
An empirical investigation into the return on investment (ROI) of influencer marketing campaigns on consumer purchase intention in the UK fashion industry

Individual Dissertation

(BMMB7003)


Student Name:Shangyu Wang
Student Number: 2406059
Supervisor Name: Badir Miftah
Due Date: 25/09/2026

[bookmark: _Toc5920]Abstract
This dissertation critically examines the relationship between influencer-marketing effectiveness and consumer purchase intention within the UK fashion industry. Particular attention is given to credibility, authenticity, trust, parasocial interaction, product-influencer fit, engagement, conversion, and return on investment (ROI). The study addresses a persistent measurement problem whereby campaign success is frequently assessed through follower counts, likes, comments, reach, and other engagement indicators that do not necessarily demonstrate actual purchasing behaviour or financial return.

A qualitative, desk-based secondary research design was adopted. The evidence base comprised 18 peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2017 and 2026, supplemented by selected industry reports. The data were analysed using deductive thematic analysis and comparative content analysis. Six themes guided the analysis: credibility and trust; authenticity; parasocial relationships and psychological mechanisms; sponsorship disclosure; engagement and campaign performance; and purchase intention, conversion, and ROI-related evidence.

The findings indicate that influencer-marketing effectiveness is multi-stage and context-dependent. Credibility, trust, parasocial relationships, content quality, and product-influencer fit were repeatedly associated with favourable consumer responses and purchase intention. However, evidence became substantially weaker at the stages of verified purchase, attributable sales, incremental profit, and complete financial ROI. The dissertation concludes that current evidence supports persuasive effectiveness more strongly than financial profitability and recommends objective-aligned campaign metrics and greater use of transaction-level evidence.
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[bookmark: _Toc240993909]1.1 Background
Influencer marketing has become a central form of digital brand communication because it places commercial messages within content that audiences choose to follow. Unlike traditional advertising, influencer marketing is integrated into styling advice, product demonstrations and lifestyle content, making promotion appear familiar while blurring the distinction between recommendation and commercial persuasion. Vrontis et al. (2021) demonstrate that influencer-marketing effectiveness is shaped by influencer characteristics, message features, audience responses, and contextual conditions. Effectiveness cannot be inferred from a single observable metric because exposure is only the first stage of a process that may or may not result in a purchase.

The increasing commercial importance of influencer marketing reflects a wider transformation in digital consumption, where consumers increasingly encounter brands through personalised, socially embedded communication rather than through traditional advertising channels. Influencer marketing is different from traditional promotional methods, which are “passive” in nature and disconnect the advertiser from the audience, because it replaces traditional promotional practice with a new format that blends commercial messages into the natural content creation process. Recent studies suggest that the effectiveness of an influencer is a function of a combination of many factors, including influencer characteristics, message characteristics, audience relationships and contextual factors, instead of a single measure of influencer effectiveness (Vrontis et al., 2021; Pan et al., 2025). Such complexity is especially relevant in the context of fashion where clothing choices often carry symbolic significance, and may be associated with notions of self-expression and identity-building more than with pragmatics.
Recent developments in influencer marketing research have therefore shifted attention away from simple exposure-based explanations towards more sophisticated models of consumer persuasion. In a large-scale meta-analytic review, Pan et al. (2025) show that influencer effects are context-dependent: depending on which outcome it is that is being measured. They conclude that there are non-transactional outcomes (attitudes, engagement and purchase intention) and transactional outcomes (actual purchasing behaviour and sales). It is especially important for fashion brands, as engagement data can often be easily obtained while there is much more difficulty in gathering evidence of incremental sales and profits.

The UK fashion industry provides a relevant context because clothing is visual, symbolic and closely connected to identity. Fashion influencers demonstrate how clothing can be styled and incorporated into desirable lifestyles. Casaló, Flavián and Ibáñez-Sánchez (2020) discovered that perceived opinion leadership was reinforced by the aspect of originality and uniqueness in the follower of a fashion-oriented Instagram account. This implies that the concept of influence requires the perception of being unique and personally appropriate other than being popular. Nonetheless, trust in the advice on fashion is an attitudinal reaction that cannot be regarded as indicative that a consumer will buy the promoted product.

The UK fashion market represents a particularly valuable setting for examining influencer effectiveness because fashion purchasing decisions are shaped by both economic and symbolic considerations. As well as assessing product characteristics like price, quality and availability, consumers also assess whether brands and products fit with their personal identity, aspirations and social belonging. Consequently, influencers occupy a distinctive position because they simultaneously function as product communicators, lifestyle models and identity references. Congruence between influencers, products and consumers has a significant impact on consumer response as evidenced by Belanche et al. (2021), which indicates that when the endorsement is congruent with the influencer identity as well as the consumer self-perception, the influence is strengthened.

However, the increasing professionalisation of influencer marketing has also created challenges regarding credibility and commercial transparency. Influencer-brand partnerships are becoming more common, which could lead to increased awareness of the persuasive nature of the content, potentially causing conflicts between commercial goals and authenticity. Duffek et al. (2025) highlight that authenticity in influencer marketing is multidimensional, involving consistency, transparency, integrity and relational connection. This means that brands can't just go for the popular ones, but they need to make sure that their collaboration with the influencers is still credible in the community of consumers they are trying to reach.

