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Abstract

The rapid expansion of influencer marketing on Instagram has blurred the lines between authentic personal posts and sponsored content.
Grounded in the Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM) and Signaling Theory, this study examines how Advertising Literacy (AL), Legal Awareness
(LA), and Disclosure Clarity (DC) drive Purchase Decision Influence (PDI) through the dual-mediating roles of Perceived Credibility & Authenticity
(PCA) and Boundary Clarity & Perceived Deception (BCD). Using a quantitative cross-sectional design, data were gathered from 674 university
students in Portugal. Hypotheses were evaluated via Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM), followed by PLS Multi-Group
Analysis (PLS-MGA) and the Welch-Satterthwaite test to test structural invariance across four follower-density categories (1-40, 41-80, 81-120,
and >120 influencers).Structural results reveal that Disclosure Clarity (DC) is the strongest driver of both credibility and boundary identification
(B=0.391and =0.380,p <0.001). Mediation analysis confirms that PCA and BCD partially mediate all direct paths toward purchase decisions (p
< 0.001). The MGA demonstrates high structural invariance across most paths, proving the model’s generalizability, though significant variances
(p < 0.05) emerged in paths linking Legal Awareness (LA) to boundary clarity and credibility among highly exposed followers. These findings
show that transparent commercial disclosures do not hinder persuasion; rather, they foster long-term trust, strengthen credibility, and protect
consumer autonomy in digital environments.

Keywords: Instagram; Digital influencers; Advertising literacy; Legal awareness; Disclosure clarity; PLS-SEM; Purchase decision

Abbreviations: PKM: Persuasion Knowledge Model; AL: Advertising Literacy; La: Legal Awareness; Dc: Disclosure Clarity; PDI: Purchase
Decision Influence; PCA: Perceived Credibility & Authenticity; BCD: Boundary Clarity & Perceived Deception

Introduction

Unlike
content is frequently integrated into everyday narratives,

conventional advertising, influencer-generated

The digital transformation has profoundly reshaped
contemporary communication models, making online interaction
a structural component of modern society. The migration

from traditional mass communication to interactive digital

personal experiences, and lifestyle recommendations [4]. This
communication strategy enhances perceived authenticity and

environments has altered the relationship between organizations
and consumers, enabling the emergence of more personalized,
participatory, and relationship-oriented marketing strategies
[1]. Within this context, influencer marketing has become one
of the fastest-growing communication tools, allowing brands
to establish authentic and emotionally engaging relationships
with consumers through content creators who are perceived as
credible, relatable, and [2,3].

reduces consumers’ resistance to persuasive messages [4].
Consequently, influencers have evolved into powerful opinion
leaders capable of shaping attitudes, strengthening brand
credibility, and influencing purchasing decisions, particularly
among younger audiences who spend a substantial amount of
time on social media platforms such as Instagram [2,5].

However, the growing integration of commercial messages
into apparently spontaneous content raises important ethical,
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legal, and managerial challenges. One of the most debated issues
concerns consumers’ ability to distinguish between genuine
personal recommendationsand paid commercial communications.
Although both Portuguese and European legislation establish
that advertising must be clearly identifiable regardless of the
communication medium, the boundaries between organic and
sponsored content have become increasingly blurred within
social media ecosystems [6]. This ambiguity may compromise
advertising transparency, consumer autonomy, and informed
decision-making while simultaneously undermining trust in
influencer marketing [7].

The importance of this issue has increased considerably in
recent years due to the rapid expansion of the influencer economy.
Companies allocate substantial portions of their communication
budgets to influencer campaigns because these are often perceived
as more authentic and persuasive than traditional advertising.
Nevertheless, evidence suggests that compliance with disclosure
requirements remains limited. A recent Portuguese monitoring
study reported that only 9% of commercial Instagram posts
published by leading influencers were correctly identified as
advertising, revealing a substantial discrepancy between current
professional practices and existing legal obligations. This scenario
raises fundamental questions regarding consumers’ advertising
literacy and their capacity to critically evaluate commercial
content embedded within digital environments [8].

Despite the growing body ofliterature on influencer marketing,
previous studies have predominantly focused on purchase
intention, source credibility, trust, engagement, and parasocial
relationships. Comparatively less attention has been devoted to
consumers’ recognition of the commercial nature of influencer-
generated content and, more specifically, to the relationship
between advertising literacy, legal perceived
transparency, and purchasing behavior. This gap is particularly
relevant among Generation Z, whose extensive exposure to digital
platforms makes them one of the most strategically important
market segments for brands.

awareness,

Against this background, the present study investigates how
young consumers perceive sponsored content published by
digital influencers on Instagram. Specifically, it examines their
ability to recognize commercial communication, their knowledge
of the legal framework governing advertising disclosures, and
the perceived influence of influencer marketing on consumer
decision-making. To address these objectives, a quantitative study
was conducted using a structured questionnaire administered to
university students in Portugal.

The study contributes to the existing literature in three
ways. First, it integrates advertising literacy, legal awareness,
transparency, and consumer behavior within a single analytical
framework. Second, it provides empirical evidence from the
Portuguese context, where research on the legal recognition of
influencer advertising remains limited. Finally, the findings offer
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practical implications for marketers, influencers, regulatory
authorities, and policymakers by highlighting the importance of
transparent disclosure practices to strengthen consumer trust,
improve ethical communication, and enhance the effectiveness
of influencer marketing strategies. The remainder of this article
is organized as follows. The next section reviews the literature
on digital communication, influencer marketing, advertising
transparency, and the legal principles governing commercial
identification on social media. The methodology is then presented,
followed by the empirical findings, discussion, and conclusions.

