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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to explore how the use of primary colors in social media

advertisements influences consumers’ mental response, which was done by analyzing how

consumers responded to the primary colors through cognition, emotion and perception in social

media advertising posts. The theoretical framework was built on the concepts of primary colors

(e.g. red, blue and yellow) and the mental response through cognition, emotion and perception.

A qualitative research approach was chosen due to the study’s exploratory nature. Focus groups

were conducted since it is argued to effectively meet the purpose based on the participants'

possibility to elaborate and provide the discussion with comprehensive insights. Each focus

group engaged and discussed three social media advertisements, in an Instagram context, with

each advertisement featuring a primary color.

Coding inspired by grounded theory was used in order to establish mental response categories.

These mental responses were then analyzed and explored together with a theoretical framework

to be able to answer the research question. The analysis provided the reader with an

understanding of how consumers respond to SMAs and presented six mental response categories.

In conclusion, there were four mental response patterns which were identified. Firstly,

perception, cognition and emotion. Secondly, cognition, emotion and perception. Thirdly,

emotion, perception and cognition. Finally, perception, emotion and cognition.

Keywords
Color, Marketing communication, Mental response, Cognition, Emotion, Perception, Red, Blue,

Yellow, Instagram, Social media advertisement
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background
Marketing communication is often used in a context where advertising is in the center and the

goal is to establish a successful company on the market (Rosenbaum-Elliott et. al, 2018). In order

to accomplish this, companies must communicate their message in a way that will catch peoples

attention and influence the consumer perception (Solomon et.al., 2016). A consumer's perception

is a collection of absorbed senses from consumers' surroundings and are decisive in whether a

marketing message will be attractive or noticeable (Solomon et.al., 2016). Marketing

communication is strategically planned to deliver a certain message that will relate to people's

associations (Rosenbaum-Elliott et. al, 2018). However, the amount of opportunities and ways to

design marketing communications is endless, therefore it is critical to make sure that the

communication relates to the intended message (Rosenbaum-Elliott et. al, 2018).

Online marketing communication has over the years become a competitive advantage due to the

constantly increasing development and availability of online technology (Kiang et al., 2000). The

internet is an effective way to convey information and reach a larger audience where social

media is the major platform (Solomon et.al., 2016). Social media makes it possible for

companies to communicate and share information via several platforms. Therefore it is

considered to be an effective communication channel for companies to enter and use to

communicate with social media advertisements (SMA) (Solomon et.al., 2016).

Moreover, visual expression is the sense that dominates marketing and marketing

communication today (Hultén et al., 2009). Visual communication refers to the sight sense where

the company uses visual communication tools to convey their message. The primary visual

communication is color, since most of our decisions are based on our sight (Hultén et al., 2009).

The enigma of color has attracted interest throughout history (Goethe [1840] 1970). However, it

was not until 1810, that the characteristics of the colors were scientifically researched by Johann

Wolfgang von Goethe, who argued that color emerges by the perception of the human eye

(Goethe [1840] 1970). Goethe identifies the colors' natural order into three primary colors; red,

yellow and blue, since these three colors can blend into one another and create hues and new
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colors such as orange, green and purple (Vendler, 1995). In addition, colors can in fact activate

customers' thoughts and evoke memories from earlier experience, which will create associations

(Hultén et al., 2009). Research shows that colors have a psychological effect on consumers

where a powerful visual communication will evoke personal emotions and associations (He &

LV, 2022). However, using colors in the wrong way can create misleading information and

communication since different colors have different associations, which is due to the complexity

of the consumer's mind (Solomon et.al., 2016).

Additionally, consumers' minds consist of three main mental responses; cognition, emotions and

perception (Schindler, 2012) and contributes to how consumers respond to SMA. In order for

perception to be created, consumers go through the perceptual process where stimuli responses

decide the initial attention (Solomon et al., 2016). This further leads to meaningful associations

and interpretations. The perceptual process is a way to feed consumers associations that will

generate a perception that aligns with a company’s intentions (Solomon et al., 2016). In addition,

emotional marketing tends to have a significant influence on customers where the emotional

responses prove whether the right emotions were targeted by the advertising activity or not

(Solomon et al., 2016). A positive emotional response is optimal since it will increase the

possibility of competitive advantage (Sharma et. al., 2022). Cognitive competence refers to

customers ability to process information and knowledge to finalize a decision. This phenomenon

exists inside of the consumer's mind and is invisible from the naked eye, but of utmost

importance for companies to get understanding to effectivize their communication (Solomon et

al., 2016).

1.2 Problem discussion

By evaluating the mental response phenomenon a marketer can get a better understanding of

customers' mental responses and how they are developed (Schindler, 2012). Moreover,

consumers make inferences with a company based on what they communicate through

visualization (Affonso & Janiszewski, 2023). When companies use a visual communication that

is in alignment with the correlation of stimulus, the consumers will more likely try to adopt the

communication (Affonso & Janiszewski, 2023). In order for a consumer to create an opinion
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about a company, they go through stages where different categories of information are processed

(Solomon et.al., 2016). This perceptual process considers the stimulus responses collected from

human senses. People are constantly exposed to a large amount of impressions and could not

possibly notice every stimuli. Therefore it is of utmost importance to use stimuli that attract

attention. Out of all the stimuli, Arabi (2018) explains that the first visual source of information

is from color. Earlier research argues that printed advertisment’s choice of color had an important

role in the advertising since it affected consumers’ response (Gorn et al., 1997). In addition, color

is directly related to customers emotions and associations (Solomon et.al., 2016). The challenge

for a marketer is therefore to understand and learn how to best use colors in order to

communicate their intentions as accurately as possible (Solomon et.al., 2016).

Moreover, the theory of color has created interest and commitment among philosophers,

scientists and researchers for centuries (Goethe [1840] 1970). The research field of color

psychology has been widely recognized in regards to different fields such as product packaging

(Garaus & Halkias, 2019), brand recognition (Amsteus et al., 2015) brand logotypes (Labrecque

& Milne, 2012) and the atmosphere in physical stores (Reynolds-McIlnay et al, 2017). Despite

the increasing number of companies entering the platforms of social media as a result of the

internet era, there is a limited amount of research done where the consumers’ response towards

color in social media advertising has been tested. The research field has gained interest, but the

research conducted is mainly quantitative (Mustatea & Gociman, 2022; Terwogt & Hoeksma,

1995; Yuanyuan et.al., 2023) and lacks deep exploration of the consumers’ mental response.

Instead, studies attempt to explain consumer behavior and consumer engagement on social media

by analyzing likes and comments (Cuevas-Molano, et al., 2021), but neglects to explore the

reasoning behind their responses to advertising posts on social media.

Nonetheless, due to its relevance the research field has gained interest, warranting further

investigation in the context of online advertising situations (Yu et.al., 2020).Future research is

encouraged to explore this research field further in order to get an understanding of the

underlying mechanism for the identified affect between color and the mental response from

customers in a social media context (Yuanyuan et.al., 2023). It is especially important to get a

better understanding of the cognitive and affective responses from customers when encountering
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color in advertisement, since it will give marketers knowledge of how to make their marketing

communication effective (Solomon et al., 2016).

The research field expresses a need for more research in the area of graphical elements in

advertisement in relation to how it affects the customer response (Yuanyuan et.al., 2023). This is

of interest for marketers since marketing communication is developing from traditional

marketing into social media marketing. Social media marketing differs from traditional

marketing in many aspects. For example, social media enables companies and consumers to

interact with each other (Cuevas-Molano, et al., 2021) and also makes it possible for consumers

to decide what companies to follow and hence what company communication they want to take

part in (Kotler et al., 2017). However, there is a suggestion that the average human attention span

has significantly decreased due to overwhelming and demanding attention from smartphones and

social media. As a result, marketers are facing a challenging future where it will be difficult to

effectively convey a brand message (Kotler et al., 2017). Therefore, it is more crucial than ever

for marketers to develop a deep understanding of how consumers respond to marketing messages

on social media. This understanding is essential in determining which factors that can be used to

facilitate conveying the intended message in their marketing communications.

1.3 Purpose
The purpose of this study is to explore how the use of primary colors in social media

advertisements influences consumer’s mental response.

1.4 Research question

How do consumers respond to the primary colors through cognition, emotion and perception in

social media advertising posts?
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2. Theoretical framework

2.1 The mental response

2.1.1 Cognition

The cognitive aspect of the mental response explains customers' decision making as the

gathering of information about an item and adding it to their already existing knowledge

(Solomon et al., 2016). Cognition is a difficult area for a marketer to understand, since it exists

inside the mind of the consumer (Charan et al., 2017). The knowledge exists in consumers

memory and recognition of earlier encounters with the item (McInnes et al., 2023). The

knowledge is continuously divided and the pros and cons are evaluated and the consumer forms

a decision that feels relevant based on the information gathered. This is a slow and calm process

where the information is integrated with carefulness and under a period of time (Solomon et al.,

2016). Marketers' task is to study customer cognitive processing in order to get an understanding

of the criterias that makes customers form certain beliefs, choose one alternative over the other,

and consider which information weighs highest (Solomon et al., 2016). Knowing the reason for

why a consumer selects, perceives and organizes information, would be of big interest for a

marketer to make their communication more efficient (Charan et al., 2017).

Cognitive competence is the customer's ability to receive and adapt information form marketing

communications and use it in regards to solving problems and reasoning (Devine, 1999). Having

a high cognitive competence tends to have a positive effect on customers' willingness to

participate and increase engagement as a result of customers' ability to process information and

form an opinion (Jia & Wang, 2016). In addition, when the consumer has reached competence

ability, consumers can experience an information overload which is followed by frustration and

dissatisfaction ((Dai & Wang , 2020) & Wang, 2020). Social media offers a large and wide base

of information that consumers can collect information and use in their comparison of knowledge

(Charan et.al., 2017). Social networks communicate information fast and have the ability to

include all types of consumers. Getting an understanding of a consumer's cognition is therefore

considered a crucial advantage to possess as a company (Charan et.al., 2017). However,

information overload is common amongst social media users since a consumer could never
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perceive that amount of information ((Dai & Wang , 2020) et.al., 2020). Consequently, the

consumer unintentionally avoids certain content on their social media due to their cognitive

competence ((Dai & Wang , 2020) et.al., 2020). Furthermore, there is a connection between

emotional responses and cognition in relation to cognitive competence, where high cognitive

competence tends to more easily evoke emotions amongst customers (Wang, J. et al., 2017).

2.1.2 Emotion

The second aspect in a customer's mental response is the emotional responses (Solomon et.al.,

2016). Emotions is a well used marketing strategy and has become successful because of the

ability to make a company stand out from its competitors and make their customers passionate

for their brand (Sharma et. al., 2022). Emotional responses more or less explains how a customer

responds emotionally to companies' marketing communication (Solomon et.al., 2016). Marketers

use different ways to arouse emotions in their marketing activities that generate an effective

response (Solomon et.al., 2016). These emotions are carried by the customer pre, during and post

viewing the advertisement, but are developed continuously over the process (Sharma et. al.,

2022). The emotional response interplays with how customers access the information existing in

the mind with new encountering information (Solomon et.al., 2016). Emotional response has a

significant relation with brand evaluation, which means that positive emotional response from

advertising activity will result in the customer having a positive perception about the brand itself

(Hahn et al., 2016). Customer satisfaction has a significantly positive impact on emotions and is

created from gaining the consumers trust (Sharma et. al., 2022). Moreover, having awareness of

the relationship between emotional response to advertisement and brand evaluation generates an

understanding of how online media affects performance variables (Hahn et al., 2016). The

emotional responses can have different effects depending on the situation since some emotions

are more relevant in some contexts while others are not. The successful strategy is to arouse the

right emotions that are representing the brands intentions (Solomon et.al., 2016).

