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It’s just a tiny label... or not? How Al labels can backfire in communication

Abstract

Despite global regulations that enforce labeling of artificial intelligence (Al) in advertising and
communication, the impact of Al labels on individual perception and behavior remains unclear. Building on
signaling theory, two experimental studies examine how the labeling of generative Al in social media affects
reactions. Although an eye-tracking experiment (Study 1) found no effect on visual attention, the study
shows that Al labels lead to higher psychological reactance and lower source credibility which in turn shape
social media engagement. An online experiment (Study 2) replicated these findings and additionally revealed
emotions’ role: Al labels increased negative and reduced positive emotions, affecting engagement. Across
both studies, we show that even a small Al disclosure — legally required to increase transparency — can
backfire. These results imply that mandatory Al labeling remains a critical tension that needs to be addressed
in advertising research and practice.
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