Despite the extensive literature on influencer marketing, most
research has focused on established variables such as purchase
intention, source attractiveness, and digital engagement,
with limited attention to an integrated structural framework
to explain how consumers’ prior knowledge interacts with
regulatory transparency signals. Specifically, there is a clear
lack of understanding of the dual mediating roles of Perceived
Credibility and Authenticity (PCA) and Boundary Clarity and
Perceived Deception (BCD) in mediating the relationships of
Advertising Literacy (AL), legal awareness (LA), and Disclosure
Clarity and Compliance (DC) on the Purchase Decision Influence
(PDI). Furthermore, previous studies have neglected to examine
whether these structural relationships are stable across or vary

according to number of influencers followed by consumers.

To address this research gap, this study aims to present a
comprehensive structural model based on the integration of
the Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM) and Signaling Theory.
Specifically, the study seeks to achieve the following objectives:

i. Examine the direct and indirect effects of Advertising
Literacy (AL), Legal Awareness (LA), and Disclosure Clarity and
Compliance (DC) on Purchase Decision Influence (PDI) among
young Instagram users.

ii. Examine the mediating roles of Perceived Credibility and
Authenticity (PCA) and Boundary Clarity and Perceived Deception
(BCD) in the relationships between the independent variables and
Purchase Decision Influence (PDI).

iil. Assess the equivalence of the structural model across
different influencer-following categories (1-40, 41-80, 81-120,
and >120 influencers) using Partial Least Squares Multigroup
Analysis (PLS-MGA) and the Welch-Satterthwaite test.

Digital Communication

Digital transformation has fundamentally reshaped the
communication landscape, redefining how organizations, brands,
and consumers interact. This transformation has been driven
by rapid technological innovation, the widespread adoption of
artificial intelligence and big data analytics, increasing market
competition, and the migration of commercial activities to digital
environments. Consequently, consumers have assumed a more
active role throughout the value creation process by participating
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in product development, service customization, content
generation, and the dissemination of consumption experiences

[9]-

The evolution from analogue to digital communication has
transformed the traditional one-way transmission model into a
multidirectional and interactive communication system. Whereas
conventional media operated through centralized structures
in which professional gatekeepers selected, organized and
distributed information, digital platforms enable decentralized
communication characterized by participation, dialogue and
collaboration [10].

This paradigm shift has also redefined the relationship
between firms and consumers. Organizations increasingly adopt
relational approaches grounded in collaboration, transparency,
and value co-creation. Social media platforms have evolved from
simple communication channels into interactive ecosystems
engage with
consumers, encouraging participation, feedback, and long-term
relationship building [11-13].

where brands in continuous conversations

Consumers have consequently become active contributors
to the communication process by creating, sharing,
disseminating digital content on an unprecedented scale. User-
generated content—including recommendations,
testimonials, and personal experiences has become a central
element of digital communication ecosystems. Compared with
traditional advertising, this type of content is generally perceived

and

reviews,

as more authentic, credible, and trustworthy because it originates
from consumers rather than organizations, thereby exerting a
significant influence on attitudes, engagement, and purchasing
decisions [14,15].

Overall, the transition from one-way communication to
interactive dialogue represents more than a technological
evolution; it reflects a profound transformation in marketing
philosophy. Contemporary digital communication is increasingly
characterized by participation, transparency, collaboration,
and co-creation, creating the conditions that enabled influencer
marketing to emerge as one of the most influential communication
strategies in the digital economy [16-18].

Influencer Marketing: A Contemporary Strategic
Communication Paradigm

The emergence of social media platforms has transformed
digital influencers into central actors within contemporary
marketing ecosystems. The digital communication has become
increasingly interactive, brands have progressively shifted from
traditional advertising towards influencer-based strategies
capable of fostering authentic relationships with consumers
[19,20]. Consequently, influencers have evolved beyond content
creators to become strategic intermediaries who shape consumer
attitudes, stimulate engagement, and influence purchasing
behavior.

Although no universally accepted definition of a digital
[21], the
influencers as individuals who create and disseminate persuasive

influencer exists literature generally describes
content to substantial online communities while maintaining
a high degree of perceived authenticity and credibility. Their
communication is typically embedded within personal narratives,
everyday experiences, and lifestyle content, allowing promotional
messages to appear natural rather than overtly commercial.
This storytelling approach strengthens emotional connections
with followers and enhances message engagement, trust, and
perceived relevance [19,20,22-24].

Influencers  simultaneously perform multiple roles
within digital markets, functioning as opinion leaders, brand
ambassadors, content creators, and relationship mediators
between organizations and consumers. Their effectiveness
derives largely from their perceived expertise, authenticity, and
ability to establish meaningful social interactions with online
communities. Consequently, influencer marketing has evolved
from a complementary promotional technique into a strategic
communication approach capable of generating awareness,
engagement, trust, and purchase intentions across diverse

consumer segments [25,26].

Current research identifies two principal

marketing

approaches

to influencer campaigns. In brand-controlled
collaborations, organizations retain greater control over message
design and dissemination, whereas creator-led collaborations
provide influencers with greater creative autonomy, enabling
promotional messages to integrate more naturally into their
personal communication [27]. Regardless of the strategic approach
adopted, authenticity remains one of the strongest determinants
of campaign effectiveness. Consumers respond more positively to
communications that preserve the influencer’s personal voice and
are perceived as sincere, transparent, and consistent with their

established online identity [19,22].

