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Abstract

This research investigates how transparent sponsorship disclosure affects
consumer trust along with their levels of engagement and purchasing outcomes.
Research using mixed methodology demonstrates that non-sponsored content
delivers higher viewer engagement levels due to authenticity assumptions, but
sponsored content requires specific clear storytelling practices for positive
reception. Brand awareness results from macro influencers while micro
influencers succeed at building strong trust relationships with specific target
audiences. Marketing success actively depends on transparent sponsorship
disclosures, authentic approaches and premium-quality content which creates
trust among consumers. Future research needs to examine different ways brands
reveal sponsorship along with long-term impact of transparency and how TikTok
and other emerging platforms affect consumer trust.

Keywords: Influencer Marketing, Sponsorship Disclosure, Non-Sponsored
Content, Purchase Behavior

Introduction

Influencer marketing has emerged as one of the strong models for firms to reach
consumer due to the dynamism in the digital marketing era by producing content
that evokes perceived authenticity and relevance (Uzunoglu & Misci Kip, 2022).
However, the move to openness, customer trust and ethical advertising practices
has been raised by some new concerns due to the use of sponsored content (De
Vries et al., 2012). It is especially important to know how sponsorship disclosure
influences the consumer’s perception and behavior because the usage of
influencers is gradually gaining popularity and is projected to reach $21.1 billion
in the global market by 2025 (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2023).

The “disclosure dilemma” is a multifaceted problem in the contemporary digital
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marketing landscape and decides what the companies and influencers cut in
front of the target audience and the company’s goals and expectations.
Sponsorship information that is important for consumers to have should be
disclosed and this is demanded by regulatory bodies like the Federal Trade
Commission (FTC) though, there is limited literature on issues of effectiveness of
some of these disclosures and consumer response (Kim et al 2019:339). Through
this study, the knowledge gap regarding the level and form of sponsorship
disclosure is narrowed based on a comprehensive analysis of its influences on
consumer interest, impression, and credibility following a variety of products and
influencers.

Purpose of the study
The aim of this paper is to conduct exploratory research to examine the impact of
sponsorship disclosure of influencer marketing. Specifically, the research aims
to:
1. Explore several disclosure techniques that can impact consumer
engagement rates
2. Evaluate the extent to which consumers are accurate in recognizing
sponsored content
3. Assess the relation between the degree of disclosure and the amount of
perceived credibility of the contents.
4. Examine the variation in credibility and trust in relation to different styles
of disclosure and kinds of products.

Research Questions
1. What disclosure methods are most identifiable and effective?
2. How are influencers’ trust and credibility affected by different types of
disclosure?

Literature Review

Evolution of Influencer Marketing

Social media's introduction of influencers, who have been perceived as more
genuine and relatable, allowed for direct communication with consumers
(Gammarano et al., 2024). Since customers are more inclined to interact with
influencers, they believe to be reliable, research highlights the significance of
authenticity in influencer marketing (Kumar et al., 2024). Today's influencers
serve a variety of marketing techniques and consumer demographics, ranging
from micro-influencers to meta humans (Gammarano et al., 2024).

Influencer Marketing

According to Haenlein et al. (2020, p. 17), "a social media influencer is an
individual who has built a significant following on a platform people would not
know they are following until they are informed." Influencers disseminate
information, and they are often assumed to be experts in certain fields which
include styling, physical training, culinary, or tourism, among others, as noted by
De Veirman et al. (2017) and Haenlein et al. (2020). Classification of social
media influencers differs from other types of key opinion leaders or ‘traditionally
famous’ people, who get followers from other domains of life (sportsmen,
singers, actors, etc.), Nevertheless, the boundary between social media

932



www.thedssr.com

Dialogue Social Science Review (DSSR) [P'
'45

ISSN Online: 3007-3154
ISSN Print: 3007-3146 DIALOGUE SOCIAL SCIENCE REVIEW

Vol. 3 No. 4 (April) (2025)

influencers and celebrities are increasingly blurry — some influencers are brands
themselves now (Forbes, 2016), Celebrities use social media platforms as a tool
to amplify their stardom and engage with the audience (Ha In addition, common
practice is also for social media influencers to.