The commercial problem is that fashion brands often assess campaigns through followers, reach, views, likes and comments, even though these indicators do not demonstrate conversion or profit. De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders (2017) discovered that the perceived popularity grew with the larger numbers of follower groups but not always with opinion leadership and sometimes with brand one-of-a-kind products. Tafesse and Wood (2021) also identified a negative association between engagement and both the number of followers and content. These findings challenge the assumption that audience size automatically creates marketing value. The dissertation hence studies whether the influence characteristics and the campaign indicators can provide credible evidence of purchase intention in the UK fashion sector.

This measurement challenge represents one of the central unresolved issues within influencer-marketing research. Digital platforms offer a wealth of behavioural data, but data doesn't always equate to a better understanding of commercial effectiveness. While engagement can be a sign of attention or interaction, it doesn't necessarily mean that the consumer bought a product, that the purchase was due to the influencer, or that the campaign resulted in extra profit. Leung et al. (2022) show that there is a correlation between influencer spending and engagement, but engagement is not necessarily correlated with financial return. Likewise, Hughes et al. (2019) demonstrate that the effectiveness of a campaign depends on the platform and the campaign's goal, meaning that effectiveness measures should be chosen based on the outcome of the campaign.

[bookmark: _Toc10793][bookmark: _Toc24628][bookmark: _Toc3089][bookmark: _Toc240993910][bookmark: _Toc1155][bookmark: _Toc11041]1.2 Conceptual Foundations of Influencer Credibility, Authenticity, Parasocial Interaction and Consumer Purchase Intention
Influencer-marketing effectiveness depends on how consumers evaluate both the influencer and the promotional message. Credibility means perceived expertise, trustworthiness, attractiveness and similarity, and authenticity is the question of whether the identity of the influencer, communication and brand partnerships seem to be authentic and consistent. Lou and Yuan (2019) identified that informative value, trustworthiness, attractiveness and similarity enhanced trust in branded influencer content, and consequently brand awareness and purchase intention. It is hence the correlation between a source, message and audience that generates credibility and not the influencer itself. A person may have credibility with a particular group of fashion consumers but may not have credibility with another group which may be in need of different needs, values or fashion choices.

The theoretical explanation of influencer persuasion has consequently expanded beyond traditional advertising models. While Source Credibility Theory focuses on how expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness impact message acceptance, influencer marketing adds other relational aspects that are not as frequently studied in traditional endorsement research. Consumers can build up a sense of familiarity and emotional connection with influencers by seeing them repeatedly, which can shape the way that commercial messages are understood. Liu and Zheng (2024) show that authenticity, homophily and informative value can lead to parasocial relationships, which in turn can affect brand credibility and purchase intention. This means that persuasion by influencers can be done through cognitive evaluation and through relational attachment.

Authenticity is important because commercialisation can weaken the trust that makes influencers persuasive. Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard (2020) differentiate between passionate and transparent authenticity when collaborations are based on the interests of the influencer and when the commercial relationships are openly defined. Authenticity should be followed instead of expected though endeavors to sound authentic need not be persuasive enough to the followers. This is a serious limitation since authenticity is a construct of the audience, not merely how those influence do their motives or how they package sponsored content.

Parasocial interaction and product–influencer fit help explain how credibility may translate into purchase intention. Parasocial interaction refers to one-sided familiarity that builds up as a result of frequent exposure to an influencer. Credibility and parasocial interaction were identified as positively predicting purchase intention by Sokolova and Kefi (2020), whereas the authors Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget (2020) established the inclusion of similarity, identification and a product-endorser fit. These results would claim a mediated image of persuasion, yet psychological response is still distinct to final purchases. A follower may trust an influencer and respond positively to a fashion product without having the financial capacity, need or final motivation to purchase it.

The importance of relational mechanisms is particularly relevant within fashion because consumers often engage with influencers as representatives of desirable lifestyles rather than simply as information providers. Ki et al. (2020) define influencers as human brands that can create attachments with their followers by satisfying their psychological needs. This view adds to the typical marketing explanations and posits that the effectiveness of influencers can stem from the emotional and identity-based relationships that are built over time. However, the psychological attachment and relational proximity should not be taken as a direct indicator of buying behaviour, as the psychological attachment might affect attitudes but not necessarily overcome practical obstacles like price, availability or competing alternatives.

Engagement, purchase intention, conversion and return on investment are related but distinct indicators. The likes, comments, shares, saves, views and clicks—engagement: the likelihood to make a purchase; purchase intention, a stated likelihood of making the purchase: conversion is a measurable activity such as visiting a product page or a transaction and financial ROI: attributable profit to the total cost of the campaign. Jimenez-Castillo and Sancha-Fernandez (2019) discovered the perceived influencer power led to more engagement, expectation of value and purchase intention but their model stopped at intention and not at actual purchase. Like or comment is therefore less informative than purchase intention but it is still an incomplete measure of profitability.