Another critical determinant of influencer effectiveness is
perceived homophily, defined as the degree of similarity that
followers perceive between themselves and the influencer. Shared
values, lifestyles, interests, and experiences foster psychological
closeness, increase trust, and strengthen emotional attachment,
thereby enhancing consumers’ receptiveness to commercial
messages [21,28]. Rather than being viewed as traditional
celebrities, influencers are often perceived as relatable peers,
making their recommendations appear more credible and
persuasive than conventional advertising.

The rapid expansion of influencer marketing has accelerated
since the COVID-19 pandemic, when digital platforms became
primary spaces for information, entertainment, and social
interaction. As a result, brands substantially increased investment
in influencer partnerships, recognizing social media as an
effective environment for reaching highly connected audiences,
particularly Generation Z [20,25,26,29]. Among social networking
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platforms, Instagram has consolidated its position as one of the
leading ecosystems for influencer marketing due to its visual
orientation, high engagement rates, and capacity to integrate
commercial communication seamlessly into users’ daily digital
experiences [11-13].

Overall, influencer marketing represents a fundamental
evolution in contemporary marketing communication. Its
effectiveness is not determined solely by audience size but by the
combination of authenticity, transparency, credibility, relational
proximity, and meaningful engagement. These characteristics
explain why influencer-generated content has become one of the
most powerful mechanisms for shaping consumer perceptions,
strengthening brand relationships, and influencing purchasing
decisions within digital environments.

Instagram Advertising: The Central Role of Digital
Influencers

Within the contemporary social media landscape, platforms
belonging to the Meta ecosystem, particularly Instagram, have
become central spaces for communication, consumer engagement,
and brand interaction [12]. The continuous expansion of
digital communities has accelerated the adoption of influencer
marketing, transforming social media into strategic environments
where commercial communication is increasingly integrated into
users’ daily online experiences [25,26,29].

Among the various social networking platforms, Instagram has
consolidated its position as one of the most influential ecosystems
for influencer marketing. Its highly visual architecture, interactive
functionalities, and algorithm-driven
facilitate strong consumer engagement while enabling brands
to communicate through authentic and immersive storytelling.
These characteristics contribute to higher levels of interaction,
value co-creation, and relationship building between brands and

content distribution

consumers, making Instagram particularly effective for business-
to-consumer (B2C) communication [22,30].

Research suggests that Instagram wusers increasingly
expect exposure to branded content while using the platform,
largely because influencer endorsements have become an
integral component of the user experience [30]. Rather than
disrupting users’ activities, commercial messages are frequently
embedded within everyday content, reducing
perceived intrusiveness and increasing advertising acceptance.
Consequently, influencer-generated content is often perceived
as more authentic, credible, and engaging than conventional
advertising formats, strengthening consumers’ trustand positively
influencing brand attitudes and purchase intentions [22,25].

influencers’

The strategic importance of Instagram is reflected in
the sustained growth of investment in influencer marketing.
Organizations increasingly allocate communication budgets to
influencer partnerships because they offer greater opportunities
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for audience segmentation, engagement, and measurable
marketing performance. In Portugal, for example, investment
in the Instagram influencer market reached approximately €63
million in 2025, illustrating the growing economic relevance of

this communication channel.

As influencer marketing has become increasingly
commercialized, transparency has emerged as a critical ethical and
regulatory requirement. Instagram has introduced standardized
disclosure mechanisms, such as the “Paid Partnership” label, to
improve the visibility of sponsored collaborations and facilitate
consumers’ recognition of commercial communications. Previous
research indicates that clear advertising disclosures increase
advertising recognition and contribute to greater transparency,
thereby reinforcing consumer trust while supporting compliance

with legal and ethical standards [30]).

Overall, Instagram has evolved beyond a social networking
platform to become a sophisticated digital marketing ecosystem
where commercial communication, consumer interaction, and
content creation converge. Its ability to combine authenticity,
engagement, and persuasive communication explains why
it remains one of the most effective channels for influencer
marketing and a particularly relevant context for investigating
consumers’ recognition of sponsored content.

Advertising Disclosure and the
Identifiability in Influencer Marketing

Principle of

One of the fundamental principles governing advertising
regulation is that commercial communications must be clearly
identifiable as such, regardless of the communication channel
through which they are disseminated. This principle aims to
safeguard consumer autonomy by ensuring that individuals can
distinguish editorial or personal content from paid commercial
messages. Within the context of influencer marketing, however,
this distinction has become increasingly difficult because
promotional content is frequently embedded within authentic
personal narratives and everyday social interactions [31].

Although both Portuguese and European regulatory
frameworks establish that advertising should be clearly
recognizable, existing legislation was largely developed before
the emergence of social media ecosystems and therefore provides
only limited guidance regarding influencer-generated content.
Consequently, substantial legal uncertainty remains concerning
the practical implementation of disclosure requirements
across digital platforms, commercial
relationships are communicated through apparently spontaneous

particularly when

recommendations or lifestyle content [31].

This regulatory ambiguity has significant implications
for consumer protection. The persuasive effectiveness of
influencer marketing derives precisely from the integration of
commercial messages into content perceived as authentic and
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non-commercial. When sponsorship disclosures are absent,
ambiguous, or insufficiently visible, consumers may fail to
recognize the persuasive intent of the communication, potentially
affecting the transparency of decision-making processes and
undermining informed consumer choice.