Influencers Classification

A common way to group social media influencers is by their follower counts,
which are measures of the number of people influencers can reach. Other classes
include two-class ones, like nano, which is less than 10,000 followers; and two-
class ones like micro, which is between 10,000 and 50,000; mid-tier, between
50,000, and 500,000; macro, between 500,000 and one million; and mega,
which is more than one million (Mediakix, 2021). In fact, many influencers 855
are micro-influencers.More specifically macro-influencers include international
celebrities while meso-influencers are the online users, most of whom go for paid
working fulltime (Boerman 2020). Another line of research divides the
influencers depending on the number of “likes” they get from the following
audience.

Wherein, those influencers who possess an average ratio of 1, 000 — 100, 000
likes are considered as the micro influencer, and those who have 100, 000 — 1,
000, 000 likes are considered as macro influencer (Kay et al., 2020). Campbell
and Farrell (2020) divided influencers into nano, micro, macro, mega, celebrity,
based on the depth of authenticity, level of approachability, perceived
professionalism and popular culture. Scholars have sometimes applied the
‘celebrity’ sub-type, which comprises of expert, celebrity or common endorsers,
when analyzing influencers (Kay et al., 2020). For our research purpose, we
apply a simplified two-group categorization: a micro influencer with follower
counts below 500,000 and a macro influencer with follower counts above
500,000. Another feature that can significantly distinguish the influencers from
one another is the "theme" that defines their online personas, such as parenting
blog, fitness, tech-nerd, fashionista, or foodie (Forbes, 2020). Finally, some
companies and organizations evaluate influencers based on their prior work,
using general quality standards to the images or captions or metrics of the
quantity and range of prior product recommendations by Statista (2018b).

Sponsorship Disclosure

The way influencers incorporate the sponsorship messaging to make them easily
noticeable by the targeted audience is called sponsorship disclosure (Kim & Kim,
2021; Stubb et al., 2019; Wojdynski et al., 2018; Zhou et al., 2021). Sponsorship
disclosure, a genuine marketing strategy applied by social media influencers, is
significantly determined by the extent of inducement (Audrezet et al., 2020;
Chen et al., 2023). To illustrate, some influence wants to disclose sponsorship in
a concealed or non-proclaimed approach to please business, while others use a
proclaimed method. Sponsorship disclosures help to reduce the effectiveness of
advertisement by creating favorable persuasive information and the counter
argument within the followers. Hence, the choice to conceal sponsorship or to
indirectly recommend a merchant can be done out of influence by a merchant
and may not be a genuine suggestion, which again trashes follower chances to
deduce and trust the influencer present in sponsorship.

The earliest works, however, revealed that followers did not and still do not have
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a problem with the complete and clear identification of sponsored influencer
content (Chen et al., 2023; GiuffrediKahr ~ et al., 2022; Karagiir et al., 2022;
Stubb & Colliander, 2019). Regardless of the growing legitimacy of sponsoring
and claiming sponsorship, their intention and genuine motives remain
unblemished because, despite being business-oriented, they are influencers
(Chen et al., 2023). They must get sponsorship in a bid to come up with content.
While sponsorship is considered as a sign of success, influencers are encouraged
to enhance content for viewers. Furthermore, decreasing consumer skepticism
and improving post transparency by providing exact information about
sponsorship, influencers can enhance source trust (Chen et al., 2023; Giuffredi-
Kahr " et al., 2022; Karagiir et al., 2022; Stubb & Colliander, 2019).

Disclosure Types

According to Carr and Hayes (2014), there are four main categories of
sponsorship disclosure: These include no disclosure, impartial disclosure,
implied disclosure, and explicit disclosure. When other circumstance failed to
affect or predispose the assessment of the specific product or service, this is
referred to as biased disclosure (Stubb and Colliander, 2019). While the earlier
kind of deception occurs where an influencer receives sponsorship payment or
other benefits for making a public assessment of a product or service, the latter
concerns ambiguous endorsements where an influencer may have vested
interests, though it is not apparent where the information has been sourced from
(Carr, & Hayes, 2014). In terms of sponsorship disclosure, customers as well as
influencers are affected in influencer marketing. Scholars have also examined the
impact of viewers’ or buyers’ impressions of such ads, in connection with
sponsored content that appears sponsored (Kay et al., 2020). Preferences and
attitudes influence how the audience feels about sponsored recommendations
depending on how much the influencers are disclosing about the sponsors,
products, brand, trust propensity, source credibility or communication quality
(Luetal., 2014).

