing instantaneous communications, live video, and chats, to 
status updates and message threads, the propensity of these platforms to infiltrate and disrupt 
humanity was further disseminated by advances in cellular smart phones, better computer 
processers, and high-resolution cameras. These platforms have a captive audience and as such 
many offer advertising for individuals, businesses, and politicians. Their ability to find matching 
audiences relies on fine tuned algorithms and their outstanding ability to target a message to the 
right market is precise. However, social networks have gone largely unregulated and it can be 
tremendously difficult for consumers to discern their network feed from advertising fodder 
(Elefant, 2011). Hart (2016) agrees that "Social media law" is not yet written in stone.  

It [social media law] is, instead, an amalgam of constitutional law, employment 
law, criminal law, administrative law, intellectual property law, tort law, and even 
the rules of discovery as applied to the ubiquitous and relatively recent-presence 
and use of online and mobile platforms for sharing and creating content (p. 235). 

The relatively recent-presence and use of online and mobile platform applications for sharing 
and creating content have created an unprecedent intermingling off citizens and entities that 
might not otherwise have ever had the opportunity to meet due to time and distance constraints. 
Predatory entities, individuals, nationalists, hidden agenda groups, and politicians took advantage 
of their ability to disguise their identity to sway audience views, disrupt elections, and lead 
prospects astray. Social network enterprises pocketed millions of dollars essentially praying off 
both their subscribers and opportunistic domestic and international regimes and this recklessness, 



however, has simple some solutions, just like that of the industrial aged newspapers, radio, and 
television.  

Problem Statement, Research Question, and Significance 

Social networks, computer,  and smartphone applications have little advertising transparency 
regulations. By under regulating these networks, audiences, affiliates, and social networking 
subscribers and stakeholders continue to be exposed to misinformation, disingenuous and 
opportunistic businesses, political manipulators, and bad actors. This literary meta-analysis, 
targeting peer reviewed publications and the most prominent results returned based on keyword 
searches such as: social media, advertising, FCC, transparency, historical, regulation, 
authenticity, techniques, 20th century, 21st century, asking the question: What types of required 
regulations were in place to distinguish advertising from news or other entertainment media in 
newspapers, magazines, and television? How could these regulations and transparency 
techniques be integrated into 21st century social networks and applications? The significance of 
the study demonstrates that regulations based on 20th century advertising transparency methods 
can have valid uses today.  
 
Method 

This meta-analytic study investigated 20th century regulations and requirements for regulations 
regarding transparent paid advertisements in newspaper, magazine, and television primarily 
under the United States lens. The purpose was to expand awareness of current discussions 
nationally and internationally to curtail a proliferation of uncontrolled social networks and 
application platforms who take in advertising but go largely unregulated. An historical 
perspective theme was examined throughout the literature, a quasi-meta-analysis, and an 
examination of digital applications of these 20th century techniques and newer 21st century 
techniques that can help subscribers and other social network affiliates and stakeholders discern 
advertising from fake news and other mediated and compromised information. The results are 
applicable to new social networking adverting regulations and for weary consumers who must 
continue to read between the advertising and news lines for reputable and acceptable marketing 
fair use.  
 
This study utilized a literature review meta-analysis. The literature review included literature 
written in the past 15 years (with a few exceptions where literature led to topical discussions 
dating back 25 years, which this author felt compelled to include for a better understanding of 
the full discussion), with selection criteria focused on: (a) peer reviewed as most prominent 
rigorous theme (b) key words such as: social media, advertising, FCC, transparency, historical, 
regulation, authenticity, techniques, 20th century, 21st century 
 
To establish a list of resources, a ‘seed’ metaphor was used. In this case, the seed metaphor is 
similar to snowball sampling used in human subjects research, where one participant refers two 
others, and those two refer two more, growing into a larger participant population. Several key 
texts were collected, and from these initial ‘seeds’ a fuller literature base was grown. Those 
sources which emerged from the initial ‘seeds’ included literature from organizations discussed 
within the texts, references used within the texts, and library database searches based on text 



discussions. The initial ‘seed’ literature included one prominent 1994 article, Newspaper policies 
on the potential merging of advertising and news content, Journal of Public Policy & Marketing 
(Lacher & Rotfeld), The battle over the FCC Blue Book: determining the role of broadcast media 
in a democratic society, 1945-8, published in 2011 in Media, Culture, & Society (Pickard), and 
What have the FCC wrought? published in 2015 in Telecommunications & Technology 
(Faulhaber). The latter of which was a trade publication with no references but did come up 
under peer reviewed. This ‘seed’ developed into three main articles and over 50 articles 
(Appendix B). Literature was reviewed for prominent themes using structural, in Vivo, and 
evaluation coding (Saldaña, 2009). Established themes were further refined through successive, 
iterative coding.  
 
Results  

This meta-analysis examined several studies about the industrial age and transparent regulated 
advertising practices featuring details of advertising and publication methods used. These 
practices are conceptually applied to the new digital algorithms and web designs for possible 
solutions to mandate social networking platforms to be required to discern, where possible, all 
paid advertising to lesson subscriber and stakeholder confusion. Several solutions including: 

1. Stronger identity verification techniques and use of certified badges on social media 
individual, corporate, non-profit, and academic pages are shared.  

2. Recommendations for stronger policing methods, use of digital watermarks within 
pages, posts and identifications, coloration, advertising stamps, like those used in 
Digimarc’s Good Housekeeping and numerous product examples, are proposed for 
several of the most popular social networking platforms (Karr, 2016; Kaye, 2017). If 
products can be connected to the Internet of things, so too can individuals and entities 
who purportedly represent themselves legitimately. Those who do not participate can be 
categorized as suspicious.  

3. Practical examples representing individuals and a variety of social networks and entities 
will be discussed and mapped featuring pros and cons. 

Conclusions 

The study shows how little regard for 21st century self-regulations in the social media networks 
has led to such stagnation in assuring subscribers and stakeholders are exposed to transparent 
advertising. While it is impossible to 100 percent authenticate any organization digitally, every 
aspect of a rigorous implementation process to help assure truth in advertising should be in place 
as well as the markings for subscribers to know.   

Limitations 

Often in keyword searches synonyms can improve the results. Therefore, it is taken into 
consideration that other articles may have led to similar historical information. The purpose was 
to benchmark the 20th century regulations and policies for newspapers, magazines, and 
television, the prominent mediums then and how these policies could potentially be applied to 
21st century social networks and accompanying applications. Obviously, there is much 
programming and software integration to make these suggestions come to fruition.  



Future Research 

Regulations overseas regarding social networking differs from regulations in the United States. 
Much of international policies and agreements should take into consideration the global 
transparencies needed to foster truth in advertising and across many platforms and applications. 
These areas are ripe for future researchers.  
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