Empirical evidence suggests that compliance with disclosure
requirements remains limited. A Portuguese monitoring study
analyzing 5,294 Instagram posts published by leading influencers
found that, among posts classified as commercial communications,
only 9% were correctly identified as advertising. Conversely,
the majority of sponsored publications were either incorrectly
disclosed or lacked sufficiently clear commercial identification,
revealing a substantial discrepancy between current industry
practices and existing legal requirements [31].

These findings are consistent with broader European
evidence. According to the European Commission, almost all
influencers included in a recent monitoring exercise published
commercial content, yet only a minority systematically disclosed
the advertising nature of their collaborations. Such findings
indicate that inadequate disclosure practices remain widespread
across digital platforms, reinforcing concerns regarding consumer
transparency, advertising literacy, and regulatory compliance.

From a marketing perspective, this situation reveals a
structural paradox. Influencer marketing derives much of its
persuasive power from authenticity, proximity, and trust, whereas
advertising regulation requires explicit commercial disclosure to
protect consumers. While transparent disclosures may reduce the
implicit nature of persuasive communication, they simultaneously
strengthen ethical standards, regulatory compliance, and long-
term consumer trust. Achieving an appropriate balance between
commercial effectiveness and transparency therefore represents
one of the principal challenges facing influencer marketing in
contemporary digital environments.

Against this background, understanding whether consumers
are capable of recognizing sponsored content, and whether they
possess sufficient knowledge of disclosure practices, constitutes
animportantresearch priority. Examining consumers’ perceptions
of advertising identifiability may contribute not only to the
influencer marketing literature but also to the development of
more effective regulatory frameworks and ethical communication
practices.

Conceptual Framework

To explain the psychological and cognitive mechanisms
underlying consumers’ responses to
recommendations on Instagram, this research integrates the
Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM) [32] and Signaling Theory
[33]. According to the Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM),
consumers develop knowledge about persuasion tactics that
enables them to recognize, analyze, and respond to commercial

influencer marketing

messages. In this study, Advertising Literacy (AL) and Legal
Awareness (LA) represent internal cognitive resources that
shape consumers’ coping responses when evaluating influencer
content [5]. Signaling Theory, on the other hand, posits that in
information-asymmetric environments, explicit marketing signals
reduce uncertainty; Disclosure Clarity and Compliance (DC) serve
as an explicit market signal that clarifies the commercial intent
of sponsored posts [32,34]. Taken together, these theoretical
perspectives suggest that internal knowledge and external
cues may influence behavioral responses both directly and
through intermediate evaluative states, but rather operate
through intermediate evaluative states. Accordingly, Perceived
Credibility and Authenticity (PCA) and Boundary Clarity and
Perceived Deception (BCD) act as two complementary mediating
mechanisms through which consumers process commercial
transparency before translating their evaluations into a Purchase
Decision Influence (PDI).

Hypotheses Development

The Direct role of knowledge and disclosure signals
(H1-H8)

When influencers provide clear commercial disclosure (DC),
they provide an explicit market signal regarding the commercial
nature of the content, thereby reducing ambiguity surrounding the
persuasive intent of sponsored posts and potentially enhancing
consumers’ perceptions of boundary clarity and credibility
[4,33,34]. Similarly, consumers with higher Advertising Literacy
(AL) and Legal Awareness (LA) may possess greater knowledge-
based resources for distinguishing personal content from paid
advertising and for evaluating the extent to which influencer
practices conform to relevant ethical and legal standards [5,32,35].
Therefore, we hypothesize the following Figure 1:

H1: Advertising Literacy (AL) positively affects Boundary
Clarity and Perceived Deception (BCD).

H2: Advertising Literacy (AL) positively affects Perceived
Credibility and Authenticity (PCA).

H3: Legal Awareness (LA) positively affects Boundary Clarity
and Perceived Deception (BCD).

H4: Legal Awareness (LA) positively affects Perceived
Credibility and Authenticity (PCA).

H5: Disclosure Clarity and Compliance (DC) positively affect
Boundary Clarity and Perceived Deception (BCD).

H6: Disclosure Clarity and Compliance (DC) positively affect
Perceived Credibility and Authenticity (PCA).

H7: Perceived Credibility and Authenticity (PCA) positively
affect Purchase Decision Influence (PDI).

H8: Boundary Clarity and Perceived Deception (BCD)
positively affect Purchase Decision Influence (PDI).
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Mechanisms of mediation towards purchasing that this group is predominantly composed of Generation Z

decisions (H7-H8 and indirect effects)

When consumers perceive greater clarity in distinguishing
commercial from personal content and experience less perceived
deception (BCD), their resistance to persuasive appeals may be
reduced, which may, in turn, influence Purchase Decision Influence
(PDI) [4,32]. Similarly, when influencer content is perceived as
credible and authentic (PCA), consumers may be more receptive
to the associated commercial message and more likely to respond
favorably to the promoted product or brand [2,36]. Thus, PCA and
BCD may serve as complementary evaluative mechanisms linking
disclosure- and knowledge-related cues to consumers’ purchase-
related responses. Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

H1la-H6a: Perceived Credibility and Authenticity (PCA) and
Boundary Clarity and Perceived Deception (BCD) mediate the
relationships between the independent variables (AL, LA, and DC)
and Purchase Decision Influence (PDI).