Another perspective of the emotional aspect is that it works as a tool to compare the pros and

cons against each other and instead create an emotion of what the attributes makes the customer

feel like (Solomon et.al., 2016). Referring to customers' emotions in advertising in a relevant
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way tends to affect customer perception positively and make their experience with the

advertisement as pleasant as possible (Sharma et. al., 2022). If the attributes of the marketing

activity reflects a feeling that the customer appreciates, it is more likely that that emotion weighs

heavier than functionality and thereby results in competitive advantage (Solomon et.al., 2016).

Including humoristic elements in advertising tends to create long lasting resemblance (Sharma et.

al., 2022). The opposite would not be as advantageous. Consumers use their emotions to

selectively make choices that are of their interest, consequently, the feeling of dislike is a way to

protect oneself from contamination and avoid unpleasant situations (Solomon et.al., 2016).

2.1.3 Perception

Perception is the result of gathering responses from stimuli and processing them through the

mind where they will be transformed to actual associations (Solomon et.al., 2016). The construct

of perception consists of three main steps; exposure (sensation), attention and interpretation.

These three categories lay the foundation for the model that explains the process of how

perception is developed (Solomon et.al., 2016) and have been proven to be highly influential in

the consumer decision making process (McInnes et.al., 2023). The first category, exposure, refers

to the initial response from consumers' sensory receptors when encountering stimulus. The

sensory receptors are equal to the human senses sight, sound, smell, taste and texture.

Consequently they react to stimulus that triggers these senses, such as light, color and sound

(Solomon et.al., 2016). The following step in the process is called attention and can be described

as a cognitive scheme that decides which stimuli will be chosen and get the most attention and

further be interpreted into the mind of the consumer (Solomon et.al., 2016). Attention plays an

important role in whether the consumer’s processing capacity will notice the marketing stimuli or

not (Teichert et.al., 2019). The function of attention makes selective choices amongst stimuli

and, depending on consumers ability to process, the stimuli will or will not be processed

(Teichert et.al., 2019). The third step, interpretation, refers to the human mind's capacity to

generate associations out of the attentive stimulus (Solomon et.al., 2016).

Together with cognitive interactions, the perceptual process has a significant influence on a

consumer's decision process (McInnes et.al., 2023). When a consumer reaches the purchase
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decision phase they are acting based on the response to the interpretation of influences during the

perceptual process (Solomon et.al., 2016). The response to a marketing stimulus is dependent on

the delivery of stimuli and will either be enhanced or reduced. Consumers tend to be more

receptive towards visual communication when it is in line with the correlation of stimulus

(Affonso & Janiszewski, 2023). Marketers should therefore be aware of the context and how to

use stimulus to generate as favorable outcomes as possible (McInnes et.al., 2023). Moreover,

research shows that positive perceptions are created when a consumer believes the

advertisement's value is trustworthy and credible (Liu et.al., 2012).

2.2 Colors in advertising
It has been established that color has an important role in marketing overall but is a dominating

element in marketing communication where it works as a tool to influence consumer perception

(Hunjet & Vuk, 2017). Colors have different meanings, e.g. emotional associations, and can have

both positive and negative perception status (Demir, 2020). With this knowledge, a marketer has

the chance to affect the perception of their communication by choosing colors that align with the

associations (Solomon et.al., 2016). Color has influence on consumers emotions and

psychological associations, hence does the color of choice generate beliefs and influence

judgments (Arabi, 2018).

A majority of consumers consider color in advertising to be of importance and to have an effect

on purchase intention, product selection (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017) and consumer behavior (Bagchi

& Cheema, 2013). Furthermore, Bagchi and Cheema (2013), suggest that a web page's

background color can affect a consumer's willingness to pay. A specific color or hue can have a

strong connection to a specific brand and be part of the brand's recognition and brand equity

(Gorn et al., 1997). More and more companies are actively using social media channels in order

to achieve their branding goals (Cuevas-Molano, et al., 2021). There are several positive aspects

for companies to take advantage of by being present on social media. For example, social media

enables companies to access a wide range of information regarding their customers due to

customers connecting to brands on social media (Cuevas-Molano, et al., 2021).
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However, Singh (2006), brings up the contradictions within color research: Some researchers

argue that the way humans respond to color is stable and hence without the influence of culture

or other demographic variables such as age and gender. In contrast, Bagchi and Cheema (2013),

are doubtful and argue that color associations may be psychological or cultural, since research

has shown that color has different associations across different cultures. According to Grossman

and Wisenblit (1999) consumers create color preferences through associative learning. In

addition, Demir (2020) explains in his research that the perception of colors among university

students can differ based on gender and field of study. While this is not true for all colors, it

shows that demographics can have an influence on the respondent’s perception of the color

(Demir, 2020).

2.2.2 Primary colors

According to Goethe ([1840] 1970) there are three primary colors: red, yellow and blue. These

colors will further be elaborated on in this theoretical chapter.

2.2.2.1 Blue

According to Singh (2006), different colors can provoke different emotions within the

respondent. As a result, colors can be categorized as either “happy” or “sad” colors, where blue,

together with yellow and orange, is associated with happiness (Singh, 2006). Blue is the most

popular and favorable color (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017), regardless of demographic attributes such as

age and gender (Terwogt & Hoeksma, 1995). Demir (2020), further suggests that blue is the

color which is most perceived positively among university students. According to North and

Ficorilli (2017) blue is suggested to convey feelings of relaxation in an online environment.

However, another study by Jonauskaite et al. (2019), argues that cool hues, such as blue, were

not more likely to be associated with relaxation than warm hues, which indicates contradictions

within the research field.

Overall, the color is associated with feelings of peace, hope, happiness (Demir, 2020), trust

(Demir, 2020; Hunjet & Vuk, 2017), wisdom, truth and formality (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017). Blue is

also said to be associated with calmness, peace and hope, while presented in advertisements

(Kaya & Epps, 2004). Furthermore, the color blue is mainly associated with positive feelings and
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the color is connected to physical attributes such as the ocean, the sky and water. On the other

hand, there are some negative associations with the color as well, for example depression and

sadness, although the negative feelings are in a strong minority (Kaya & Epps, 2004). Blue is

also argued to be a functional color and more suitable to use in brand- and product logotypes of

functional nature, such as soap and breakfast food, than for sensory-social products e.g. luxury

products (Bottomley & Doyle, 2006).

While using colors in online banner advertisements, blue is more appropriate than red, since

consumers tend to interact more with blue advertisements (North & Ficorilli, 2017).

Furthermore, by using blue in tourism-related art and culture photographs on Instagram, the

amount of interactions as “likes” was increased (Yu et al., 2020). However, the color blue is not

always a favorable color to use. For example, blue is proven to decrease appetite and it would

hence not be a suitable color choice for food advertisements (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017).

2.2.2.2 Red

Red is the second most preferred color by adult correspondents within western society (Terwogt

& Hoeksma, 1995). In contrast to blue, red is said to be considered a “sad” color (Singh, 2006).

On the other hand, Hunjet and Vuk (2017), discovered that red is associated with emotions such

as love and passion and is further shown to increase appetite. Red is most appropriate to be used

while marketing sensory-social products, for example luxury and dignity products, since it is a

sensory-social color (Bottomley & Doyle, 2006). The use of red in advertisements is argued to

evoke participants' arousal (Yu et al., 2020; Mustatea & Gociman, 2022) and according to a

study made by Bagchi and Cheema (2013), red is also proven to increase aggression. Moreover,

according to Kaya and Epps (2004), Western cultures see the color red as a fiery color.

Nonetheless, the emotions associated with red are courage, enthusiasm and fun, but also anxiety

(Demir, 2020). The color red is said to be the most noticeable color (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017).

However, according to Mustatea and Gociman (2022), consumers' attitudes towards an ad will

not increase due to the use of red as the advertisements dominant color. In contrast, the research

made by Demir (2020), establishes that red is the color which is the second most common color,

after blue, to be perceived as positive.
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2.2.2.3 Yellow

Yellow is associated with the feeling of light (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017). Yellow is said to be the

color which is most noticeable, after red, and does hence attract attention due to the fact that the

color is the lightest for the eye. However, yellow is argued to be the one least favored color

(Hunjet & Vuk, 2017), which is further supported by research made by Terwogt and Hoeksma

(1995), where the adult respondents had yellow as one of their least preferred colors. Just as blue

and orange, yellow is considered to be a “happy” color (Singh, 2006). Furthermore, university

students are associating yellow with emotions such as enthusiasm, fun, hope and peace (Demir,

2020). Jonauskaite et al. (2019) demonstrates that color matches specific affective states, where

yellow was the color most frequently associated with the affective state of joy among

respondents. Joy is considered a positive affective state (Jonauskaite et al., 2019). Compared to

blue and red, while looking at the percentage of participants perceiving a certain color positive, it

was found that the perception of yellow was generally positive (Demir, 2020). According to Yu

et al. (2020), emotions are contagious in the perspective of Instagram users. Yellow is argued to

evoke arousal and excitement in a tourism context on Instagram, as a result the colors may

influence Instagram users' interactions and interest in city view posts (Yu et al., 2020).
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2.3 Conceptual model

This conceptual model demonstrates the components that will be explored in this research. The

model works as a visual guide of how the theoretical and empirical data will be explored in order

to be able to fulfill the purpose and answer the research question. Primary colors will be

visualized through the context of SMA. The responses will further be explored through the

mental responses of cognition, emotion and perception. Which will help explain how color can

affect how consumers respond to advertisements on social media.

Figure 1.
Conceptual model

Note. This figure visualizes the components included in this exploratory study
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3. Method

3.1 Qualitative research strategy

In this study, a qualitative research strategy was conducted. The researcher's intentions with this

study was more concerned with gathering words and images rather than numbers in the process

of collecting data and analyzing it (Bell et al, 2019). Instead of testing an already existing theory,

this qualitative study took the inductive approach which enables a theory to develop from the

analysis of the empirical data collection. The inductive strategy is most often connected to

qualitative research since inductivism describes the relationship between theory and research, as

theory being the outcome of the research made. This study aims to generate findings out of the

gathering of empirical data, which made the inductive approach relevant to apply (Bell et al,

2019).

In addition, the research method contains an epistemological position since the researchers want

to understand the participants’ interpretation of the subject (Bell et al, 2019). This approach is

called interpretive and in this study the subject is colors on SMAs. In order to gain understanding

and have the possibility to explore the view of social properties this research adapts the

ontological qualitative view of social properties called constructivism. This approach views

social properties as creations from social interactions (Bell et al, 2019) and was highly relevant

for this research since it allowed for further exploration and discussion in the focus groups in

regards to influential factors of their mental response.