The distinction between these outcomes has become increasingly important as influencer marketing matures as a commercial practice. Previous assessments have tended to be based on platform metrics that can be easily accessed and compared. But today, there is growing research that suggests that effectiveness is dependent on the alignment of measurement strategy and campaign goals. There is a valid argument for prioritizing reach and recognition in awareness campaigns, and conversion, attributable sales and financial contribution in performance campaigns. Pan et al. (2025) highlight that the effectiveness of influencers should be assessed based on the stage of the consumer journey they are tracking and not by a single universal effectiveness measure.

[bookmark: _Toc21536][bookmark: _Toc29305][bookmark: _Toc12118][bookmark: _Toc240993911][bookmark: _Toc3646][bookmark: _Toc20347]1.3 Aim, Objectives, Research Questions 
The aim of this dissertation is to critically synthesise secondary academic and industry evidence concerning the relationship between influencer-marketing characteristics, campaign-performance indicators and consumer purchase intention in the UK fashion industry.
The research objectives are:
1. To critically review academic and industry evidence concerning influencer-marketing effectiveness in the UK fashion industry.
2. To examine how credibility, authenticity, trust, parasocial interaction and product–influencer fit are associated with purchase intention.
3. To evaluate secondary evidence concerning engagement, brand awareness, conversion and campaign performance.
4. To assess the usefulness and limitations of engagement, trust, awareness, conversion and purchase intention as effectiveness indicators.
5. To compare academic and industry interpretations of performance and identify implications for UK fashion brands.

Main Research Question
What does existing academic and industry evidence reveal about the relationship between influencer marketing and consumer purchase intention in the UK fashion industry?
Supporting Research Questions
1. How are influencer credibility, authenticity, trust, parasocial interaction and product–influencer fit associated with consumer purchase intention?
2. How useful are engagement, brand awareness, conversion and purchase-intention measures for evaluating influencer-marketing effectiveness?
3. How do academic studies and industry reports differ in their measurement and interpretation of influencer-marketing performance?
4. What limitations arise when secondary evidence is used to evaluate influencer-marketing ROI and consumer purchasing outcomes?


[bookmark: _Toc240993912][bookmark: _Toc10234][bookmark: _Toc3665][bookmark: _Toc26123][bookmark: _Toc16700][bookmark: _Toc8098]1.4 Research Purpose and Significance
The purpose of the dissertation is to determine how confidently influencer-marketing effectiveness can be assessed using published evidence. It evaluates when credibility, authenticity, trust, parasocial interaction and product fit contribute to purchase intention and whether common indicators provide sufficient evidence of commercial value.

The study is academically significant because it connects psychological theories of persuasion with campaign-performance measures. Source Credibility Theory explains why trustworthiness, expertise and attractiveness may influence message acceptance, while Parasocial Interaction Theory explains how perceived closeness can strengthen influence. However, neither theory alone explains the movement from engagement to financial return. Leung et al. (2022) show that influencer effectiveness is shaped by originality, follower size, sponsor salience, activity, fit and positivity, including nonlinear relationships. This confirms that no single metric can adequately represent performance. The study will therefore connect theoretical explanations of consumer response with evidence concerning measurable campaign outcomes.

The study is practically significant because UK fashion brands may misallocate resources when popularity or engagement is treated as proof of return. Hughes, Swaminathan and Brooks (2019) found that campaign outcomes differed by platform and objective, indicating that awareness and trial campaigns require different strategies and measures. Metrics should therefore be selected according to the intended result rather than used interchangeably. Reach may be appropriate for an awareness campaign, whereas clicks, conversions and attributable sales are more relevant to a sales-focused campaign.
Methodologically, the dissertation uses a qualitative secondary design because complete campaign costs, sales uplift and profit margins are rarely publicly accessible. It compares peer-reviewed research with carefully appraised industry evidence while recognising commercial bias and inconsistent measures. It will not recruit participants, analyse private social-media data or calculate an original financial ROI.

[bookmark: _Toc21731][bookmark: _Toc14094][bookmark: _Toc15944][bookmark: _Toc29183][bookmark: _Toc240993913][bookmark: _Toc26137]1.5 Dissertation Structure
Chapter One introduces the research background, conceptual foundations, aim, objectives, research questions, purpose and significance of the study. Chapter Two critically reviews existing literature on influencer marketing, credibility, authenticity, parasocial interaction, sponsorship disclosure, consumer purchase intention and ROI measurement. Chapter Three explains the qualitative secondary research methodology, including the research design, data sources, selection criteria, quality assessment, data extraction and analytical approach. Chapter Four presents the findings from the thematic and comparative analysis of academic and industry evidence. Chapter Five concludes the dissertation by discussing the findings, presenting recommendations, acknowledging study limitations and identifying areas for future research.
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[bookmark: _Toc12466][bookmark: _Toc9240][bookmark: _Toc31905][bookmark: _Toc1228][bookmark: _Toc240993915][bookmark: _Toc13763]2.1 Introduction
Influencer-marketing effectiveness should be understood as a staged process rather than a direct movement from exposure to purchase. Studies show that the features of an influencer determine credibility, authenticity, identification and parasocial attachment; these reactions can further influence engagement, purchase intentions and brand attitudes. The evidence however, gets weaker at the stage of actual conversion and monetary compensation. And this difference is key since the UK fashion brands tend to be dependent on the number of followers, likes and comments regardless of whether these measurement scales reflect a purchase behaviour or a profit. This chapter hence appraises the nature of influencer traits influencing consumer attitudes, the influence that consumer attitudes have on purchasing behavior, and the extent to which typical campaign indicators can substantiate assertions regarding ROI.