Methodology
Study design

This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional, and
explanatory research design to investigate the structural
relationships among advertising
disclosure, and consumers’ purchasing decisions in the context of
Instagram influencer marketing. Partial least squares structural
equation modeling (PLS-SEM) was employed to test the
hypotheses and assess the mediating roles of Boundary Clarity
and Perceived Deception (BCPD), as well as Perceived Credibility
and Authenticity (PCA). The study population consisted of
undergraduate students enrolled in marketing and management
programs at higher education institutions in Portugal. A non-

awareness, commercial

probability convenience sampling approach was adopted, given
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consumers, exhibits high levels of daily social media engagement,
and is frequently exposed to influencer-generated and
commercially sponsored content, making this group particularly
relevant for examining digital consumer behavior. [37-42].

Participants and data collection

A combination of non-probability convenience sampling
and snowball sampling was employed. The target population
comprised university students from various regions of Portugal,
including the North, Central, Greater Lisbon, Alentejo, Algarve,
Madeira, and the Azores. Data were collected between January
2025 and January 2026 using a self-administered online
questionnaire distributed through social media platforms and
academic networks resulting in 674 valid questionnaires (N =
674) suitable for statistical analysis. The snowball approach
encouraged participants to voluntarily share the questionnaire
among their peers, thereby extending the geographical reach of
the sample and increasing coverage across different regions and
institutions. Participation was entirely voluntary and anonymous.
Participants were provided with information outlining the
objectives of the study and stating that their responses would
remain confidential and be used solely for academic research
purposes. Completion and submission of the questionnaire
constituted informed consent, in accordance with established
ethical research principles.

Instrument

The questionnaire was developed following an extensive
review of the contemporary literature on influencer marketing,
advertising disclosure, digital communication, and consumer
behavior. It consisted of closed-ended questions organized
into thematic sections covering: (i) participants’ demographic
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characteristics; (ii) social media and Instagram usage patterns;
(iii) perceptions of influencer marketing; (iv) recognition of
sponsored content; (v) awareness of advertising disclosure
requirements; and (vi) the perceived influence of digital
influencers on purchasing decisions. All items were assessed using
a seven-point Likert scale, where 7 indicated “strongly agree” and
1 indicated “strongly disagree.”

Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using a two-stage
quantitative methodology, employing IBM SPSS Statistics (v. 28)
and SmartPLS 4 software:

i. Descriptive Statistics (SPSS): Frequencies, percentages,
means, and standard deviations were calculated to determine
the demographic characteristics of the sample, in addition to
describing patterns and behaviors of Instagram platform use.

ii. Structural Equation Modeling (SmartPLS 4): Partial
Least Squares (PLS-SEM) was applied to test the research
theoretical model. Based on the adopted two-stage methodology:

Table 1: Respondents’ Demographic Profile.

a. Outer model evaluation: The reliability and validity
of the underlying variables were examined by measuring index
loads, internal consistency (Cronbach’s Alpha and Composite
Reliability), convergent validity (AVE), and discriminant validity
using the HTMLS5 criterion. Evaluation of the Inner Model: The
hypotheses and direct relationships were tested by estimating the
path coefficients beta and determining their statistical significance
using non-parametric bootstrapping with 5,000 subsamples at a
significance level of p < 0.05.

b.  The multicollinearity problem was also examined using
the variance inflation factor (VIF), and the effect size (f2) and the
predictive power of the model out of sample were assessed using
the algorithm (PLSpredict) and the dependence on the index (Q2).

Results

The sample size satisfied the minimum sample size
requirements for structural equation modeling (SEM) according
to [43]. More than 1,000 questionnaires were distributed, of
which 674 valid questionnaires were collected for statistical
analysis, providing a robust dataset for the study Table 1.

Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Male 221 32.80%
Gender
Female 453 67.20%
I don’t use it daily 33 4.90%
Daily Instagram Use
[ use it daily 641 95.10%
1-300 205 30.40%
Total Instagram Accounts Followed More than 300 469 69.60%
1-40 297 44.10%
41-80 133 19.70%
Number of Influencers Followed 81-120 119 17.70%
More than 120 125 18.50%

The descriptive results indicated that females constituted the
majority of the sample at 67.2% (n = 453) while males accounted
for 32.8% (n = 221). Instagram usage was also highly frequent,
with 95.1% of participants using Instagram daily and 69.6%
following more than 300 accounts, also, it can be clear that 55.9%
of participants reported following more than 40 influencers (more
than 40 influencers) Table 2.

Measurement Model Assessment

The measurement model was assessed in terms of construct
reliability and validity. Indicator reliability was considered
satisfactory when standardized factor loadings exceeded 0.70.
Convergent validity was assessed using the Average Variance
Extracted (AVE), with values of 0.50 or higher indicating that a
construct explains at least half of the variance in its indicators
[43,44]. Internal consistency reliability was evaluated using

007

Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability, with values above 0.70
generally considered satisfactory (Sarstedt et al.,, 2022). Overall,
the results indicated satisfactory reliability and convergent
validity across all constructs. The results of the measurement
model assessment are presented in Table 2.

Discriminant Validity

The Fornell-Larcker criterion and the heterotrait-monotrait
(HTMT) ratio were employed to assess discriminant validity. As
shown in Table 4, the square root of the AVE for each construct,
reported on the diagonal, exceeded its correlations with the
other constructs, providing evidence of satisfactory discriminant
validity according to the Fornell-Larcker criterion. In addition,
all HTMT values were below the conservative threshold of 0.90,
further supporting satisfactory discriminant validity [45] Table 3.
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Table 2: Outer Loading, Cronbach’s Alpha, CR and AVE.