3.2 Exploratory research design

To be able to answer the research question, an exploratory research design was used. Since the

study field of colors in SMAs does not contain much earlier research or literature, the

exploratory research design was appropriate. The exploratory research design focuses more on

finding out the natural behavior of the field accompanied by an unstructured approach (Bell et al,

2019). The intention with using this research method was to generate explanatory responses that

could explore the mental response of consumers in regards to color in advertising. By applying
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this research design, it was possible to explore our research field with and receive a natural

response from our participants and receive more depth into the research (Bell et al, 2019).

3.3 Focus groups - A qualitative research method
The research method chosen for this study is focus group discussions. Focus groups are a

relatively unstructured method which is suitable to use if a subject needs to be explored in-depth

(Bell et al, 2019). The method is explorative since the researcher explores the opinions and

reasons behind them (Kitzinger, 1994), in order to understand why the respondents feel the way

they do (Bell et al, 2019). The discussion is characterized by being relaxed, comfortable and an

enjoyable way for participants to share their perceptions and point of view regarding a specific

subject (Krueger, 2014). Focus groups offer several advantages which can be gained from the

participants’ interaction with each other (Kitzinger, 1994). The focus group method does also

enable the researcher to get an understanding of the individuals’ opinions as a group member, as

they respond to others' views, take the groups opinions into account and interact with the other

participants in the group (Bell et al, 2019). The discussion highlights the attitudes and priorities

of the respondents and encourages the type of conversation which creates understanding.

Furthermore, focus groups can be used in order to identify the norms that exist within the group

(Kitzinger, 1994). The research method does also enable the researcher to create an

understanding of the participants’ mental response, why they believe the things that they do and

what factors that have the influence to change their minds (Kitzinger, 1994). Focus groups are

commonly used to test consumers’ reaction to advertising initiatives (Bell et al, 2019).

3.4 Generic purposive sampling
The sampling method chosen for this study was generic purposive sampling. Generic purposive

sampling is a form of non-probability sampling where the participants are not selected on a

random basis, but sampled with the research goal in mind (Bell et al, 2019). The sampling

method was considered appropriate for this study, as the participants are strategically selected

based on their anticipated contributions to fulfill the purpose of this study. In order to ensure the

participants relevance to the study and establish that the participants have the necessary
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knowledge, experiences and expertise to provide valuable insights, it is necessary to determine a

certain criterions of which the sample will be selected (Bell et al, 2019). Around 84% of the

internet users in Sweden use social media (Dai & Wang, 2020) and smartphones are considered

an essential part of everyday life for the general population aged 18 to 25 years old

(Internetstiftelsen, 2022). People born in the 90s and 00s are the age groups that use social media

to the greatest extent on a daily basis (Dai & Wang , 2020). In Sweden, 40% of all internet users

are following brands and companies on social media, most commonly on platforms such as

Instagram and Facebook. Consumers born in the 1990s are the age group which are most likely

to follow a company on social media (Internetstiftelsen, 2022). Furthermore, in research made by

Terwogt and Hoeksma (1995), it was found that color and emotion preferences change with age.

As a result, the focus group participants will be sampled within a predetermined ages range to

determine age-specific relevance of the study. However, different education faculties and age are

proven to influence a consumers’ mental response (Demir, 2020). Hence, the sample is chosen

within the School of Business and Economics at Linnaeus University. Furthermore, the

participants must not be colorblind, as accurate color perception is essential for this study.

Consequently, the criterions require the sample to be Instagram users, belong to the age range

20-25 years olds and be students at School of Business and Economics at Linnaeus University, as

an indication for the same education level. To have the ability to explore the collective

understanding of the research field and to find recurrent patterns, the focus groups consisted of

people that were acquainted with each other, since these natural groups were argued to be

comfortable to share their thoughts and opinions with each other (Bell et al, 2019). It was

deemed feasible to do by applying a type of snowball sampling to the study as well. The

researchers contacted an already established group who fulfilled the sample criterion. At least

one of the participants in each focus group was known to one or both of the researchers.

However, since the researchers were not completely familiar with the group consultation, the

participant known arranged for the final group consultation with between 5-6 participants. Each

participant was required to fulfill the sample criterion.
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3.4.1 Sample size

A focus group should consist of five to eight participants in order to give each participant the

ability to speak its mind (Krueger, 2014). In the case of advertising initiatives, it is recommended

that each focus group should consist of six to twelve consumers (Bell et al, 2019). However, too

many participants can make the discussion hard to control and result in participants not having

enough time to express their opinion. On the other hand, having too small focus groups can result

in too little experiences being shared (Krueger, 2014). However, the level of the participants’

expertise, the complexity of the topic and the participants' level of passion for the topic can also

influence the appropriateness of the number of participants, since these factors can influence how

much the participants will have to say about the topic (Krueger, 2014). Due to the purpose of

creating an in-depth understanding of the consumers’ mental response, it is argued appropriate to

have fewer participants in each focus group to ensure the quality of the discussion. Consequently,

five or six participants were chosen to participate in each focus group and a total of 16

participants overall. By including fewer participants in each focus group discussion each

participant will have the opportunity to share their opinion, experiences and ideas on the subject

(Bell et al, 2019).

Qualitative research strives towards data saturations, which means that an appropriate sample of

participants is depending on the research area. It is important to identify a sample size adequate

to gain conceptual depth (or saturation) and create an understanding of the complexity and

validity of the issues in the data. Nelson (2017) argues that saturation is created in alignment

with specific research designs, for example grounded theory approach. While using focus

groups, several groups should be used in order to establish trends (Krueger, 2014). By

conducting two or three focus groups, more than 80% of a topic can be covered and 90% of a

topic can be covered if the study has three to six focus groups. This means that by using three

different focus groups, the 90% levels of saturation will be achieved (Guest et al., 2017). There

are two approaches to saturation; code saturation and meaning saturation. Code saturation

identifies the presence of issues, but is not providing an understanding of the issues in regards to

their nuances (Hennink et al., 2019). According to Hennink et al, (2019), four focus groups were

required in order to reach 94% of all codes necessary, with the first focus group generating the

most codes. It is further argued that there are relatively few focus group discussions needed to
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achieve code saturation, but the codes needed different amounts of data in order to reach

meaning saturation (Hennink et al., 2019). Since this study aims to create an in-depth

understanding of the issue, it was determined that three focus groups would be an appropriate

number of focus groups for the topic of this paper.

Table 1.
The participants of focus group 1

Focus group 1

Participant Age 20-25 Gender Linnaeus University School of Economics

Participant 1 Yes Women Yes

Participant 2 Yes Women Yes

Participant 3 Yes Women Yes

Participant 4 Yes Women Yes

Participant 5 Yes Male Yes
Note. This table demonstrates the participants in focus group 1.

Table 2.
The participants of focus group 2

Focus group 2

Participant Age 20-25 Gender Linnaeus University School of Economics

Participant 6 Yes Male Yes

Participant 7 Yes Male Yes

Participant 8 Yes Male Yes

Participant 9 Yes Male Yes

Participant 10 Yes Female Yes
Note. This table demonstrates the participants in focus group 2.
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Table 3.
The participants of focus group 3

Focus group 3

Participant Age 20-25 Gender Linnaeus University School of Economics

Participant 11 Yes Female Yes

Participant 12 Yes Female Yes

Participant 13 Yes Female Yes

Participant 14 Yes Male Yes

Participant 15 Yes Male Yes

Participant 16 Yes Male Yes
Note. This table demonstrates the participants in focus group 3.

3.5 Operationalization
Table 4.
Operationalization table

Concept Subconcept Categories Items Reference

Mental

response

Cognition Knowledge Memory

Recognition

(Solomon et.al., 2016)

(McInnes et.al., 2023)

(Wang, J. et al., 2017)

((Dai & Wang , 2020) et.al.,

2020)

(Charan et.al., 2017)

(Jia & Wang, 2016)

(Devine, 1999)

Emotion Emotional arousal Feelings

Positive

Negative

(Solomon et.al., 2016)

(Hahn et al., 2016)

(Sharma et. al., 2022)
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Concept Subconcept Categories Items Reference

Perception Interpretation of

stimuli

Sight

Initial reaction

Attention

(Solomon et.al., 2016)

(McInnes et.al., 2023)

(Teichert et.al., 2019)

(Liu et.al., 2012)

Color Primary color Yellow Happy color

Attention

Light

Disliked

Fun

Hope

Enthusiasm

Peace

Joy

Arousal

Excitement

(Singh, 2006)

(Hunjet & Vuk, 2017)

(Terwogt & Hoeksma,

1995)

(Demir, 2020).

(Jonauskaite et al., 2019)

(Yu et al., 2020)

Blue Happy color

Trust

Positivity

Peace

Hope

Calmness

Happiness

Wisdom

Truth

Formality

Popular/favorable

Relaxation

Functional

Interactive

(Singh, 2006)

(Demir, 2020)

(Hunjet & Vuk, 2017)

(Kaya & Epps, 2004)

(North & Ficorilli, 2017)

(Bottomley & Doyle, 2006)

(Yu et al., 2020)

Red Arousal (Yu et al., 2020
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Concept Subconcept Categories Items Reference

Noticeable

Sad color

Love

Passion

Increase appetite

Sensory-social
products

Courage

Enthusiasm

Fun

Anxiety

Positiv

Aggression

Fiery

(Mustatea & Gociman,

2022)

(Hunjet & Vuk, 2017)

(Singh, 2006)

(Bottomley & Doyle, 2006)

(Demir, 2020)

(Bagchi & Cheema, 2013)

(Kaya & Epps, 2004)

Note. This table categories the theoretical framework into concepts, sub-concepts, categories and items.

3.6 Types of questions

Consistency in the questions asked is an important part of the focus groups, if wishing to

establish saturation (Krueger, 2014) and transferability that makes it possible for other

researchers to remake the study (Bell et al, 2019). It is hence important to establish certain key

questions, which will be consistent within all focus groups (Krueger, 2014). The importance of

core questions are supported by Ryan et al (2014), since it improves the credibility of focus

group evidence. However, since the study has an exploratory nature it is important to formulate

the questions in a way which enables the participants to elaborate their answers. Hence, the focus

group discussion had a semi-structured approach, where the researchers followed a script to a

certain extent in order to establish that all topics were covered. However, open questions were

constructed and used, which enabled the discussion to be flexible and let the participants express

themselves freely (Bell et al, 2019).
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The use of probing questions allows the researcher to receive an exploration of concepts (Priede

& Farrall, 2011). It was used by the researchers when they felt that their respondents needed help

with their answers, when they might not have understood the question or needed more

information to give an answer (Bell et al, 2019). The probing questions were also used as a tool

for when the respondents did not give enough information and the researcher wanted more out of

the question. By using a probing question in that situation, the researcher was able to receive

more complete answers that were of interest for this study (Bell et al, 2019). Moreover, it was

highly important to rigorously structure the probing questions so they would provide relevant

information (Priede & Farrall, 2011). The aim is to carefully structure the questions so that they

include both the general theme and the specific issue. The probing questions should be used as a

tool to keep the conversation going and contribute to the specific issue. To make sure that the

respondents were continuously engaged and provide more information, the questions should

preferably be user-friendly, not too repetitive (Priede & Farrall, 2011) and open-ended (Bell et al,

2019).