Consumer Response to Transparency in Influencer Marketing
Consumer response to transparency in influencer marketing is critical because it
directly influences consumer trust, engagement, and purchasing decisions.
Authenticity, which is increasingly becoming valued by consumers in the digital
marketplace, is fostered by transparency. Transparency in influencer marketing
builds trust since consumers are more likely to engage with influencers who
disclose their partnerships and sponsorships (Waltenrath, 2024). Public
disclosures may be less engaging for the advertisements at first; however, they
tend to result in higher future engagements for non-advertisement posts and can
be a long-term consequence of disclosing information(Waltenrath,
2024).Consumers like influencers that have honest reviews and proper detail
that improve their decision-making process(Szakal et al., 2024).Authenticity and
knowledge are highly influential on consumers' perception, which brings
transparency to the fore for credibility building(Apostol & Zaharia, 2023).
Understanding how consumers react to transparency is crucial for brands to
successfully traverse the multibillion-dollar influencer marketing sector (Bala et
al., 2024).
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Research Gap Identification

Huddersa and Loub, (2023) suggested in their article to evaluate the effects of
sponsorship disclosures and investigate how they enhance the openness of
influencer strategies and people's comprehension of the business agreements
underlying those sponsored.

Theoretical Framework: Persuasion Knowledge Model

According to Friestad & Wright (1994) and Hibbert et al. (2007), persuasion
knowledge is the information and viewpoints that persuasion targets (such as
customers) are aware of, assess, and react to in persuasion attempts (such as ads
and endorsements) by persuasion agents (such as marketers and advertisers).
For making predictions, we use the persuasive knowledge model (Friestad &
Wright, 1994). It provides predictions about the way in which consumers will
respond to persuasive material like advertisements. It makes the claim that
customers may only oppose persuasion if they are aware of the argument. With
time and expertise with different persuasive techniques used by advertisers or
marketers, they become more adept at doing so. Aware of attempts at persuasion,
consumers, among others, attempt to evaluate their appropriateness and
effectiveness; appropriateness refers to evaluations such as fairness or
manipulability, while effectiveness refers to consumers' perceptions of, for
example, how strongly the tactics influence them.

Customers choose their response based on their evaluations, employing coping
strategies such as discounting, disregarding, or accepting attempts at persuasion
(Friestad & Wright, 1994). The relationships between sponsors and branded
posts in influencer marketing are often unclear, especially when the posts
resemble noncommercial content (FTC, 2015). Moreover, influencers often
embed advertising content within positive comments, such as "have a great day,
followers." Thus, for the customers to identify the postings as an advertisement
and leverage their influence abilities, it is essential that the sponsorship be
disclosed (e.g., Boerman et al., 2017; De Veirman & Hudders, 2020; Wojdynski &
Evans, 2016).

Methodology

A mixed-methods technique was used in the research study to thoroughly
examine customer attitudes and perceptions about sponsored content. To better
understand the dynamics of influencer marketing, content analysis and focus
groups were conducted.

Content Analysis

During the content analysis phase, sponsored and non-sponsored content from
meta platforms were systematically examined. We created a thorough coding
framework to examine engagement metrics (likes, comments, shares), influencer
follower counts, and type of content. To guarantee representational variety, the
sample was divided across different categories, including food, fitness,
technology, and beauty. Content analysis includes both sponsored and non-
sponsored videos of macro and micro influencers.

1. Platform: Meta

2. Influencer category: Micro and Macro

3. Content Type: 1-minute Reels
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4. Disclosure type: Explicit/In-text disclosure, No clear disclosure
5. Category: beauty/fashion, food, fitness, technology

Focus Groups

We conducted four focus groups (number of people in each focus groupn = 6 - 8)
representing a range of demographic characteristics. Purposive sampling was
used to choose participants, guaranteeing representation across gender,
socioeconomic status, and age categories (18—30). Each focus group session
lasted between 15 to 20 minutes. After seeing a selection of sponsored and non-
sponsored content, participants had in-depth conversations regarding their
opinions and how they take purchase decisions.

Data Analysis

Focus group transcripts were subjected to thematic analysis, which includes
pattern identification, systematic coding and theme development. Findings of
qualitative insights and quantitative content measures were cross validated using
a triangulation technique.