Contemporary influencer-marketing research has increasingly moved beyond the assumption that influencers operate as simplified digital substitutes for traditional celebrity endorsers. Rather, influencers are multifaceted commercial agents that merge aspects of interpersonal communication, entertainment production, identity building and brand promotion. This development poses theoretical and measurement issues as the effectiveness of influencers is not just about whether consumers are paying attention to the message, but also about how they perceive the credibility of the source, the authenticity of the relationship and the relevance of the product to their own identity. According to Vrontis et al. (2021), the research on influencer marketing is scattered across several theories, such as source credibility, relationship-based theories, and consumer behaviour models. This diversity offers a more comprehensive understanding of the persuasion of influencers, but it also makes it challenging to create a standard measurement framework.

Recent meta-analytic evidence further demonstrates that influencer effectiveness should not be evaluated through a single outcome. Pan et al. (2025) differentiate between non-transactional outcomes (e.g., attitudes, engagement and purchase intention) and transactional outcomes (e.g., actual purchasing behaviour and sales). This is important as many studies focus on psychological reactions and intentions, whereas brands may need proof of commercial return. Therefore, the central challenge within influencer-marketing scholarship is not whether influencers influence consumers, but rather determining the stage at which influence becomes measurable commercial value.

[bookmark: _Toc15435][bookmark: _Toc240993916][bookmark: _Toc25218][bookmark: _Toc14707][bookmark: _Toc1896][bookmark: _Toc29652]2.2 Influencer Marketing and the Fashion Context
Unlike traditional celebrity-endorsed environments, influencer marketing relies on frequent repetition of content, a sense of perceived approachability and engagement with their audience. Vrontis et al. (2021, pp. 628) show that the field spans source characteristics, message design, relational processes, consumer outcomes and contextual moderators. Their systematic review rejects a single-factor explanation of influencer-marketing effectiveness. However, systematic review organises the results instead of dispelling contradictions, thus, individual empirical investigations are required.

Fashion can be effectively applied to influence marketing, although clothing is the communication of identity, lifestyle and belonging. Casaló, Flavián and Ibanez-Sanchez (2020) found that originality and uniqueness strengthened opinion leadership among followers of a fashion-focused Instagram account. These findings indicate that originality and perceived relevance may establish an influencer’s authority within fashion communities, but their commercial value remains uncertain unless such attitudinal influence can be linked to measurable purchase intention, conversion or actual buying behaviour. Opinion leadership subsequently augmented intentions to connect and suggest the account and follow their guidance. It means that influence is enhanced in case the followers perceive an influencer as unique and pertinent. Nevertheless, advice is an attitudinal response and not a sign of purchasing.

The symbolic nature of fashion consumption makes influencer effectiveness particularly dependent on perceived identity alignment. Fashion products convey meaning, social positioning and lifestyle preferences, unlike many utilitarian products where functional properties might be the main reason for buying. Influencers therefore add value in more than just information; they also represent desirable identities that consumers might want to emulate. Belanche et al. (2021) shows that there is a significant impact of congruence between influencers, products and consumers on consumer responses. They concluded that persuasion is enhanced when the influencer's identity, meaning of the product and consumer's self-concept seem to be compatible.
However, congruence should not be interpreted as a universal guarantee of commercial effectiveness. Even if the highly congruent influencer has a positive impact on the attitude of the consumer, it does not necessarily result in purchase behaviour because of practical obstacles such as price, availability or changing preferences. This limitation is important because much influencer research measures psychological responses rather than completed purchases. Thus, identity alignment can account for the formation of favourable evaluations of fashion products, but further behavioral data are needed to substantiate financial effectiveness.

The number of followers is as well unclear as compared to industry practice. De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders (2017) found that a larger following increased popularity and likeability but strengthened opinion leadership only under limited conditions. Tafesse and Wood (2021, pp. 6–8) similarly found follower count and content volume negatively associated with engagement. Different in their approach, both studies contest the idea that the number of followers equates to more value introduced. Taken together, the findings suggest that follower count may increase visibility without necessarily improving audience involvement, persuasive authority or commercial outcomes; therefore, brands should assess audience quality, engagement and influencer–brand fit rather than relying on scale alone. The UK fashion houses are thus required to strike a balance between the extent of reach and exclusivity, intimacy with the audience, and strategic fit.

The limitations of follower-based evaluation have encouraged researchers to examine alternative indicators of influencer effectiveness. As shown by Tafesse and Wood (2021), audience engagement is not solely based on the number of followers but on the content strategy and the behaviour of the influencers. Their results call into question the notion that bigger audiences necessarily yield greater influence. Likewise, Leung et al. (2022) demonstrate that influencer effectiveness is a nonlinear function of influencer attributes, audience fit, and sponsor salience and campaign outcomes. The results indicate that brands need to shift from a one-dimensional selection process to a multi-dimensional evaluation process that includes audience relevance, content quality, and relationship strength and commercial results.