3.6.1 Interview guide

The focus group discussion is a form of qualitative research method which aims to explore an

issue into depth. A semi-structured approach was taken in the focus group discussions, which

included open ended questions, of both main and probing characteristics. In order to keep the

discussion focused and cover all the desired topics needed in order to answer to the purpose of

the study, the moderators included an interview guide. The guide was used as a tool to ensure

that all topics were asked and discussed within each of the three focus groups. The main

questions were asked in order to improve the credibility of the focus groups. Furthermore,

probing questions were used to facilitate the discussion between the participants and provide the

study with depth.
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Table 5.
Interview guide for focus group discussion

Concept Mental
response

Main question Probing questions

Ad 1
Red

Cognition What are your prior knowledge or
experience with the color in a
social media advertisement
setting?

Of what nature are you expecting
the message’s nature?

What message are you expected to
receive and read about based on
the color?

What information do you get out
of this advertisement?

● What knowledge do you have
about this color in general?

● What are your previous
experiences with the color in
marketing?

● What are your previous
experiences with the color in
social media advertisements?

● What is influencing your
anticipation of the message?

Emotion What are you feeling while
watching the advertisement?

Do you have an overall
good/positive feeling or
bad/negative feeling?

● Why do you think that you feel
this way?

● What emotion did you associate
the color with?

● What emotions were evoked
within you while watching the
advertisement?

● How do these emotions
influence the anticipated
advertisement’s message?

Perception What was the initial thought that
came to mind when looking at the
social media advertisement?

What is your initial reaction to the
color as a company's advertising
message?

● Can you elaborate a bit more?
● What was the first reaction for

the other of you?
● Why is this your first thought?
● How do you think this

association was created?

Ad 2
Blue

Cognition What are your prior knowledge or
experience with the color in a
social media advertisement
setting?

Of what nature are you expecting
the message’s nature?

● What knowledge do you have
about this color in general?

● What are your previous
experiences with the color in
marketing?

● What are your previous
experiences with the color in
social media advertisements?
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What message are you expected to
receive and read about based on
the color?

What information do you get out
of this advertisement?

● What is influencing your
anticipation of the message?

Emotion What are you feeling while
watching the advertisement?

Do you have an overall
good/positive feeling or
bad/negative feeling?

● Why do you think that you feel
this way?

● What emotion did you associate
the color with?

● What emotions were evoked
within you while watching the
advertisement?

● How do these emotions
influence the anticipated
advertisement’s message?

Perception What was the initial thought that
came to mind when looking at the
social media advertisement?

What is your initial reaction to the
color as a company's advertising
message?

● Can you elaborate a bit more?
● What was the first reaction for

the other of you?
● Why is this your first thought?
● How do you think this

association was created?

Ad 3
Yellow

Cognition What are your prior knowledge or
experience with the color in a
social media advertisement
setting?

Of what nature are you expecting
the message’s nature?

What message are you expected to
receive and read about based on
the color?

What information do you get out
of this advertisement?

● What knowledge do you have
about this color in general?

● What are your previous
experiences with the color in
marketing?

● What are your previous
experiences with the color in
social media advertisements?

● What is influencing your
anticipation of the message?

Emotion What are you feeling while
watching the advertisement?

Do you have an overall
good/positive feeling or
bad/negative feeling?

● Why do you think that you feel
this way?

● What emotion did you associate
the color with?

● What emotions were evoked
within you while watching the
advertisement?
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● How do these emotions
influence the anticipated
advertisement’s message?

Perception What was the initial thought that
came to mind when looking at the
social media advertisement?

What is your initial reaction to the
color as a company's advertising
message?

● Can you elaborate a bit more?
● What was the first reaction for

the other of you?
● Why is this your first thought?
● How do you think this

association was created?

Overall
examples
of
probing
questions

● Would you like to elaborate a bit more about that?
● What are your thoughts on that?
● Would anyone else like to comment on that opinion?
● What is the reason behind that?
● If we connect back to the expected message

○ What type of information are you expected to receive?
○ What type of message are you expecting?

Note. This table demonstrates examples of main and probing questions which were used during the focus

group discussions.

3.6.2 Pilot study

Before the actual execution of focus groups, the researchers conducted a pilot study to ensure the

content and functionality of the execution was as efficient as possible. The researcher gathered a

pilot focus group with participants that matches the intended sample (Bell et al, 2019). The pilot

study was conducted as a discussion between two people, where the main question was tested on

a male and a female who were aligned with the desired sample. In order to strengthen the

credibility and dependability of the main study, a pilot study can be used to pretest the method

and the interview questions. Pilot studies of a qualitative nature are not as commonly published

and there is little research available regarding the process of conducting a qualitative pilot

(Malmqvist et al., 2019). However, pilot studies play an important role to successfully conduct a

full scale study, since a pilot study can reveal and identify potential problems and issues, which

hence can be avoided in the main study (Jairath et al., 2000). Pilot research can provide the

future directions of the study, since pilot research can provide crucial information for the main

study (Rožman et al., 2022). Furthermore, a pilot study can be used in order to test and confirm if

the subjects of interest are possible to study in the desired way (Rožman et al., 2022).
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During the pilot study, it was shown that some of the probing questions were limited to a yes/no

answer, which was seen as a limitation of the study and that it might have prevented the study

from meeting its purpose. Consequently, many probing questions were changed and rephrased

from for example “Do you have any previous experiences with the color in social media

advertisements?” to “What are your previous experiences with the color in social media

advertisements?”. These rephrased questions enabled the discussion to go into depth, make a

better conversation between the participants and created a better foundation for creating an

understanding for the participants' mental responses. Furthermore, it was revealed that the

participants tended to talk about the colors in general terms, instead of in connection to the color

as part of a company’s marketing communication. It was understood that probing questions about

the expected message was necessary. For example, in the pilot study, the participants talked

about what feelings they connected to the color, but a probing question was added about how the

specific advertisement made them feel. This enabled the participants to really elaborate and

provide more detailed explanations regarding their statements. Such probing questions were

proved to be highly significant, since it revealed a discrepancy between the emotions associated

with the color of the advertisement and the actual emotions experienced by the participants when

viewing it on Instagram. It was hence important to move the discussion from associations to

expectations.

Van Teijlingen and Hundley (2001), argue that it is part of a researcher's ethical obligations to

report what type of issues and changes which were made due to the outcome of a pilot study.

Moreover, it is argued that the most appropriate research processes can come as a result of a well

designed and well conducted pilot study, hence its importance to be included in the research

study (Van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001). Consequently, the authors choose to include examples

of the changes made as a result of the pilot study’s findings.
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3.7 Production of the social media advertisements
In a visual advertising message, a color is not commonly used alone, but in combination with

other colors and attributes such as pictures, graphics and text (Solomon et.al., 2016). However,

the research aims to explore how the color of an advertisement post affects the consumers’

response through cognition, emotion and perception. It is argued that animated banner ads are

negatively associated with advertising and the consumers’ attention is often lost before the

animation has finished. It is hence suggested that static banner ads should be used (North &

Ficorilli, 2017). In addition, social media posts commonly contain both several visual

components that contribute to conveying a message visually (Dale et.al., 2020). Earlier research

explains that the visual components could be more influential than others and thereby affect the

outcome more. Furthermore, it is suggested to further research how visual components, such as

color, images and text, can create different effects from an advertising post. Therefore, the

researcher of this study decided to focus on the color in this post and created a post where the

color was in main focus. But since a post normally contains more than one component, a text

without context was added for the post to feel more realistic (Dale et.al., 2020).

In the Instagram Feed, the user will see content from individuals and companies which they have

chosen to follow. However, the user will also be introduced to content and ads which the

algorithm thinks would be of interest for the user (Instagram. A., n.d.). An Instagram post is a

photo or a video, which is posted and shared on an Instagram account. It is also possible to share

several videos or photographs presented as a one post, known as a carousel. Users can like,

comment and share the post with their own account (Instagram. B., n.d.). Instagram can be a way

for companies to interact with their consumers and followers (Instagram. C., n.d.). By applying

the research findings in a social media setting, the SMA created was of static nature. While

creating the visual SMAs, the three primary colors red, yellow and blue were used, where the

primary colors had the following digital color codes: Red #FF3131, Yellow #FFDE59 and Blue

#004AAD. These SMAs were presented in an Instagram feed context during the focus group

discussions. The participants viewed the ads on their own phones in order to give an authentic

scenario and create a natural experience.
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Table 6.
Social media advertisements

Social media

advertisement

Primary color Visualization

1. Red

2. Blue
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3. Yellow

Note. This table demonstrates the created social media advertisements which were discussed and

interpreted in the focus group discussions.

3.8 Research quality
In order to make sure that this study would establish research of good quality, the criterion of

trustworthiness and authenticity was applied. The usual criterias used for evaluation of quality is

reliability and validity, but when it comes to qualitative research these criteria are not always the

most appropriate applicators to ensure quality. Trustworthiness and authenticity work as

qualitative equalizers to reliability and validity. Consequently, trustworthiness and authenticity

are applied in this research due to higher relevance. By using trustworthiness and authenticity as

evaluation criterias, it was possible to conduct the research more efficiently and with as high

quality as possible. In addition it was possible to explore several perspectives of the construction

of the social world (Bell et al., 2019).

3.8.1 Trustworthiness

The criterias used when evaluating the trustworthiness of this research was credibility,

transferability, dependability and confirmability. These four criterions each contribute to creating

trustworthiness and by inheriting these during the process the research quality gained more

substance and transparency (Sinkovics et.al., 2008). Firstly, credibility was gained by ensuring

that the research was transparent with the participants, which were representatives of the social
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world, about the research findings and ensuring that the research is conducted to fulfill a

contributing outcome (Bell et al., 2019). The researchers provided the participants with research

findings in order to ensure that the result matches their answers and thereby gives the correct

picture of the social world (Bell et al., 2019).

Secondly, transferability was created by providing an extended description of the study with as

much details and information as possible. Hence, the chances for the research to be applied in

other environments would increase (Bell et al., 2019). The thick description of the research

provides other researchers with enough information to make their own judgments of the possible

transferability into other research environments (Bell et al., 2019).

Thirdly, in order for this study to contain dependability the researchers made sure to have

complete recordings of the process and the large amount of data that comes with qualitative data.

Therefore, the researchers kept records of problem formulations, field notes, transcripts and

sample selections, which is an important contributor to trustworthiness (Bell et al., 2019).

However, the researchers were aware that when conducting qualitative research the possibility of

replication is non-existent. Even if the research is provided with the exact same data set the

outcome will be different (Stahl and King, 2020). But in order to make sure that the process

followed the right track, notes were kept during the whole process in alignment with the structure

of dependability. Thus avoid getting lost in the large data collection (Bell et al., 2019).

Dependability therefore works as a parallel to replicability (Bell et al., 2019) and in this research,

the non-replicability phenomenon is based on constructivism (Stahl and King, 2020). Which

means that reality is considered constructed and constantly changing inline with society. Hence,

it being impossible to get identical answers when conducting qualitative research and explaining

the logic with dependability (Bell et al., 2019).