Data Collection and Ethical Considerations

Consent from participants was acquired, and confidentiality and anonymity were
rigorously upheld. Focus group discussions were recorded, and they were
expertly transcribed. Publicly accessible social media posts were used in the
content analysis.

Data Analysis

Content Analysis

This data set unveils whole performance data and engagement metrics for both
macro and micro influencers operating with and without sponsorship programs.
With their vast audience of 661K followers Arooj Fatima produces significant
absolute engagement numbers (likes, comments, and shares) which makes her
suitable for building brand recognition. The engagement metrics of macro
influencers show reduced percentages as a function of their vast follower
audience when compared to the more interactive micro influencers. The
engagements rates from micro influencers reach higher levels when measured
against their number of followers because their followers share a strong sense of
trust and relatability toward them. This makes micro influencers suitable for
niche marketing campaigns.

Non-sponsored content achieves better engagement metrics than sponsored
content across all social media platforms. Audience members prominently
endorse subjective posts over sponsored content because authentic and relatable
material appears more genuine thus earning increased engagement metrics.
Non-sponsored posts demonstrate superior interaction levels by generating
55.2K likes and 3,524 shares which proves their capability of creating powerful
audience connections. Sponsored posts make direct promotion and product
awareness their strength, but users tend to show less engagement because they
are skeptical about the true promotional motives behind these posts. The
engagement potential of sponsored content improves when it features high-
quality work from reliable influencers who help build trust among audiences.
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Audience preferences become more evident through engagement metrics which
include likes and comments and sharing behavior. Users display widespread
acceptance through likes, but dedicated interaction involves both making
comments and sharing content. Non-sponsored content that people relate to
achieves substantially greater share rates than all other posts do. Female
influencers in the beauty/fashion category attract intense audience engagement
due to audience alignment between visually driven aspirational content and the
niche segment. The widespread reach of macro influencers works well with broad
marketing efforts, but micro influencers deliver better results in developing
trustful connections with specific target audiences. To maintain authenticity
together with transparency in sponsored content marketers must optimize their
platforms while erasing gaps between creator and target audience for delivering
top-notch storytelling. To assess an influencer's effectiveness brands should
measure engagement percentages instead of traditional outcome-based metrics.
Research results emphasize the need to combine extended reach and engaging
credibility with high-quality influencer marketing efforts to achieve the best
possible outcomes.

Thematic Analysis
Data Structure

Second
Order Description
Themes

Aggregate
Dimensions

Recognition | Indicators of | Participants identified sponsorship through
of Sponsorship product focus, discount codes, and promotional

937

Category Influencer Influencer Name Insta Handle Followers Post Type Likes Coments Share
72 17
Macro ' Syeda Urooj Fatir by.rooj 661 Sponsored >8 303 8
Non-sponsored 55.2K 794 3524
Micro Warda Zafeer wardazafeer 48.8K Sponsored 627 33 297
Non-sponsored 30.1K 116 11.1K
Macro =~ Mahnoor Saad = thefoodyfreakfromisl 502K Sponsored 623 1 181
Non-sponsored 144K 579 43.7K
Micro Aliza Anis alizaanis 76.3¢  Sponsored 625 23 206
Non-sponsored 1000 41 101
Macro Aizaz Hashmi aizazhashtagmii 163K Sponsored 12k s 776
Non-sponsored 16.8k 159 1631
Micro Maaz Ahmed mazzimania 10.3K Sponsored 155 ! 13
Non-sponsored 41.4k 87 22.7k
1

Macro  Adeel Chaudary adeelchaudryl 1.4M Sponsored 6693 34 470
Non-sponsored 33.5k 468 14.3k
4 7 22