This issue is particularly relevant for the UK fashion industry because different fashion categories operate according to different consumer motivations. Exclusivity and symbolic association might be important to luxury fashion, while accessibility, trend adoption and immediacy might be more important to fast fashion. Thus, the results of one fashion category cannot simply be applied to another. The literature shows that the effectiveness of influencers depends on the relationship between the characteristics of influencers, product category and consumer expectations.

[bookmark: _Toc240993917][bookmark: _Toc14081][bookmark: _Toc18815][bookmark: _Toc23178][bookmark: _Toc3235][bookmark: _Toc844]2.3 Theoretical Explanations of Influencer Persuasion
The theory, Source Credibility, describes persuasive process in terms of expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness. Lou and Yuan (2019, pp. 65) found that informative value, trustworthiness, attractiveness and similarity increased trust in branded influencer content, which then strengthened brand awareness and purchase intention. Such findings not only corroborate the theory, they also generalize it: credibility is created when there is an interaction between influencer, message and audience. A fashion influencer can thus be reliable and ineffective among other segments. This limitation demonstrates that Source Credibility Theory, although valuable, provides only a partial explanation of influencer persuasion. Traditional credibility models have been created in an environment where the flow of communication is mainly from a known source to a passive audience. The difference is that audiences are involved in interpretation, interaction and relationship-building with influencer marketing. So credibility is not just passed on from influencer to consumer, it's constantly negotiated based on the quality of content, the perceived honesty, consistency and audience experience.

Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget (2020, pp. 269–277) found influencers more similar and trustworthy than celebrities and associated them with stronger identification. The trustworthiness, similarity and wishful identification facilitated the explanation of advertising performance, but expertise did not do so consistently explain the advantage of influencer. It is possible that relational credibility thus becomes a more important aspect than formal expertise on the Internet. Nevertheless, influencers did not outperform in all outcomes and therefore the study cannot be said to be supportive of them being more effective players in all cases.

The Desire-to-Mimic model involves that favourable perceptions of source translate then into behavioural intentions. Ki and Kim (2019, pp. 918) found that attractive, prestigious, expert, informative and interactive characteristics increased opinion leadership. This effectively encouraged the need to imitate the influencer by consumers and this reinforced the word of mouth and the intention to buy. The model applies to fashion since an idealized identity may be estimated by clothes. Its weakness is that it reflects the intention but not the observed imitation or buying.
A complementary explanation is provided by Human Brand Theory. Ki et al. (2020, pp. 6–9) that inspiration, enjoyability, similarity and informativeness helped influencers satisfy followers’ needs for ideality, relatedness and competence. Attachment was enhanced by need fulfilment, and transferred over to endorsed products. Compared with Ki and Kim (2019), this model emphasises enduring attachment rather than short-term mimicry. Collectively, the articles demonstrate that persuasion can be a result of aspiration and attachment though this attachment can diminish a critical evaluation of commercial messages.

This friendship-like relationship is attributed to Parasocial Interaction Theory. Sokolova and Kefi (2020, pp. 5–7) found that attitude homophily was strongly associated with credibility and parasocial interaction, and both positively predicted purchase intention. It explained 48.5% of its variance by their model. Reinikainen et al. (2020, pp. 289–293) likewise found that parasocial relationships increased influencer credibility, which contributed to brand trust and purchase intention. The studies concur that relational closeness is important and are different in their causes: one study contains credibility and parasocial interaction as correlated predictors and another study portrays the parasocial relationships as a cause of credibility. The line of influence thus is not established.

Liu and Zheng (2024, pp. 8-10) found that informative value, authenticity, and homophily reinforced parasocial relationships that were associated with brand credibility and purchase intention. Knowledge on persuasion undermined the correlation between the brand credibility and purchase intention. Consumers can thus be aware of commercial persuasion and can still respond to a person of authority. But, the cross-sectional design is unable to determine causality.

[bookmark: _Toc12282][bookmark: _Toc11162][bookmark: _Toc28289][bookmark: _Toc240993918][bookmark: _Toc24093][bookmark: _Toc828]2.4 Authenticity, Trust and Sponsorship Disclosure
Credibility can be better seen as a bargained business stance rather than a predetermined characteristic. Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard (2020, pp. 563–567) identify passionate authenticity, where collaborations reflect the influencer’s interests, and transparent authenticity, where commercial relationships are openly acknowledged. This is why the actors of influence are trying to maintain credibility and cash-in audiences. Its weakness is that it lays more emphasis on the influencer tactics and the followers do not necessarily perceive them to be genuine.

Lou and Yuan (2019, pp. 65–68) show that informative and credible content strengthens trust in branded posts. Authenticity thus is only commercially useful when it generates an effective, realistic communication; it can not be diminished to informative language and personal narrative. Even bad brand fit or over sponsoring can undermine trust.

Disclosure research disputes the belief that transparency results in effectiveness decrease. Evans et al. (2017, pp. 144–147) found that “Paid Ad” generated clearer advertising recognition than weaker labels such as “SP” or “Sponsored.” This promotes persuasion-knowledge theory as definite titles aid consumers to notice business intent. However, increased recognition did not necessarily lead to the development of more positive behavioural results.