Lastly, this study was conducted without any personal values or theoretical inclinations that

could influence the outcomes from the study in order to ensure confirmability. Confirmability

refers to the objectivity of the research (Sinkovics et al., 2008). However, the researchers were

aware of the fact that complete objectivity is impossible to achieve, therefore it was of utmost

importance to prove that the study is acting in good faith and could be trusted to have good
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intentions. This was done by giving the participants transparent information about how the

intentions are to contribute to efficiency in marketing communication. But also in the way of

privacy precautions to create a safe environment (Bell et al., 2019).

3.8.2 Authenticity

The evaluation criteria of authenticity concerns the social and political issue and considers the

wider impact of the research. For a research to be authentic, the participants were responsible for

the viewpoints of social settings in order to generate engagement and understanding amongst the

participants (Bell et al., 2019). Being transparent with the evidence that proves authenticity,

provides the reader with more confidence with the research (Amin et.al., 2020). Therefore the

authors provide this study with both ethical and societal considerations. Authenticity is specially

designed for qualitative evaluation and was therefore of high relevance for this research (Amin

et.al., 2020).

3.9 The focus group discussion process
There were three focus groups conducted in this study and all were conducted with two

moderators e.g. the researchers of this study. The day before the focus group discussions each

participant was sent a consent form, which they were told to read through. In the beginning of

each focus group discussion, the moderators went through the consent form and answered any

potential questions and the participants gave their consent orally. The participants were also told

to give their consent in writing. The focus group discussion took place physically and in

alignment with the nature of focus groups as a research method, the researchers were keen to

create an environment where the participants felt comfortable. The location was therefore chosen

by taking these into consideration and the focus groups were conducted in a home environment,

either at one of the participants or at the moderators. Each participant was offered coffee, tea or

soda, in order to contribute to the creation of a comfortable and relaxing environment for the

participants to feel free and safe to share their opinions about the subject (Bell et al, 2019). To

ensure that the participants could express themselves as freely as possible, the discussions were

in Swedish, since it was the native language of the participants.
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As consented to in the consent form each focus group discussion was audio recorded as a way

for the moderators to focus on moderating the discussion, rather than transcribing it.

Furthermore, the audio recordings were used in order to establish accuracy and validity of what

was being said (Bell et al, 2019). It also enabled the researchers to capture details and who said

what, especially while several participants were talking at the same time. The audio recordings

were tested before each focus group, to ensure that the quality was good and that all participants

were heard (Bell et al, 2019). The recordings were made on the moderators' phones and were not

to be shared with anyone except for the researchers themselves. The audio recordings were used

by the researchers while transcribing the focus group discussions (Bell et al, 2019).

There were two moderators present during the three focus group discussion, who guided the

group throughout the discussion (Bell et al, 2019). The moderators did not interrupt, unless the

discussion went off topic, but let the participants discuss their opinions freely. In other words, the

focus group discussion was mainly unstructured (Bell et al, 2019). The focus group discussion

process had the same structure for all three focus groups. The participants were informed to pick

up their phones and go on Instagram to look at the first advertisement in a realistic environment

on social media. This approach was chosen in order to present the SMA in an authentic scenario

and create a natural experience. Thereafter, they were asked to share their initial thoughts or

emotions to get the discussion started. The SMAs were shown in the same order for each focus

group, in order to be consistent and contribute to the research quality by simplifying the

possibility of transferability (Bell et al, 2019). Each focus group discussion was between 38-51

minutes, where the minimum time of discussing a color was 12 minutes.

3.10 Data analysis method
Qualitative data analysis is mainly gathered in the form of transcripts, notes, documents and

visual images. These data collections have a tendency to rapidly grow and contain a large

amount of data. (Bell et al, 2019). In this study, the data analysis method was inspired by the

grounded theory, which is a well established qualitative data approach (Bell et al, 2019).

Grounded theory expects complexity and it normally treats large amounts of data (Chametzky,

2022). The researcher took inspiration from the classical coding process from the grounded
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theory by creating several components that left the researcher with an increasing amount of data

to analyze (Chametzky, 2022). The coding process began with using open coding to break down

the collected data from transcripted focus groups, into concepts, where components that have

theoretical significance are given labels. A valuable concept was classified as frequently arising

and to have a recognition factor amongst the members participating in the study. The researchers

went through the transcription and wrote down words that were commonly mentioned and

classified as valuable for the study. For instance, the words “happy”, “joy” and “summer” were

repetitively mentioned in relation to the yellow social media post. These words were considered

valuable and therefore noted as labels and kept for later elaboration into concepts. The concept

was further put into categories associated with real life phenomena, followed by giving the

categories properties that describe its attributes which gave the researchers enough information

to form a concluding pattern that connects concepts. For instance, the blue social media post was

assigned with concepts such as trust, security, informative and formal selling. Based on these

concepts two main mental response categories could be identified and named reliability and

substantial selling. The final step in this data collection method was to form a theory out of the

systematically developed categories. The theory should be able to explore some kind of

phenomenon, social or other (Bell et al, 2019). In this case it explores the fact that mental

response performs differently in the explored categories, which became clear since some certain

mental responses were more activated than others. In order to avoid difficulties, the researcher

compared codes, categories and properties to find connections rather than differences

(Chametzky, 2022).

3.11 Considerations

3.11.1 Ethical

Prior to the conduction of focus groups, the researchers designed the process with ethical

considerations (Bell et al., 2019). Prior to the execution of the focus groups, the participants were

well informed about what to expect and how it would be structured in order for them to arrive

with full awareness of the situation and confidence. They were informed that the session would

be recorded, the amount of other participants and that there was no time limit since the
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discussion is unstructured. The researchers explained that participation is harmless and if the

participants ever felt any uncomfort, they could back out any time. In addition, the researchers

made sure that the focus groups were held at a location that felt comfortable atmosfear for the

participants and if there ever were to be any noticeable uncomfort the researchers would steer the

conversation in another direction (Bell et al., 2019).

The participants were provided with a consent form, a type of privacy agreement, prior to the

focus group to give clarity to what information will be included. The consent form was also gone

through and explained by the moderators to rule out any potential misunderstandings. The

participants gave their consent both orally and written, in order to establish that no hasty

decisions were made. The agreement explained that the participant’s name, exact age and

education was only going to be known to the researchers. Instead, the participants will be

referred to as Participant n and presented to belong to the age range 20-25 years old and

studying at the Linnaeus University School of Economics, in the paper. The reason for giving the

participants this kind of privacy is to ensure their comfortability of participation and avoid

intruding on their individual values and privacy (Bell et al., 2019).

3.11.2 Societal

The researchers of this study made sure to consider the possible societal impact this study will

entail. The findings produced from this research will be of most interest for marketing

communicators, since it aims to give understanding of how colors influence the minds of

consumers in regards to SMA. This could further contribute to a more efficient marketing

communication where colors are used accurately. However, there is a possibility that the findings

will be used manipulatively by using color in communication to send a message that is not

truthful, just to enhance consumption. Relevant to this study of the mental response are the

manipulative aspects of playing on consumers' three decision making vulnerabilities: emotion,

perception and cognition (Sher, 2011). Companies can make use of a consumer's emotional

vulnerabilities by exposing feelings of fear, worries or insecurities in their advertising and

utilizing their response to their advantage. In addition, perceptual vulnerabilities can create

distortion of the reality of an object or situation and cognitive vulnerability refers to how

consumers memory and knowledge can be altered with. Instead of exploiting these mental

37



vulnerabilities, companies should use the findings of this study as a tool to create as satisfactory

experiences as possible for customers encountering the marketing communication. However, it is

difficult to know what companies' real intentions are and when these vulnerabilities are exploited

or when they are used for genuine motivational engagement (Sher, 2011).
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4. Empirical investigation

4.1 Focus group 1

4.1.1 Red

The initial reaction within the focus group was the word “warning” which was the first word

uttered. The statement came instantly, without hesitation and with a serious tone, and it was seen

on the participants' faces that they took the message seriously. Furthermore, the participants

agreed that the advertisement would have caught their attention while scrolling on Instagram and

that they felt the need to stop and read what the advertisement is about. The participants showed

somewhat stiff body language and had clenched facial expressions. It was expected that the

company post had something very serious to mediate. It was stated that the color really attracts

attention. To emphasize, it was stated by one of the participants that “I would not say that it only

attracts attention, it is like it demands attention.”

Another initial thought was that the color was quite ugly and that the advertisement was

minimalistic, which stands out because Instagram is often all about the aesthetic. The

participants commented on the red shade, that it was quite soft, but that it did not change or

influence their interpretation of what the message would be. The group discussed that they felt

like they needed to prepare themselves for the information they were about to receive in the

advertisement. They expected information of an unfortunate kind or like something serious with

negative emphasis. However, the focus group struggled with identifying what type of negative

information they were expecting the company to convey. However, the discussion also brought

up that the conveyed message might be of informative nature, information that was important

and should not be missed.

Furthermore, they argued that they would quickly ascertain who the sender of the advertisement

was, since they believed this would influence their perception of the anticipated message.

Nevertheless, the color created assumptions of the sender company such as SOS, help

organizations or other companies connected to emergency situations due to either their graphical

profile or connections to warning. The participants suggested that their expected message could
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have something to do with acute blood shortage in the hospitals, which indirectly can be life

threatening. The participants did also associate the color with sport teams such as football clubs.

In this context they only predicted that they would receive information about an upcoming game

or information about the club, which did not necessarily was of a negative nature, instead aligned

with their graphic profile.

The participants had several previous experiences with the color red in different situations. It was

shared that their general previous experiences with the color red were connected to stop,

warnings and emergencies, such as traffic lights and warning flags. After some reflection the

focus group stated that the color red also could be associated with happy and positive feelings

such as love, hearts or christmas, which were discussed with a casual tone. Nevertheless, the

participants did not perceive that these associations prompted an expectation of a positive

message within the advertisement. The participants have a limited knowledge and experience of

the color red in marketing communication. The format of the advertisement was also discussed,

since the participants were more used to photographs in advertising, as a result, they had no

previous knowledge of what to expect. The advertisement was argued to create a feeling of

nervousness, seriousness and alertness, which were also observed among the participants. The

participants said that the advertisement evoked many different emotions, but agreed that they did

by no means feel peaceful or calm while looking at the post. Instead, the social media ad created

a negative feeling within the participants. The participants also discussed the possibility of

companies taking advantage of this reaction, which made them aware of the fact that the message

perhaps not always will be as serious as they expect it to be.

4.1.2 Blue

After discussing the red advertisement, the focus group got to see the blue advertisement, where

the initial reactions were completely different. It was stated that the blue advertisement created a

positive feeling directly. The participants agreed that they expected the message to be positive

and informative. Furthermore, they expected the message to be clear and without frills. Early in

the discussion, participants noted that the advertisement evoked feelings of happiness. However,

instead of stirring up intense enthusiasm or excitement, it brought about a calm and joyful state.

Furthermore, they also generated an expectation that the advertisement would contain an
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informative message. The focus group discussed that they preferred the blue colored

advertisement and argued that it was better looking than the red advertisement. They also

remarked that the blue color appeared vibrant, refreshing, and had a kind quality to it.