Micro Ali Motiwala foodstagrampk 53K Sponsored 6
Non-sponsored 155 146 339
Macro Talha Bhatti talhabhatti 628K Sponsored 244 4 4
Non-sponsored 239 3 9
Micro Talha Irshad mastertechpk 12.2K Sponsored 38 > 4
Non-sponsored 35 0 0
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Sponsored tone.
Content
Sponsored content is easily recognized when it
Ease . of focuses on promoting brands and lacks personal
Differentiation -
experiences.
Preference for | Participants are more likely to engage with non-
Non-Sponsored | sponsored content due to its perceived
Content .. -
Ensagement Content authenticity and relatability.
8as Impact of | Informative and well-presented content, even if
Presentation sponsored, attracts more interest than silent or
Style purely visual videos.
Consi .| Influencers who maintain a niche, post balanced
onsistency In . . .
reviews, and avoid over-promotion are trusted
Content
Perceived more. .
Macro-influencers are trusted for their
Trust and | Role of bili hile miero-infl .
Credibility Follower Count accountabl 1ty, while micro-intluencers gain trust
through detailed and honest reviews.
Trust in the product increases when reputable
Brand . .
. brands are involved, regardless of sponsorship
Reputability
status.
Persopal Authentic reviews with balanced pros and cons
. Experience vs. . .
Perceived Over- are trusted, whereas excessive praise or overly
Content . positive reviews are seen as suspicious.
.« . Promotion
Authenticity . . .
Videos with honest and personal experiences are
Balanced .
. perceived as more trustworthy than those that are
Reviews .
overly promotional.
Participants rely on additional sources like
Pre-Purchase . ltiole infl
» | Research corprpents, Teviews, and multiple influencer
Consumers opinions before making purchases.
Purchase " :
. Sponsored posts positively influence purchase
Behavior Impact of o : . s
decisions when paired with credible influencers,
Sponsored . . X
reputable brands or high-quality video
Content .
production.

Recognition of Sponsored Content

Digital marketing research requires urgent investigation of Sponsored Content
recognition processes. The presence of promotional content cues helps
consumers recognize sponsored posts such as a focus on the promoted product,
discount codes, or a promotional tone according to research of Van der Bend

et.al. (2023).

I can feel that this video is sponsored because of influencer body
language and product in video is promoted a lot. (Focus group # 3)
If they gave any discount code it means that it’s sponsored. (Focus

group # 2)

These signals help viewers to differentiate between organic and paid
endorsements. Studies demonstrate that promotional content stands out more to
users because it puts product branding instead of personal narrative and
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storytelling (Venciute et.al., 2023).

It is sponsored because the influencer is telling the specifications
and directly promoting it and not telling his experience about that
product and drawbacks of the product. (Focus group # 4).

Audience interpret content without authentic elements as a warning sign to
understand its commercial nature. As per Cheah, Koay and Lim (2024), users
today have expanded their capabilities to identify sponsored content by noticing
cues which include promotional language and product displacement.

I saw the first video and I got to know it easily that It's unsponsored.
Because there was no focus on any specific product, nor did she
name any brand. (Focus Group # 1)

He is highlighting the brand so much that he is telling us about each
and everything, so it seems sponsored. (Focus group # 2)

A research article published in the Journal of Interactive Marketing shows
disclosure markers function as vital signals to recognize sponsored content
because viewers have developed enhanced abilities to detect sponsored materials
(Cheah, Koay and Lim, 2024).

Content Engagement

Research found viewers choose non-sponsored content over other types because
they attach greater value to authentic experiences and relate better to non-
promotional messages (QuanQuan and YaTing, 2023). When content appears
authentic instead of commercial it attracts greater consumer engagement. The
way content appears to viewers influences their level of engagement.

We will like, share or maybe comment on a non-sponsored video.
(Focus Group # 1)

if I compare sponsored vs non-sponsored video, non-sponsored
seems more attractive. (Focus Group # 1)

Organized and educational sponsored content generates stronger user
engagement. Research by Sun, Zhou and Yang (2023) demonstrates that viewers
pass by silent or visual videos unless they hold engaging content.

The video that has information is engaging us. But in the silent one,
your mind can get diverted somewhere. (Focus group # 4)
High-quality engaging content serves critical value for the audience regardless of
whether sponsorship exists or not. A study by Ong, Sun and Ito (2024) shows
that transparent content which includes precise sponsorship information does
better with consumers. According to their studies honest sponsorship disclosure
preserves content worth while simultaneously improving content credibility.
Quality of the promotional video also matters. If a micro influence
who has less follower made a good video in which product is
presented well and attractive, I will engage. (Focus Group # 1)
Perceived Trust and Influencer’s Credibility

Influencer marketing success depends heavily on how authentic the content
presented is. The public trusts influencers directly proportional to the
consistency with which their content remains authentic. The reputation of
influencers improves when they maintain focused niches while showing clear
views and presenting balanced product reviews according to Sporl-Wang, Krause
and Henkel (2024).