Boerman (2020, pp. 203–205) found that Instagram’s “Paid partnership with” label improved advertising recognition and indirectly increased brand recall and engagement intention without damaging parasocial interaction. Kay, Mulcahy and Parkinson (2020, pp. 264–270) found that disclosed micro-influencer posts produced higher purchase intention than nondisclosed micro-influencer posts and some macro-influencer conditions. These results coupled with those of Evans et al. (2017) demonstrate that the disclosure effects depend on the wording, the size of the person and the outcome measure. Recall, recognition and purchase intention are connected, though different. Ethical compliance and effectiveness must not then be considered as opposites.
[bookmark: _Toc3599][bookmark: _Toc14875][bookmark: _Toc27913][bookmark: _Toc14787][bookmark: _Toc13175][bookmark: _Toc240993919]2.5 Empirical Evidence on Engagement, Purchase Intention and ROI
Influencer marketing and purchase intention are positively related in the literature, but no general mechanism is described. Jiménez-Castillo and Sánchez-Fernandez (2019, pp. 371–374) found that perceived influencer power increased brand engagement, expected brand value and purchase intention. Sokolova and Kefi (2020, pp. 5–7) found credibility and parasocial interaction directly predicted purchase intention, while Ki and Kim (2019, pp. 913–918) identified desire to mimic as the mediating mechanism. These studies are in agreement that influencers have a role to play in behavioural intentions, but with a difference in the manner. Trust, identification, expected value, attachment and aspiration may therefore lead to the development of purchase intention.

Findings associated with credibility gravitate more towards trust and similarity compared to expertise. Djafarova and Rushworth (2017, pp. 4–6) associated credibility with relatability and personal product experience. Lou and Yuan (2019, pp. 65–68) found trustworthiness and similarity strengthened trust in branded posts. Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget (2020, pp. 269–277) found influencers more trustworthy and similar than celebrities but not more expert. The social media should consequently be modified to emulate the source credibility Theory by placing more emphasis on relational trust.

Evidence of engagement is less stable. Hughes, Swaminathan and Brooks (2019, pp. 87–92) found expertise, hedonic content and incentives produced different effects depending on platform and campaign objective. Tafesse and Wood (2021, pp. 68) added more followers and content might decrease engagement. Leung et al. (2022, pp. 101–109) found originality, follower size and sponsor salience could improve effectiveness, while activity, follower–brand fit and positivity showed inverted U-shaped effects. The growth of engagement is thus influenced by platform architecture, audience makeup, content strategy and purpose of campaign.

Campaign objectives matter. Hughes, Swaminathan and Brooks (2019, pp. 87–92) show that expertise was useful for awareness-oriented blog campaigns, whereas hedonic content performed better in trial-oriented Facebook campaigns. The term metric has a meaning when it is compared to desired result. Awareness campaign can be focused on the number of people reached, and conversion campaign must be measured in terms of clicks and purchases. Brands need to reflect the way of early-stage outputs supporting commercial worth otherwise, the awareness and engagement turns into a poor substitute of individual responsibility.

This issue is exacerbated by the UK fashion context due to the fact that the fast fashion, luxury, sustainable fashion and independent retail have varying margins, purchasing cycles and symbolism. A evidence belonging to one part cannot be applied to another. Aspirational and exclusivity-based luxury preference could be driven by aspiration, as well as fast-fashion campaigns, which could be based on immediacy. Transferability has to be evaluated in a critical synthesis, not to conceptualize fashion as homogenous.

The contrast between Tafesse and Wood (2021) and Leung et al. (2022) shows why metric design matters. The former report a negative correlation between the number of follower and level of engagement, and the latter include follower size, potentially positively affecting cost-adjusted engagement elasticity. A big influencer can produce a smaller percentage engagement but more total interactions as compared to expenditure. Percentages type of engagement, total response and cost efficiency provide response to various questions of a manager.

Effectiveness should be thereafter perceived as power. Some of the measures used in analysing exposure are reach, impressions and views; and some measures used in analysing engagement are likes, comments, shares and saves; and measures used in analysing psychological outcomes are trust, awareness and purchase intention; and measures used in analysing behavioural outcomes are clicks and purchases and measures used in analysis of financial outcomes require attributable revenue, campaign cost and incremental profit. The majority of studies are most effective at an engagement and psychological level. Even Leung et al. (2022), who incorporate costs into engagement elasticity, do not provide a complete profit-based ROI measure.

The cost of influencer, cost of agency and cost of production, cost of product, incremental sales, profit margin, returns and sales without the campaign would have been included, which would result in the valid calculation of ROI. This information is not all together in the literature in relation to UK fashion campaigns. It is academic findings that point more to this explanation of persuasion mechanisms rather than precise financial pay-off. Interaction or buying desire should not be redefined as earnings. 

[bookmark: _Toc19414][bookmark: _Toc5765][bookmark: _Toc17616][bookmark: _Toc11412][bookmark: _Toc240993920][bookmark: _Toc6415]2.6 Critical Synthesis and Research Gap
The literature supports a mediated model of influencer-marketing effectiveness. Credibility, originality, authenticity, informativeness, similarity and product–influencer fit shape audience interpretations, which may develop trust, identification, parasocial interaction, attachment and imitation. These responses can influence engagement, brand attitudes and purchase intention. However, conversion, repeat purchasing and profit occur later, reinforcing that favourable responses are not conclusive evidence of financial ROI alone.