. e AL Composite Composite Average Variance
Construct Items Outer 16053;1 ing (> C;‘l(;n(l():;c(l;soA;) Reliability (pa) Reliability Extracted (AVE)
: p : (>0.7) (pc) (> 0.7) (>0.5)
AL1 0.821
AL2 0.836
Advertising Literacy 0.858 0.861 0.904 0.701
AL3 0.858
AL4 0.834
BCD1 0.848
BCD2 0.84
Boundary Clarity & Per- BCD3 0.836 0.895 0.895 0.922 0.704
ceived Deception
BCD4 0.849
BCD5 0.822
DC1 0.836
i ; DC2 0.834
Disclosure Clarity & 0.857 0.857 0.903 0.7
Influencer Compliance DC3 0.844
DC4 0.834
LA1 0.836
LA2 0.804
Legal Awareness 0.861 0.865 0.906 0.707
LA3 0.88
LA4 0.841
PCA1 0.838
PCA2 0.845
Perceived Credibility &
Authenticity PCA3 0.863 0.899 0.9 0.925 0.713
PCA4 0.835
PCA5 0.84
PDI1 0.85
ioi PDI2 0.857
Purchase Decision 0.872 0.874 0.913 0.723
Influence PDI3 0.863
PDI4 0.832

Assessment of Structural Model

The structural model was assessed using a bootstrapping
procedure based on 5,000 resamples to evaluate the statistical
significance and precision of the estimated relationships. The
analysis examined the standardized path coefficients (), t-values,
and p-values. The coefficient of determination (R?) was used to
assess the proportion of variance explained in the endogenous
constructs, while effect sizes (f?) were examined to determine
the substantive contribution of each exogenous construct to the
explained variance. Predictive relevance (Q?) was also assessed
to evaluate the model’s out-of-sample predictive relevance. These
procedures are consistent with established guidelines for PLS-
SEM [43]. The results of the structural model are presented in
Figure 2 & 3 and Table 4.
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Direct Hypothesis Testing (Direct Effects)

The results of the direct path analysis (Table 4) indicate
that all eight hypothesized direct relationships (H1-H8) were
supported at a significance level of p < 0.001. The Disclosure
Clarity & Compliance variable exhibited the strongest direct
effects in the model, on Perceived Credibility and Authenticity
(PCA) (B = 0.391, t = 11.725) and on and on Boundary Clarity
and Perceived Deception (BCD) with a path coefficient of (B =
0.380, t = 11.639). Both BCD and PCA had similar positive direct
effect s, with path coefficients of (f = 0.284, t = 7.851) and (f =
0.274, t = 7.639), respectively. The Inner VIF values indicate that
there was no indication of problematic multicollinearity between
independent and mediating variables; the values ranged between
1.115 and 1.153 well below the recommended threshold of 3.0
(VIF < 3.0). According to (Cohen, 1988) criteria for classifying
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effect size, a medium effect sizes were observed for the two paths  remaining direct paths recorded small effect sizes, with f2 values
DC — PCA (f2 = 0.208) and DC — BCD (f2 = 0.194), while the ranging from 0.034 to 0.091.

Table 3: Discriminant Validity.

AL BCD DC LA PCA PDI
AL
BCD 0,405
DC 0,319 0,566
LA 0,275 0,426 0,317
PCA 0,454 0,406 0,574 0,369
PDI 0,282 0,433 0,320 0,308 0,426
HTMT criteria
AL BCD DC LA PCA PDI
AL 0,837
BCD 0,357 0,839
DC 0,274 0,496 0,837
LA 0,238 0,375 0,272 0,841
PCA 0,401 0,364 0,504 0,325 0,844
PDI 0,245 0,384 0,277 0,265 0,378 0,850

Fornell-Larcker criteria

Table 4: Results of the structural path analysis.

H Relationship B Std t-statistics p-values VIF f2 Effect Size Rating Decision
H1 AL ->BCD 0,200 0,035 5,735 0,000 1.116 0.054 Small Supported
H2 AL ->PCA 0,256 0,033 7,656 0,000 1.116 0.091 Small Supported
H3 LA ->BCD 0,224 0,034 6,612 0,000 1.115 0.069 Small Supported
H4 LA ->PCA 0,157 0,033 4,712 0,000 1.115 0.034 Small Supported
H5 DC ->BCD 0,380 0,033 11,639 0,000 1.137 0.194 Medium Supported
H6 DC -> PCA 0,391 0,033 11,725 0,000 1.137 0.208 Medium Supported
H7 PCA -> PDI 0,274 0,036 7,639 0,000 1.153 0.083 Small Supported
H8 BCD -> PDI 0,284 0,036 7,851 0,000 1.153 0.089 Small Supported
e N
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Figure 2: The research’s conceptual framework.
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Table 5 All Q? values exceeded the conventional threshold of
zero (Q* > 0) for all dependent and mediating variables. The model
demonstrated predictive relevance for the mediating constructs,
with Q? values of 0.336 and 0.343 and lower predictive relevance
for the final dependent variable (Q2 = 0.127). Furthermore, the
RMSE and MAE values indicate acceptable levels of prediction
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error for the level of prediction error at the latent variable level,
supporting the model’s predictive performance Table 6. The
bootstrapping results indicate statistically significant indirect
effects for all six hypothesized mediation paths (Hla-H6a) at
a significance level of p < 0.001. The t-values for all indirect
effects exceeded the critical value of 1.96, ranging from 3.796 to
6.878, indicating statistically significant indirect effects through
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BCD and PCA between the independent variables and Purchase
Decision Influence (PDI). Furthermore, Disclosure Clarity exerted
its strongest indirect effect on Purchase Decision Influence (PDI)
through the two mediating pathways with nearly identical indirect
effect sizes: through BCD ( = 0.108, t = 6.878), and the second
through PCA (f =0.107, t = 6.511). Advertising Literacy (AL) also
demonstrated to indirect effects on PDI via Perceived Credibility
and Authenticity (PCA) (B = 0.070, t = 5.336) which was slightly