But if an influencer does not promote every other brand or product,
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he has a niche and works according to his target audience, and he
provides genuine reviews on the products focusing on both pros and
cons of the product, then we think that influencer is trustworthy.
(Focus group # 3)

An influencer's trustworthiness rises according to how many followers they have.
The large audience dimension of macro-influencers establishes trust by
appearing responsible but micro-influencers earn trust through detailed
authentic content which directly connects with their smaller user base (Musiyiwa
and Jacobson, 2023).

If he has less followers, I will have doubts about the product. If he
has followers in lacs and he has been working for so many years in
that industry. So, I will say that what he is saying is right. (Focus
Group # 1)

We will trust macro influencer more because he will be conscious
about his/her followers because if any product that he promoted will
end up as scam, his/her followers will complain to him. (Focus
group # 2)

However, Research by Kay et.al. (2023) shows that micro-influencers create
increased engagement because their followers believe they present genuine
content and maintain stronger relationships. A brand's reputation stands as the
foundation for trust. The reputation of brands maintains its central function as a
key factor when consumers make purchase decisions. According to the Chang
and Wu (2024) showed that brand reputation serves as an essential heuristic
during consumer information processing specifically in digital marketing settings
with reduced product experience availability.

If influencer is promoting a product of a well-established brand.
Then we will buy that product because of the brand reputation.
(Focus Group # 1)

Perceived Content Authenticity

Audiences base their understanding of influencer content through authenticity
levels. Consumers place greater trust in reviews that include both pros and cons,
as they reflect a genuine evaluation of the product or service (Hernandez-Mendez
and Baute-Diaz, 2024).

If an influencer is just praising the product or brand, he/she
emphasizes something, and unnecessarily shows excitement for it,
then it feels like it's fake. (Focus group # 3)

I think sponsored content is less authentic because they promote a
brand or product for money, so it becomes suspicious. (Focus group
#3)

Pure positive praise, which is overdone by influences, causes audiences to doubt
their credibility. Influencer videos that incorporate personal stories and relevant
real-life accounts accompanied by fair perspectives earn more audience trust
(Joshi et.al., 2023). Transparency remains essential as an influencer marketing
pillar because it requires honest disclosure from influencers.

If in the video, influencer is considering both pros and cons of the
product or sharing his/her experience, then content seems
authentic. (Focus # 4)

If I trust an influencer, then whatever she/he promotes, I assume
that it's authentic. (Focus Group # 1)
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Consumers’ Purchase Behavior

Consumer buying decisions depend heavily on lengthy pre-purchase information
gathering activities. According to Hudders and Lou (2023) consumers use
external feedback such as product comments and reviews with influencer
opinions from multiple sources to understand product quality and reliability.

I will not decide after watching one video, if I will research more
about the product, will look at the comments and see other reviews.
(Focus group # 3)

We will not judge after watching just videos, opinion will build after
some time, after watching more videos and reviews. (Focus group #
2)

If the influencer has many followers, we will trust him/her, but we
will also do research about the product before buying it. (Focus
Group # 1)

The intent to purchase increases when sponsors use credible influences
combined with high production values in their content promotion. Consumers
become more inclined to buy products whose perceived value increases through
both influencer trust and professional content presentation (Cheah, Koay and
Lim, 2024).

If the video is attractive, and the quality is good, the influencer has
explained the product details, then we will consider that product for
purchase. (Focus group # 2)

If I trust an influencer, I will buy product on influencer’s
recommendation because influencer proved his credibility among
his followers by not promoting product blindly. He gives genuine
reviews only. (Focus group # 4)

According to Venciute et.al. (2023), authentic sponsored content having valuable
information leads consumers to form positive purchase intentions. The findings
of this research demonstrate that consumers base their decision on influencer
credibility, brand reputation as well as content production quality.

If an influencer is promoting a well-reputed brand, then we will
think about purchasing from that brand. (Focus group # 3)
Discussion

Participants view sponsored content as inauthentic because promotional
messaging makes it hard for them to relate with the content. Participants quickly
recognize sponsoring elements through product emphasis and discount codes
leading them to delay their interactions. The data demonstrates that posts
without commercial backing receive better reactions from users through
achieved higher like totals along with enhanced comment and sharing rates. An
unsponsored Instagram post achieved greater interaction from followership
resulting in 55.2K likes and 3,524 social shares than a similar sponsored post
earned only 7,258 likes and 178 social shares.