In addition to this, very early in the discussion, there was talk of associations related to

companies, with the participants making connections based on prior experiences to crisis

management and more specifically concerning COVID-19. Despite the group’s prior experiences

with the use of the color in crisis management, it did not influence their decision about the

advertisement message being positive. While comparing the blue advertisement with the red one,

the participants believed the intended message to be informative, though not with the same level

of seriousness as they anticipated from the red advertisement. Nonetheless, the focus group

determined that the color blue led them to believe that the message being conveyed would be of

importance. The blue advertisement caught their attention and made the participants want to

know more. Previous experiences created predictions about the sender being government

agencies, since both the Swedish national flag, the police and EU use the color blue in different

contexts. They also mentioned insurance companies and banks which include blue in their

graphic profile. Companies and student committees, which are present in the participants' lives

today, were also brought up during the discussion and believed to be a possible sender of the

SMA. Regardless of the sender of the post, the participants established that they would have

expected the information provided to be informative, but with a safer, warmer and more positive

feeling. It was also predicted that the information would be important and formulated clearly and

restricted without funny words or sentences.

However, the focus group discussed what type of information they were expecting and they had

to cognitate.It was presumed that the message was informative and conveys a positive sentiment,

although it might not necessarily be good news. Furthermore, it was suggested that the message

was not going to be about products or of a selling nature. Later it was suggested that the

company might be seeking to fill a new position. The participants stated that the SMA created a

positive feeling, which was calming and safe. Although, the ad made the participants feel curious

about what type of information they were about to receive. The color was also connected to the

sea and the sky. Associations to politics and football teams were also brought up in the
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discussion, which due to preference, was said to influence whether the viewer felt a positive or

negative feeling by the SMA in the context. However, this did not influence what type of

message the participants expected, since it was still anticipated to be informative.

4.1.3 Yellow

The yellow SMA created division within the focus group instantly. The first sentence was "Oh,

it's very yellow. I almost find it a bit bothersome to look at." while the second sentence was

“What? No! I love it, I feel so happy!”. However, the participants argued very passionately for

their viewpoints and showed a high level of engagement in the discussion. The overall discussion

maintained a positive and enthusiastic tone about the advertisement, with associations being

drawn to seasons like spring and summer, and more specifically, the sun. It was stated that the

advertisement conveyed positive feelings and that happy or positive news was anticipated in the

message. They would probably have been surprised if it were a negative message. Other

emotions such as playfulness and joy, were also promptly mentioned. Moreover, the group felt a

lot of energy while viewing the advertisement.

The participants anticipated the SMA to be of an inviting nature or introducing something new,

such as an event, product launch or a campaign, but not overly salesy. However, the discussion

brought up contradictions in the anticipated message, since yellow also was negatively

associated with content of typical advertising type and low price companies and grocery stores.

The predicted advertising messages and connection to low price and low quality was said to

influence the attention of the participants. Consequently, the negative associations would have

prompted the participant not to linger on the advertisement, but rather to simply scroll past it

since they felt annoyed and disturbed by it. These emotions were also observed by the

moderators. On the other hand, the participants felt a bubbling energy while looking at the social

media ad and were excited to read about the fun that is about to happen. They talked about the

SMA with a smile on their faces. It did really catch their attention, since if the participants were

to see this on social media, they would think something joyful, like a campaign or event, was

about to happen. Holidays such as Easter, making the anticipated message seasonal. Depending

on the time of the publication the participants would have predicted the message of the

advertisement differently. During spring, summer or Easter, the participants would have believed
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that the company would have shared information about, for example, opening hours during

vacations or other seasonal related information such as a product launch. If the yellow

advertisement would have been posted during autumn or winter, the participants were not really

sure what message to expect, since they most likely connected it to summer.

The focus group had little or limited knowledge about yellow in advertising in social media or

marketing over all. Rather than promptly articulating associations or prior experiences with the

color, there was a moment of silence as everyone reflected. Eventually, it was hesitantly

mentioned that yellow was symbolizing energy. Hence, it was stated that it was hard to suggest

an expected message due to no prior experience of the color in this context. Yellow was not

established as a color which symbolized or represented a certain marketing message. Moreover,

the color created attention and was suggested by the participants that it was a good color to use in

social media while conveying a positive and energetic message. However, the color was also

creating negative feelings as it was connected to fast sales and low quality due to prior

experiences with companies with yellow in their graphic profile and who had used it in their

marketing communications. It was also stated that the color was ugly, however, this was counter

argued by other participants in the group.

Overall, the advertisement created positive feelings and energy among the participants. It was

suggested that it created a feeling of leisure, warmth and happiness. But it was also stated that

this color did not create any emotional response at all, and if any, the emotions created were

negative, as the color was irritating on the eye and somewhat garish. At the end of the focus

group discussion, yellow was recognized as a challenging color to categorize, as it is neither

definitively positive nor negative in a societal context. Conclusions were drawn to the yellow

card in football, the traffic lights and the yellow flag at the beach, all symbolizing some form of

caution or the transition from green to red. At the end of the focus group discussion, the

participants started to discuss the different colored advertisements, where yellow was said to

create more positivity, than blue and red. Blue came in second place, while red was suggested to

not create positive feelings at all.
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4.2 Focus group 2

4.2.1 Red

The initial thoughts amongst the focus group was a bit fragmented, where some initially thought

of sales and some mentioned that it felt serious. The seriousness was further elaborated on and

discussed in the context of Instagram. This color is not related to something happy, instead the

participants stated that this color made them feel like it is important to read this post, for instance

they mentioned that it could be instructions or user terms. But it was also dependent on what type

of company that was responsible for the post. The feeling was said to differ depending on

whether the sender was a non profit organization or a profit driven company. If the sender was a

non profit organization the participants would have continuously believed the message to be of

significant importance. However, if the sender was a profit driven company, the participants

argued that the feeling of importance and seriousness decreased significantly. It was further

argued that the type of profit driven company had an influence on the anticipated message and

hence, how it would be received.

The participants had a hard time figuring out if the color radiated positivity or negativity. An

example was mentioned and described as the difference between a bank using red in their

communication compared to a clothing store using the color red in their communication. They

discussed the credibility of the color and discussed that if it were a more serious company such

as a bank using red in the graphical profile they would choose another bank since it made the

bank feel unreliable. However, if a bank with for example blue in their graphical profile had

posted this red colored SMA, the participants instinctively thought something really bad had

happened that demanded the customers attention, like the bank being hacked. However, if it was

a post by a company who sold sunglasses, they would feel more positive about the post and

expect a discounted offer and if not, be a bit irritated.

In addition did the participants express that they did not encounter this type of post on Instagram

that often, and elaborated that it is more common with aesthetic content rather than a one colored

post. But if it would appear they would stop and read because it is attentive and evokes curiosity.

However the color did not radiate feelings of security, more feelings such as doubt and suspicion,
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and a parallel to cheap mass sales that seeks attention where quantity is more important than

quality. The participants ended up with the conclusion that it is more suitable for a clothing store

to use this color in posts, since the participants did not associate red with something serious or

informative in this context, rather their association leaned towards red being positive and

therefore more likely to be used by a clothing store in relation to sale.

The participants agreed on the color red being a noticeable color and they mentioned that they

definitely would stop scrolling and read the post if it showed up in their instagram feed. The

participants' earlier experiences with the color red was that it means “Stop” and is used in

context to create attention. Therefore, they stated that it could be a possible reason for why they

felt the urge to stop and read if it showed up in their feed compared to another color such as blue.

A reappearing comment is the fact that the type of company that posts will influence the

participants' opinions. If it is a company that uses the color red otherwise in their marketing or

has associations with the color there would not be as much suspicion or surprises. The

participants exemplified with the Red Cross and political parties. However, if it was a company

that is not associated with the color red, the participants would be extra attentive and curious.

This was exemplified with a political party that is associated with the color blue and if they were

to use red in their post it would mean that they used the color of a competitor. In general the

participants agreed that it is a very attentive color that gives a reaction.

4.2.2 Blue

The initial thoughts amongst the participants when viewing the blue post was that it made them

feel good and associated it with safety and trustworthiness. Compared to the red post, the blue

one made the participants believe that the message with the post was going to be a serious or

informative post, rather than a post with a selling approach. Associations were made to

companies that work with safety such as insurance or government. It was mentioned that the

color blue often is used by larger companies rather than smaller, but also that it is a typically

used color in the political environment. When the participants discussed their earlier experiences

and knowledge related to the color blue they mentioned water firstly, quickly followed by

associations to companies' logotypes, such as Länsförsäkringar, IF and EHVS, which are banks,

insurance companies and the Economics School board. The Swedish political parties
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Moderaterna and Liberalena were also mentioned. The participants' collective opinion was that it

is a color used by organizations or companies that should be seen as trustworthy and secure.

Moreover, the participants phrased that the color was not very attentive and did not necessarily

catch their attention. Instead they felt more seriousness, calmness and safety. However, it was

discussed that the color blue could bring happiness for some of the participants since they could

associate it with personal interest in sports teams, and phrased that it is “my color”. The

participants had a hard time finding anything negative related or associated with the color blue

and believed that there was only one purpose of using the color blue, which was to send an

informative, secure and trustworthy message. The focus group ended with a discussion where

one of the participants pointed out an angle of approach which was how the answer would be if

the participant would have been highly politically invested. They believed that it would affect the

answers depending on what political opinion one has since color is used as a tool to separate

parties and their opinions.

4.2.3 Yellow

The initial thought or feeling when the participant viewed the yellow post was that it felt hip,

modern and a bit daring. Their expectations on the intentions with the yellow post was that it

would advertise something joyful since they felt happiness when they saw the color. A well

mentioned association was summer, and the participants reflected upon that it very likely could

be a post about summer clothes or other summer related activities.

When taking the color yellow into company context, the participants felt that this post had quite

a selling approach. But still a young hip company that does not have to be very big. The intention

of posting this was, according to the participants, when the company released a new product or

service, but with a touch of summer. They exemplified it with sunglasses or a beach restaurant. It

was discussed that the difference between the red selling approach and the yellow selling

approach was in their opinion that red is associated with low priced products and yellow is a bit

more pricey and modern.
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In addition, the color yellow was considered to be associated with freshness and associations

were made with hygiene products since these often have blossom and honey flavor. In general

the associations continued to revolve around summer. However, in the broader context they

could mention some negative aspects such as a yellow card in sports, which signals warning. But

they highlighted the importance of what type of yellow that was used, since a more sharp yellow

would give more of a serious association, while a softer yellow feels more light and happy. The

participants were asked whether this aspect would be the same for all colors, and firstly they

agreed that it would but after some discussion it was mentioned that the tint of yellow was of

more importance than blue and red. Other associations to yellow mentioned were countries' flags

and sports teams.

The participant explained that they felt that yellow was an appropriate color to use on Instagram

and that it could be used in most branches such as banks, politics and clothing. This was in the

participants opinion because it is a calm and happy color and could therefore be used in several

contexts when a company wants to send a happy, summary message. Which they mentioned

could be a reason for why they felt that they did not have as many specific associations with

yellow in regards to marketing contexts.
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4.3 Focus group 3

4.3.1 Red

The third focus group had a hard time figuring out what their initial thought was of the red post

and their first comment was minimalistic creativity. But after some discussion they reached an

opinion about the color being distasteful and not very attractive. The participants felt discomfort

and mentioned that the color was very strong. It was further elaborated amongst the participants

that the intention of using this color on Instagram posts was to send a serious message or to

highlight something important. There were also associations that connected the color with a

selling approach where sale, in conjunction with the color red, was brought up as an example.