Table 5: Q*predict, RMSE and MAE.

stronger than its indirect effect through BCD (f = 0.057, t = 4.299).
Similarly, Legal Awareness also showed significant indirect effects
through both BCD (8 = 0.064, t = 4.672) and PCA (8 = 0.043, t
= 3.796). Since all direct effects between the independent and
target variables were statistically significant in the previous path
analysis, in addition to the significance of all indirect effects the
significance of these indirect effects supports partial mediation
for both mediating variables (BCD and PCA).

Q?predict RMSE MAE
Boundary Clarity & Perceived Deception 0,336 0,818 0,656
Perceived Credibility & Authenticity 0,343 0,813 0,648
Purchase Decision Influence 0,127 0,937 0,757
Table 6: Bootstrapping the indirect effect.
H Relationship B Std t-statistics p-values
Hla AL -> BCD -> PDI 0,057 0,013 4,299 0,000
H2a AL -> PCA -> PDI 0,070 0,013 5,336 0,000
H3a LA -> BCD -> PDI 0,064 0,014 4,672 0,000
H4a LA ->PCA ->PDI 0,043 0,011 3,796 0,000
H5a DC->BCD -> PDI 0,108 0,016 6,878 0,000
Héa DC->PCA -> PDI 0,107 0,016 6,511 0,000
Table 7: Table of Multigroup Analysis (Number of Influencers Followed).
Structural Path | 1-40 () | 41-80 (B) | 81-120 (B) | >120 () KS%}Z‘:;‘:’::" t“", ‘;‘SL p‘x]";lc:e Group Invariance
AL ->BCD 0.179 0.191 0.21 0.247 (1-40) vs (>120) 0.806 0.422 Invariant
AL ->PCA 0.275 0.253 0.159 0.311 (1-40) vs (81-120) 1.181 0.24 Invariant
DC->BCD 0.416 0.413 0.373 0.28 (1-40) vs (>120) 1.514 0.132 Invariant
DC->PCA 0.439 0.395 0.35 0.316 (1-40) vs (>120) 1.256 0.211 Invariant
LA -> BCD 0.177 0.257 0.142 0.367 (41-80) vs (>120) 2.064 0.041* Variant
LA ->PCA 0.13 0.076 0.331 0.181 (1-40) vs (81-120) 2.348 0.020* Variant
BCD -> PDI 0.295 0.256 0.23 0.301 (1-40) vs (81-120) 0.595 0.553 Invariant
PCA -> PDI 0.3 0.335 0.293 0.194 (1-40) vs (>120) 1.187 0.237 Invariant
Multigroup Analysis across the four categories, with path coefficients ranging from 8

The results of the Multigroup Analysis (MGA), based on the
Welch-Satterthwaite test, indicate that most structural paths
did not differ significantly across the four influencer-following
categories. Statistically significant differences were observed in
only two paths involving Legal Awareness (LA). Six of the eight
structural paths showed no statistically significant differences
across groups, with p-values greater than 0.05. In particular, the
positive direct effect of Disclosure Clarity and Compliance (DC)
on both Boundary Clarity and Perceived Deception (BCD) and
Perceived Credibility and Authenticity (PCA) remained significant

= 0.280 to = 0.439. Pairwise comparisons between the lowest
influencer-following category (1-40) and the highest category
(>120) did not reveal statistically significant differences (p = 0.132
and p = 0.211, respectively). Similarly, the effect of Advertising
Literacy (AL) on BCD and PCA did not differ significantly across the
four groups (p = 0.422 and p = 0.240, respectively). The positive
direct effects of BCD and PCA on Purchase Decision Influence (PDI)
were also consistent across groups, with no statistically significant
differences observed (p = 0.553 and p = 0.237, respectively). In
contrast, statistically significant group differences (p < 0.05)
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were identified in the direct paths involving Legal Awareness
(LA). Specifically, the comparison between the 41-80 and >120
influencer-following groups revealed a significant difference, with
a stronger effect in the >120 group (B = 0.367) than in the 41-80

group (B = 0.257; t = 2.064, p = 0.041). A significant difference
was also observed between the 1-40 and 81-120 groups, with
the latter showing a stronger path coefficient (8 = 0.331) than the
former (8 =0.130; t = 2.348, p = 0.020) Table 7 and Figures (2-5).
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Discussion

The results shows that Disclosure Clarity and Compliance
(DC) exerted the strongest direct effects on Perceived Credibility
and Authenticity (PCA) (B = 0.391, t = 11.725) and Boundary
Clarity and Perceived Deception (BCD) (8 = 0.380, t = 11.639).
This finding is consistent with Signaling Theory, where the use
of explicit disclosure tags (such as #ad or #sponsored) serves
as a market signal serves as a signal to followers, reducing
information asymmetry between the influencer and the follower,
thereby reducing the potential for deceptive interpretation. The
findings further revealed significant positive effects of Advertising
Literacy (AL) on BCD (3 = 0.200) and PCA (3 = 0.256), consistent
with the Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM). This suggests
that users with greater awareness of advertising and persuasive
tactics may be better equipped to critically evaluate influencer
content and distinguish commercial persuasion from organic
communication. Similarly, Legal Awareness (LA) demonstrated
significant positive effects on BCD (f = 0.224) and PCA (B =
0.157). This finding suggests that greater knowledge of the
laws and regulations governing digital advertising may enable
consumers to better assess the legitimacy of promotional content
and evaluate influencer practices within broader ethical and legal
frameworks. [4,33,34].