The pathway is not guaranteed. Consumers can interact with no purchase intent, purchase intent or ultimately complete purchase intending to assist a purchase but not to remain loyal. Platform, influencer size, product category, disclosure, campaign objective and audience characteristics further moderate outcomes. The theory of Source Credibility, which explains trust and similarity, the theory of Parasocial Interaction, which explains relational closeness, and the attitude of Human Brand perspectives and the desire-to-mimic perspectives explain attachment and aspiration. There is no unified theory that encompasses the process.

Three gaps remain. One, most researches use self-reported buying intention, but not taking the actual purchase. Second, the measures of engagement are not always comparable to each other. Third, there is a dearth of published research which combines both consumer-response mechanisms and campaign expenditures, conversion and incremental profit in the fashion industry in the UK. The gaps are filled by this dissertation by critically synthesizing the academic and industry evidence. It adds value by determining which indicators represent trustworthy evidence of effectiveness and at which point conclusions are constrained due to method or the surrounding situation or inaccessible trading information.

[bookmark: _Toc14043][bookmark: _Toc28892][bookmark: _Toc19007][bookmark: _Toc32205][bookmark: _Toc18044][bookmark: _Toc240993921]2.7 Summary
This literature review argues that influencer-marketing effectiveness is a staged, context-dependent process rather than a direct path from exposure to purchase. Credibility, authenticity, similarity, parasocial interaction, attachment and product fit can strengthen trust, engagement and purchase intention. However, follower count and engagement alone do not prove success, while disclosure effects vary by wording, influencer size and campaign context. Evidence shows that purchase intention is not the same as buying behaviour or financial ROI. Major gaps remain because many studies rely on self-reported intentions, use inconsistent engagement metrics and rarely connect consumer responses with conversion, profit and UK fashion campaign data.
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[bookmark: _Toc12507][bookmark: _Toc27608][bookmark: _Toc6718][bookmark: _Toc13159][bookmark: _Toc17870][bookmark: _Toc240993923]3.1 Introduction
This chapter explain the methodology used to investigate influencer-marketing effectiveness and consumer purchase intention in the UK fashion industry. The study adopted a qualitative, desk-based secondary research design. Two forms of secondary evidence were analysed: a core academic corpus of 18 peer-reviewed journal articles and a separate dataset of industry reports. The methodology involved structured searching, source selection, screening, evidence extraction, quality assessment, deductive thematic analysis and comparative content analysis. This design enabled academic explanations of influencer persuasion to be compared with industry approaches to campaign measurement and performance.

[bookmark: _Toc7021][bookmark: _Toc240993924][bookmark: _Toc25357][bookmark: _Toc20193][bookmark: _Toc27655][bookmark: _Toc17697]3.2 Research Approach and Design
A qualitative secondary-research approach was adopted because the study aimed to interpret and critically compare existing evidence rather than collect new data from participants. No questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, observations or experiments were undertaken.

The approach was important because influencer-marketing effectiveness had been measured differently across previous studies. Some research examined credibility, authenticity, trust and parasocial interaction, while other studies focused on engagement, purchase intention or campaign performance. A qualitative comparative design allowed these different measures to be analysed according to the outcomes they actually represented.

The approach also supported the distinction between exposure, engagement, psychological response, purchase intention, actual behaviour and financial performance. Engagement was therefore not assumed to represent purchasing behaviour, while purchase intention was not treated automatically as evidence of financial ROI. This was particularly appropriate because complete information on influencer fees, campaign expenditure, incremental sales, profit margins and attributable profits was rarely publicly available.

The study therefore focused on critically determining the strength and meaning of existing evidence rather than producing an original financial ROI calculation.

[bookmark: _Toc20200][bookmark: _Toc5029][bookmark: _Toc240993925][bookmark: _Toc4933][bookmark: _Toc23652][bookmark: _Toc20352]3.3 Data Sources, Selection and Screening
Academic evidence was identified through ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight, SAGE Journals, Taylor & Francis Online, Wiley Online Library, Google Scholar and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David library catalogue. Searches combined keywords using Boolean operators such as AND and OR. Examples included “influencer marketing” AND “purchase intention”, “fashion influencer” AND credibility, “influencer authenticity” AND trust, “parasocial interaction” AND purchase intention, “influencer disclosure” AND consumer behaviour, and “influencer marketing” AND campaign effectiveness or ROI.

· The following inclusion criteria were applied:
· peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2017 and 2026;
· studies substantially focused on social-media influencer marketing;
· studies examining credibility, authenticity, trust, parasocial interaction, disclosure, engagement, purchase intention, conversion or effectiveness;
· studies reporting identifiable methodology and findings;
· studies contributing to at least one research question;
· fashion-specific studies or wider influencer studies with findings transferable to fashion.