However the participants believed that their associations and opinions of the post depends on

what type of company is posting. The participants mean that if they were familiar with the

company their opinions might be more positive and not as deterrent as if it was an unknown

random company. If it was a familiar company the participants explained that they could

recognise and associate it with what they are selling. Thereby, it will be more or less expected by

the company to use this color.

Furthemore, the participants discussed other associations they had with the color red. They

connected it to “Stop” in context of both the expression itself but also as signs, as a result they

felt the need to stop and read Their earlier experiences placed red in situations where a message

needed to be distinct and intensified. However, the discussion took another turn when the

association was connected with warmth and thoughtfulness, since red is the color of love.

Despite this new perspective, the participants concluded that they mainly had negative

associations with red and the post gave them emotions such as warning and stop. It was further

explained that the reason for why they would stop scrolling and notice this post in their

instagram feed was because of its attentive attributes and how it evokes some kind of curiosity of

what this could possibly contain. According to the participants, this post could be used by

companies when they want to express a special happening that differs from the usual. But their

earlier encounters with red in marketing communication was principally in relation with sales.
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4.3.2 Blue

The initial words from the focus group in regards to the blue post were “boring insurance

companies and banks”. After further consideration the participants also mentioned politics since

several political parties are very well associated with the color blue and use it as a statement to

which politic they stand for. It was further discussed that blue in politics was related to liberty,

freedom and the Swedish political party Liberalerna was mentioned.

Furthemore, the focus group associated the color blue in this marketing context with feelings of

safety since it made them think of insurances. But also a feeling of seriousness and that the

content includes important information. Therefore the participants believed that this post could

be about selling important stuff that might not be so fun, but necessary and important, for

example different types of insurance. It was agreed amongst the group that the post contained a

sell feeling, but not similar to the red post. Instead the blue gave the participant an indication of

salesment of services or financial products. Blue was argued to be associated with selling vital

human necessities such as home insurance, rather than advertisement for another unnecessary

clothing garment to put in your closet amongst the others. In conclusion, blue made the

participants believe that it was selling more substantial things rather than tricking them to buy

something just to buy it.

When discussing other general associations with the color blue, the participants mentioned

seriousness, coldness, police and traffic signs that lead the way. The latter association was further

elaborated on and the group discussed that, in comparison to the red post, the blue was more

sending a message of guidance rather than attention. The participants further reflected upon

whether or not they would stop scrolling if they saw the blue post in their feed and mentioned

that it is not as attentive and does not evoke as much curiosity as the red post. Blue was more

connected with positivity and the participants main emotional relations to the color was calmness

and security. The only negativity that was brought up was from a few earlier experiences of blue

where it could appear a bit deceiving, meaning that the ad could look safe and trustworthy, but in

reality have other intentions that are profit driven.

49



4.3.3 Yellow

The initial words that the participant mentioned when viewing the yellow post were “kindness”

and “happiness” which also was shown in their facial expressions. The focus group believed that

this post could be about presenting news, such as opening a new store, a premier of some kind or

presenting new products. All of which they pictured in relation to summer and spring themes.

The main association that was discussed was their association with summer, in different settings.

The participants gave examples of summer clothes, summer trips and summer events in general.

In addition when reflecting on what type of company that could be posting an advertisement like

this, the participants said clothing stores with summer clothes and traveling agencies that offer

suntrips. The participants were very certain that they did not feel any negativity associated with

the yellow post or yellow in general. Only positive feelings and experiences related to yellow

made the participants think of memories from days in the summer. There was no hesitation

amongst the group regarding whether they would scroll past the post in their feed. They thought

the color was very intriguing and made them curious about what this post could be about and

would definitely stop scrolling and view the post. If the post was according to what the

participants mentioned as earlier associations, they would have high interest in reading the post.

The discussion about color is often connected to politics, mainly the color red and blue, but the

participants could not see any connection to politics associated with yellow. They believed that

yellow was less serious and more fun and was therefore, or should not be associated with serious

stuff such as politics. In comparison to both red and blue, the participants thought that red was

more related to warnings and seriousness, while blue was related to calmness and trust. Yellow

did thereby stand out to the participants and became “happy news”.
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5. Analysis

5.1 Mental response categories - Red social media advertisement

5.1.1 Warning

For the red advertisement, the initial response came instinctively and without hesitation:

Warning! Red is a very noticeable color (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017) and thereby has an advantage to

be an attentive stimuli (Teichert et.al., 2019). Considering the first impression, it is obvious that

red color in SMAs is an attentive stimulus that will impact the final perception dependent on how

it is delivered (McInnes et.al., 2023). Depending on the context (McInnes et.al. 2023), the

participants felt discomfort and stated that red was a strong color, while others viewed the color

as quite soft. However, both aspects anticipate a negative message to be the outcome of the

advertisement which is interesting since previous research findings classified red as a positive

and preferred color (Terwogt & Hoeksma, 1995). This clarifies how individual the adoption of

information is (Devine, 1999) and how cognitive competence can be decisive in how a

consumer's form opinions (Jia & Wang, 2016). Especially in regards to social media, where the

amount of information is too large for anyone to fully adapt everything ((Dai & Wang , 2020)

et.al., 2020).

A collective adoption of red advertisement being negative messages, however the cognitive

associations could differ. For example, associations such as warning, serious, attention, SOS,

important, alert, nervous, unfortunate information and emergency, all with a negative approach

but based on different experiences. Furthermore, these connections were aligned with the fact

that red is a sad color (Singh, 2006), but highly contradict previous findings of the color in other

contexts where red is said to evoke emotions such as fun, courage and enthusiasm (Demir, 2020).

In the context of SMA, the participant did only briefly talk about the color red as connected to

emotions of love and passion, as stated by Hunjet and Vuk (2017). However, these emotions

were not connected to how the participants interpreted the message of the advertisement and

were not the participants own emotional response towards the advertisement. The advertisement

created and demanded the participants attention, which red is argued to do (Hunjet & Vuk,

2017).
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5.1.2 Sale

A second mental response pattern was found in relation to the red social media post and it is

named “Sale”. Despite the strong association and first impression of warning, the red color also

gave indications of sale, as in discounts offers and lower prices. In contradiction to the argument

that red is a sensory-social color and most appropriate to be used while marketing for luxury and

dignity products (Bottomley & Doyle, 2006), the cognitive findings predict otherwise.

Intreslingy, in the context of SMA, red was rather experienced in relation to cheap mass sales

than with luxury products, therefore a cognitive response exists in the consumer mind and is

recognised anew (Charan et.al., 2017). This also imposes that the emotional arousal lacks

alignment with the argument about red being a sensory-social color and influences the perception

negatively (Hahn et al., 2016).

The emotional responses included in this pattern have both positive and negative aspects. The

reason for the fragmented emotions is based on the uncertainty of what type of company that the

post belongs to. Since associations were made with sales, it would be inappropriate for a bank to

post a red colored picture on social media since it would disrupt the cognitive associations

amongst customers and generate negative emotions, decreased credibility and lack of trust

(Solomon et.al., 2016). Consumers would nevertheless be as receptive to the actual message

since there is no alignment with the stimulus correlation (Affonso & Janiszewski, 2023).

However, if the post was posted by a company who sells sunglasses, it would feel more accurate

since they are more expected to have discounted offers. If a company’s graphical profile does not

match the color of the SMA it would send out a doubtful message and create suspicion amongst

the consumers due to a disruption in their cognitive scheme (Solomon et.al., 2016). The

emotional response would be negative. In addition, red is considered the most noticeable color

and very easily catches consumers attention (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017). Thereby it would create

negative emotions if the expectations of the social media post is not in line with the company's

identity (Gorn et al., 1997). This type of disparity between company and graphical profile also

affects consumers perception (Solomon et.al., 2016) considering that color influences consumers

beliefs and judgements (Arabi, 2018), and when the beliefs and judgments of this post being

about sales no longer cohere, the post will seem misleading and generate negativity.
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5.2 Mental response categories - Blue social media advertisement

5.2.1 Reliability

One of the mental responses discovered in regards to the color blue is Reliability. This mental

response was developed out of a combination and connection with the three categories cognition,

emotion and perception. A consumer's perception of an advertisement is based on first

impressions and attention (Teichert et.al., 2019) and similar to earlier research (Singh, 2006,

Hunjet & Vuk, 2017), blue was considered to be a very likable color which instantly generated a

positive first impression. The main emotional response was that the blue social media post

expressed trustworthiness, calmness and security, which coherence with earlier theories about

emotional associations with blue (Demir, 2020; Hunjet & Vuk, 2017). Consequently, these

feelings made the participants believe that this social media post would contain reliable

information and, since emotions are considered a tool for brand evaluation, it will result in

consumers applying and associating the emotions from the social media post with the company

(Hahn et al., 2016). In this case it would make the company seem reliable. Moreover, since the

participants believed that the SMA was trustworthy and reliable, it will consequently mean that

the consumer has a positive perception about the advertisement (Liu et.al., 2012)

Despite the good first impression, the blue post was not necessarily very attentive. In fact the

color blue has a tendency of generating engagement and interactions on social media (North &

Ficorilli, 2017) and due to the cognitive knowledge of blue, the participant knew that this post

contains important information and therefore felt the need to stop and read. It was not necessarily

the initial exposure that caught their attention and influenced perception rather due to high

cognitive competence (Jia & Wang, 2016). The willingness to stop and read the post, came from

a learned cognitive behavior from earlier experiences with blue advertisement (McInnes et al.,

2023) that has been received and adapted by the consumer's mind to be included in all the

reasoning and problem solving that happens (Devine, 1999). The result of the reasoning became

a cognitive response of curiosity, rather than demand of attention. Adding to these cognitive

responses are the associations with blue traffic signs, where the guiding function of the signs is

reflecting the opinion of blue. The blue SMA is therefore believed to contain reliable information

that will guide the way. Which is an interesting finding since it means that the cognitive
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association not only refers to the appearance but also associations to the function of the item, in

this case guidance.

5.2.2 Substantial sales

Different from the reliability pattern, this coded mental response was found from reappearing

beliefs that the social media post actually do generate a feeling of selling, but it is more of the

substantial kind, hence named Substantial sales. Cognitive associations were made with

insurance companies, banks, politics and government, which all have serious and important roles

in society. Therefore, blue was argued to be used by large companies that sell products or

services that are seen as a necessity, rather than in relation to cheap mass selling.