The mediation results indicate that both Perceived Credibility
and Authenticity (PCA) and Boundary Clarity and Perceived
Deception (BCD) function as partial mediators between the
independent variables and Purchase Decision Influence (PDI). The
indirect effect of Disclosure Clarity through PCA on PDI ($ =0.107,
t=6.511) explains that transparency in disclosure does not appear
to influence PDI solely through a direct pathway, but rather may
first reduce uncertainty and strengthen perceptions of credibility
and authenticity that which may, in turn, enhance consumers’
purchase-related responses. The indirect effect through BCD ( =
0.108, t = 6.878) may be explained by the consumer’s ability to
distinguish more clearly between an influencer’s spontaneous,
personal content and paid content, which may enhance
perceptions of control and transparency, potentially reducing
resistance to persuasive appeals and strengthening purchase-
related responses [2,32] Figure 6.

Pairwise comparisons using the Welch-Satterthwaite test
revealed no statistically significant differences in most structural
paths influencer-following categories (1-40, 41-80, 81-120,
and over 120 influencers). This consistency suggests that the
processes underlying transparency and credibility evaluations
may be relatively consistent in the audience, across different levels
of influencer-following behavior. The legal awareness pathway
toward boundary clarity (LA to BCD) showed a statistically
significant difference between the (41-80) and (>120) categories,
with a stronger effect in the >120 group (8 = 0.367 vs. 8 = 0.257,
p = 0.041). This can be explained by the fact that higher levels of
influencer following may expose users to a content environment
saturated with implicit marketing, making participants in the

>120 category potentially more attentive to regulatory and legal
considerations when distinguishing entertainment-oriented
content from commercial content. While the (LA — PCA)
relationship showed a significant difference between the low
(1-40) and mid-to-high (81-120) groups, favoring the latter (f§ =
0.331 vs. 3 = 0.130, p = 0.020), this suggests that as the number
of influencers followed increases, awareness of legal controls may
become more relevant for consumers in filtering information
and evaluating an influencer’s ethics when forming judgments of
influencer credibility [46,47].

Theoretical Contributions

This study extends the digital marketing literature by
integrating legal awareness (LA) and Advertising Literacy (AL)
within an integrated framework to explain how consumers
evaluate commercially sponsored content on social media
platforms. The study also provides empirical evidence that the
effects of disclosure clarity and Advertising Literacy on PDI
operate partly through, but rather mediated by two mediating
mechanisms: Perceived Credibility and Authenticity (PCA) and
Boundary Clarity and Perceived Deception (BCD). The findings
further enrich the literature on consumer behavior suggesting
that the impact of disclosure clarity is remain relatively consistent
across different influencer-following categories, while the impact
of legal awareness varies among higher influencer-following
groups.

Practical & Managerial Implications

The findings highlight the importance of clear and consistently
enforced disclosure requirements that require influencers to use
unambiguous disclosure mechanisms. The findings indicate that
Disclosure Clarity and Compliance emerged as the strongest
predictor, suggesting an important role in reducing ambiguity and
improving consumers’ understanding of marketing intentions.
From a brand management perspective, the findings suggest that
marketing managers should prioritize influencers who adhere to
standards of transparency and ethical disclosure. The findings
do not suggest that clear sponsorship disclosure necessarily
undermines consumer responses; rather, consumers may place
greater trust in influencers who clearly distinguish between
their personal opinions and paid advertising. Furthermore, the
study challenges the assumption that commercial disclosure
necessarily reduces audience engagement. The results show
that clear disclosure may strengthen credibility and reduce
uncertainty, which may contribute to more informed purchase-
related responses.

Limitations

This study provides an integrated perspective on how
consumers respond to commercial disclosure in influencer
marketing, Nevertheless, limitations should be
acknowledged that which also provide directions for future

several

research. The study focused on the relationships among
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Advertising Literacy (AL), legal awareness (LA), and disclosure
clarity (DC) with PCA and BCD as mediating mechanisms
(perceived credibility (PCA) and boundary clarity (BCD)) on
Purchase Decision Influence (PDI). The model did not incorporate
other behavioral or cognitive variables such as perceived
influencer attractiveness, influencer-product fit, or concerns
about digital privacy. Furthermore, the study sample focused on
young consumers, specifically university students on Instagram.
Although this group is highly active on Instagram and frequently
exposed to influencer content, its demographic and behavioral
characteristics may differ from older age groups or users with
varying educational levels, thus limiting the generalizability of
the findings to the broader consumer population. Future research
could address these limitations, future research recommends
testing the model through experimental designs that measure
behavioral responses to controlled or real-world advertising
exposure, in addition to expanding the sample to include broader
demographic categories and diverse digital platforms such as
TikTok, while examining additional moderators such as product
type (luxury products versus basic products) or disclosure format
(explicit versus implicit).
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