Analysis of both datasets confirms that user-directed content produces superior
engagement metrics. Research demonstrates that users respond more strongly to
non-sponsored social media posts because they appear authentic even though
quantitative measures show non-sponsored content earn higher engagement
levels than sponsored content. Audience engagement documented through
Shares and comments reaches its peak with non-sponsored content.

The study shows that macro influencers generate stronger brand awareness
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through their extensive reach, however micro influencers build better trust with
their specific audiences. Analysis results indicate that although macro influencers
obtain numerous total engagement interactions, they receive fewer percentage
engagement from their large audience network. Micro influencers including
Warda Zafeer demonstrate robust engagement metrics because they create
supportive and responsive fan bases.

Qualitative findings demonstrate that trusted influencer relationships develop
when niche influencers deliver unbiased reviews. Quantitative data confirms the
research findings by demonstrating better audience participation occurs with
influencers who employ non-sponsored authentic storytelling. The focus group
participants revealed doubts about promotional content which corresponded to
decreased measurements of user engagement with sponsored posts. The two
datasets illustrate how content quality remains the primary factor in audience
engagement. Research from qualitative data demonstrates that participants
choose informative and visually appealing content while analysis of social media
data reveals higher engagement for non-sponsored posts with enhanced content.

Conclusion

The research shows how transparency plays a critical role in influencer
marketing while influencing consumer involvement and trust formation and
purchasing actions. Influencers generate better social reach results through non-
promotional content than sponsored posts do. People consider non-sponsored
content more authentic because it seems ultimately consisted with their
experiences and interests. Micro influencers maintain smaller followings, but
their followers demonstrate tremendous brand loyalty which results in superior
engagement outcomes than macro influencers. Though their audience size is
smaller micro influencers serve key roles in achieving wide brand exposure with
their impressive connectivity. Transparent sponsorship disclosures represent a
fundamental necessity, but audiences remain doubtful unless these statements
accompany objective and fair reviews. The audience prefers authentic
information which includes both useful aspects and potential disadvantages of
products provided by influencers. The creation of trust and credibility through
authentic disclosure forms the base for maintaining lasting consumer
relationships and steering purchasing behavior. Influencer marketing success
depends on achieving harmony between authentic delivery with clear disclosure
and high-grade material presentation.

Implications

Researchers established transparency alongside authenticity along with superior
content as determinants for effective influencer marketing strategies. The
research emphasizes that brands must collaborate with influencers whose values
match their branding while demonstrating credibility through authentic content
that remains balanced. Transparent mentions of sponsorship create dual benefits
by establishing consumer trust and complying with laws which protect both trust
and ethical advertising standards. The research data provides regulators with
insights to request improved consumer disclosure protocols through stricter
clarity standards. According to this research, influencers need to blend their
promotional material with authentic customer reviews along with narratives that
connect with their audience base. Recorded content provides trust foundations
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which maintain audience connection throughout sustained relationships.

Recommendations and Future Research Directions

To maximize the effectiveness of influencer marketing, brands should
strategically use both macro and micro influencers. Macro influencers, with their
extensive range, are well-suited for brand awareness campaigns, while micro
influencers excel in generating high engagement rates and trust within niche
markets. Sponsored content must be carefully crafted to include transparent
disclosure, balanced storytelling, and visually appealing presentations to mitigate
skepticism and build credibility. Additionally, brands should prioritize evaluating
influencers based on engagement rates rather than absolute metrics, as this
provides a more accurate measure of their effectiveness. Collaboration with
influencers across diverse niches, such as beauty, fitness, and technology, can
help reach varied consumer segments and amplify campaign impact.

Researchers need to examine how consumers respond to various sponsorship
disclosure formats including explicit content, implicit approaches or cases
without express disclosure. Research focusing on long periods of time lets us
understand how transparency in influencer ads affects both brand trust and
customer loyalty development throughout multiple time epochs. The increasing
presence of TikTok and live shopping features warrants academic investigation
into their effect on consumer understanding of sponsored content. Studies
comparing different industries would help identify department-specific best
practices which exist in influencer marketing. Clarity in sponsorship
transparency requires evaluation via a study of consumer behavior across various
cultural backgrounds and geographic areas to produce customized strategies for
worldwide and localized approaches.
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