Very few negative associations were made with the color blue in the SMA context, however, it

was mentioned that it could seem a bit boring in some contexts. This argument was based out of

associations and emotional connections with companies that use the color blue in their graphical

profile. The companies that were exemplified mainly had connections with finance and politics,

where the personal opinion from earlier experiences labeled them as boring. This is analyzed as

cognitive responses since it was described as earlier experiences and knowledge amongst the

participants and had therefore become a natural association from their memory (McInnes et.al.,

2023). Intrestlingy, similar findings as McInnes et.al., (2023) stated was explored when cognitive

interactions and perception seem to affect each other in this situation. The initial perception is

based on earlier experiences and knowledge with blue, therefore the participants might not

receive a positive first impression of the message (Solomon et.al., 2016). In further elaboration,

the cognitive responses were mostly created from recognised company logotypes and graphical

profiles, and not necessarily from social media posts. Moreover, it was said that if a company

used a different color than what is included in their graphic profile, it would make the viewers

suspicious. Colors have different meanings depending on the situation, and therefore the type of

company becomes dependent on how the post will be perceived (Demir, 2020).
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5.3 Mental response categories - Yellow social media
advertisement

5.3.1 Happiness

The third version of the SMA created was yellow where one of the mental responses was

Happiness, an emotional response (Solomon, et al., 2016). According to previous research by

Demir (2020), the color yellow is commonly associated with emotions like enthusiasm, fun and

hope. Moreover, even in this context the participants were anticipating a new release or product

launch and their observed emotional reactions were characterized by enthusiasm and energy.

Yellow is considered to be a “happy” (Singh, 2006) and positive color (Jonauskaite et al., 2019;

Demir, 2020), which were also corresponding with the words happiness, playfulness, joy and

energy, which were instinctively uttered. The participants had a smile on their face while talking

about the color and said that they loved it, which contradicts with research about yellow being

the least favorable color (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017).

It was early brought up that yellow was associated with summer and the sun, which corresponds

to previous research about yellow being associated with the feeling of light (Hunjet & Vuk,

2017). The yellow SMA caught the attention directly, which is not surprising due to the fact that

yellow is a noticeable color (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017). Yellow is therefore considered to be a

attentive stimuli that most likely will be processed by consumers (Teichert et.al., 2019). Since the

associations mentioned in association with yellow are mainly positive, it will result in positive

perception (Teichert et.al., 2019). The initial reaction was an emotional response (Solomon et.al.,

2016), where the color was initially perceived with happiness, which is in correspondence of

earlier studies, with yellow being associated with the affective state of joy (Jonauskaite et al.,

2019). However, an interesting aspect of the yellow SMA was that the participants struggled to

identify an anticipated message, since they argued that they lacked prior knowledge of the color

in this context (McInnes et al., 2023). Instead, their feelings led the way in how they chose to

interpret the advertisement and acted responsible for the expectations of how the advertising

message would be conveyed (Hahn et al., 2016). The yellow colored ad made them happy and

they did hence expect the advertisement to be about suntrips, an event, an invitation, a new

product launch, a premiere or about summer.

55



5.3.2 Irritation

The second categorized mental response found was Irritation, where the initial reaction was that

the color was too yellow, which made it hard to look at. According to previous research, yellow

is stated to be one least favored and preferred color (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017; Terwogt & Hoeksma,

1995), which corresponds to the perception within the second mental response of the yellow

colored SMA. Yellow is a noticeable color (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017), which did have a negative

effect within the mental response, since it was argued to be too bright and irritating on the eye.

Furthermore, the color was perceived as garish and as a result the advertisements were

interpreted as annoying. The color created attention, but in a negative manner since the

emotional reaction towards it was irritation. Just because the color is attentive does not

automatically mean that it is interpreted positively, solely that it proceeds in the perceptual

process (Teichert et.al., 2019). In the perceptual process, there will be associations interpreted

that result in a consumer perception and in this case the associations were negatively inclined

(Teichert et.al., 2019).

The emotional response made the participants aware of its existence which made it possible to

avoid an unpleasant situation (Solomon et.al., 2016) by easily scrolling past the Instagram post,

since there was no interest in engaging with the information. In contrast to the other mental

response towards the yellow ad, it was anticipated that the SMA would convey a message of fast

sales of products with low quality, which was not of interest to the participants. This assumption

was made based on previous experience and knowledge of the color being used in marketing

communication of this kind. The prior cognitive competence (Jia & Wang, 2016) of the color

mostly consisted of conventional advertising content, offered by low price companies and

grocery stores, with lower quality. It was observed that the participants with this mental response

were annoyed by the advertisement.
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5.4 Overall discussion
The analysis has provided an understanding of how the participants responded to the SMAs.

However, some overall comments are deemed necessary to this analysis.

The analysis has resulted in six response categories to the three primary color advertisements

through cognition, emotion and perception. The categories which were found were: Warning,

Sale, Reliability, Substantial sales, Happiness and Irritation.Worth mentioning is that each color

resulted in two response categories. In all cases, while analyzing one color at the time, these

response categories had different mental response patterns, which demonstrates that each

individual color had two different mental response patterns. The mental response categories

Warning and Reliability, evoked similar mental response patterns, where perceptual responses

represented the majority of the mental response, followed by cognition and least emotion.

Moreover, similarities in mental responses were also found in the response categories Sales and

Substantial sales, but compared to the previous pattern the mental response majorly consisted of

cognitive associations, followed by emotional and least perceptual associations. Happiness and

Irritation each had an individual mental response pattern. Happiness consisted mostly of

emotional responses, followed by perception and least cognition. Finally, the response category

Irritation was mainly based out of perceptual associations, followed by emotions and least

cognition.
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6. Conclusions
The purpose of this study is to explore how the use of primary colors in social media

advertisements influences consumer’s mental response. Based on our analysis, the use of primary

colors in advertisements generated four different mental response patterns. It is therefore

concluded that the colors activated the mental response categories differently, which further

proves that colors, as a communication tool, cannot be used over the same premises in all

situations. The cognitive, emotional and perceptual responses activate differently depending on

earlier knowledge, emotional associations and initial attention. The patterns were found based on

which part of the mental response that was mostly activated and found to be the underlying

factor to the empirical data.

The first pattern found was; Perception, cognition and emotion, which entails that the mental

response was mainly based on perception, followed by cognition and last emotion. Further

explained is that the initial impression was of great importance and laid the foundation of how

the mental response would end up. Earlier experiences and knowledge had influence as well but

to a limited amount. Continuously, very few emotional associations were included in this mental

response pattern. The second pattern was; Cognition, emotion and perception, which entails that

mental response was mainly based on knowledge and experiences. Secondly, this pattern

contained certain emotional associations that played a role in the final outcome of mental

response. However, this pattern did not seem to consider or notice any attentive first stimuli and

therefore lacked perceptual responses. The third pattern was; Emotion, perception and cognition,

which entails the mental response was mainly created out of emotional reactions and emotional

associations. The pattern also indicates that the mental response was generated out of an attentive

initial response that led to further interpretations. Moreover, there was a lack of earlier

knowledge and experiences in this mental response pattern based on few cognitive associations.

The final pattern was; Perception, emotion and cognition, where the mental response was mainly

perceptual, similar to patter one, but was followed by emotional response instead of cognition.

This indicates that the emotional associations weighed higher than the cognitive associations,

meaning that there were not many earlier experiences or knowledge involved in the mental

response. In conclusion, the fact that there were several different mental response patterns proves
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color's complexity in social media context and its diverse influence on consumers' mental

response.

7. Research implications

7.1 Theoretical implications
This study was conducted qualitative since earlier research in this research field has been

majority quantitative (Mustatea & Gociman, 2022; Terwogt & Hoeksma, 1995; Yuanyuan et.al.,

2023). Earlier research has been describing what the color itself is associated with, but not how

the associations are created. This study can therefore contribute theoretically with an

understanding of how associations are created and how the mental response is influenced by

colors in SMA. The researchers already knew from earlier research that blue was associated with

trust (Hunjet & Vuk, 2017), but did not have any understanding of why that association was

made. The findings in this study explores how associations are made cognitively, emotionally

and perceptually in the consumer's mind. Consequently, the findings will provide an

understanding of how mental responses are created when encountering SMA. Certain categories

are identified based on reappearing mental associations and thereby gives an understanding to

what the typical mental response is applicable to each color.

7.2 Managerial implications
The amount of companies who are active on social media has grown largely in line with the

development and increased availability of online technology (Cuevas-Molano, et al., 2021).

Conquering the traditional way of marketing communication is no longer as advantageous when

social media exists (Cuevas-Molano, et al., 2021). The findings of this study provides practical

findings and understanding of how to accurately communicate on social media in order to

convey the intended message. The study moreover shows how mental responses have been

discussed and concluded to act differently depending on what context or who the sender is. This

could be important to take into account especially the understanding of the response of using

colors outside an established graphical profile, since an other response was created than if the

color was already included in the graphical profile. Additionally, these findings can be used by
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companies who want to mediate the same significant message in every graphical expression. For

instance, it would be inappropriate for a bank to choose the color red as their graphical color

since it created a frivolous feeling amongst the participants. While it was appreciated and

relevant when a clothing company posted a sales advertisement in the color red.

Since it was established that the mental responses did not always align with previous research, it

can be established that the context of the advertisement influences the mental response of the

consumers. Consequently, this means that the previous research made of the phenomenon can

not be considered suitable to apply in a SMA context and therefore need research finding such as

the ones from this study. For example, earlier research, in other contexts, said that red had

associations with love and warmth, but in SMAs red was mainly negatively associated.

8. Limitations
This study had some limitations which are considered necessary to point out. Firstly, the SMAs

were shown in the same order (e.g. 1. Red, 2. Blue & 3. Yellow), which enabled a comparison in

the reaction from the previous color ad. However, since the order of which the advertisements

were shown were the same in all focus groups, the study could not reveal if the order influenced

the participants' mental responses. The graphic design of the advertisement could also have

influenced the mental response. For example, the font, the size and the color of the text could

have influenced how the completed advertisement (not only the colors) were perceived. This was

noted as some participants commented on the advertisement as minimalistic and not being

typically aesthetic. One final limitation is the fact that this study only explored the research

phenomenon on one social media platform; Instagram. Considering that social media platforms

contain different strengths and weaknesses (Voorveld et.al., 2018) will information be less

relevant on one platform, while it could be very effective on another (Voorveld et.al., 2018). It is

therefore not certain that the findings of this study is true for other social media platforms.
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9. Future research
While conducting the focus group discussions it became clear that the interpretation of the SMAs

in some cases was very dependent and influenced by who the sender company of the post was. It

is therefore recommended to explore further how consumers' mental responses change depending

on the branch of the sender, but also the characteristics or personality traits of the sender

company. It is further recommended to explore both secondary and tertiary colors, since this

study revealed that the mental responses towards the colors of the SMAs, in many cases, did not

align with previous research. For example, the emotional responses and interpreted messages

acted in another way than the cognitive associations did in some cases, as a result, secondary

and tertiary colors could bring even more understanding of the mental response.

The sample did also rule out participants with color blindness. Nevertheless, there are many

people who are suffering from colorblindness, who are still users of social media, exposed to

colors in advertisements and hence are potential consumers and connections to companies. The

study did further limit its sample regards to ages and education. It would be interesting to see

further research exploring the unobserved samples and see if there will be diversity in the

findings that could give insights on mental responses in between ages, other occupations and

how to communicate with limited color options.

Considering earlier limitations regarding the study only exploring Instagram as a social media

platform, future research should include other social media platforms in their exploration. Since

there are differences between social media platforms today, the findings could appear different

from the ones in this study. But also considering how online marketing is in need for deeper

understanding of consumers' mental responses on more than one platform. Therefore, the authors

suggest future research to explore this research phenomenon on other social media platforms.
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