The exclusion criteria were:
· duplicate records;
· studies where influencer marketing was only peripheral;
· studies without relevant consumer or campaign outcomes;
· sources with insufficient methodological information;
· unsupported opinion or promotional material;
· studies with very limited relevance to the research questions or fashion context.

The search initially produced 74 academic sources. Fourteen duplicate records were removed, leaving 60. Title screening excluded 19 sources because influencer marketing was not a substantive focus, leaving 41. Abstract screening removed 13 studies that did not examine relevant constructs or outcomes, leaving 28. Full-text assessment excluded a further 10 studies because of insufficient methodological detail, limited relevance or weak applicability to the research questions. The final academic corpus therefore contained 18 studies.
[bookmark: _Toc15131][bookmark: _Toc6747]Table 1: Academic Sources Included in the Final Analytical Corpus and Their Principal Relevance to the Study
	Academic source
	Principal relevance

	Audrezet et al. (2020)
	Authenticity and commercialisation

	Boerman (2020)
	Disclosure and advertising recognition

	Chetioui et al. (2020)
	Fashion purchase intention

	De Veirman et al. (2017)
	Follower numbers and brand outcomes

	Duffek et al. (2025)
	Influencer authenticity

	Evans et al. (2017)
	Disclosure and behavioural intention

	Gomes et al. (2022)
	Fashion influencer characteristics

	Goo and An (2026)
	Psychological factors and fashion purchase intention

	Hughes et al. (2019)
	Engagement and campaign performance

	Jiménez-Castillo and Sánchez-Fernández (2019)
	Engagement and purchase intention

	Kay et al. (2020)
	Disclosure and influencer size

	Ki et al. (2020)
	Human-brand attachment

	Leung et al. (2022)
	Influencer-marketing effectiveness

	Liu and Zheng (2024)
	Parasocial relationships and purchase intention

	Lou and Yuan (2019)
	Credibility, trust and purchase intention

	Mahn et al. (2026)
	Fashion-haul purchase intention

	Reinikainen et al. (2020)
	Parasocial relationships and credibility

	Sokolova and Kefi (2020)
	Credibility, parasocial interaction and purchase intention



Industry evidence was searched separately using WARC, Statista, McKinsey & Company and The Business of Fashion. Search terms included “influencer marketing effectiveness”, “influencer ROI”, “UK influencer marketing”, “campaign measurement”, “fashion social media” and “fashion consumer behaviour”. Industry sources were included where they contained identifiable data, performance frameworks or relevant fashion-market evidence and excluded where they were purely promotional or lacked a transparent evidence base.
	Industry source
	Principal relevance

	Clapp, R. (2020) – consumer/influencer evidence
	Relationship between endorsements and purchasing

	McKinsey & Company and The Business of Fashion (2024), McKinsey & Company and The Business of Fashion (2025) – State of Fashion reports
	Fashion-market and consumer-behaviour context


[bookmark: _Toc5994][bookmark: _Toc240641722][bookmark: _Toc19909]Table 2: Industry Sources Included in the Secondary Dataset and Their Principal Relevance to the Study

[bookmark: _Toc6952][bookmark: _Toc480][bookmark: _Toc27106][bookmark: _Toc28922][bookmark: _Toc240993926][bookmark: _Toc27726]3.4 Data Extraction and Quality Assessment
A structured evidence-extraction matrix was used to record author or organisation, year, geographical context, research design, sample where applicable, theoretical framework, variables, outcome measures, findings, limitations and relevance to the research questions.

Academic studies were assessed according to peer-review status, methodological transparency, sample appropriateness, clarity of measurement and consistency between findings and conclusions. Particular attention was given to whether studies measured purchase intention or actual behaviour.
Industry sources were assessed separately according to publisher credibility, transparency of data sources, methodological clarity, sample information, geographical relevance, recency, definition of performance indicators and potential commercial bias. Greater weight was given to reports that clearly explained their data and measurement procedures.

[bookmark: _Toc13920][bookmark: _Toc4238][bookmark: _Toc3796][bookmark: _Toc23197][bookmark: _Toc240993927][bookmark: _Toc9041]3.5 Data Analysis
The evidence was analysed using deductive thematic analysis and comparative content analysis. Six themes were applied: credibility and trust; authenticity; parasocial relationships and psychological mechanisms; sponsorship disclosure; engagement and campaign performance; and purchase intention, conversion and ROI-related evidence.

Sources could contribute to more than one theme. Findings were compared to identify agreements, contradictions and contextual differences. Academic and industry evidence were also compared to determine whether effectiveness was defined and measured differently.

Evidence was further classified according to the strongest outcome demonstrated: exposure, engagement, psychological response, purchase intention, behavioural outcome or financial outcome. This prevented early-stage measures such as followers or likes from being interpreted as direct evidence of purchasing or profitability.

[bookmark: _Toc17318][bookmark: _Toc240993928][bookmark: _Toc17692][bookmark: _Toc3126][bookmark: _Toc22962][bookmark: _Toc43]3.6 Ethical Considerations, Trustworthiness and Limitations
Ethical risk was low because the study used published secondary evidence and involved no participants, personal data or special-category data. Ethical practice was maintained through accurate citation, avoidance of plagiarism, fair representation of evidence and respect for copyright.
Trustworthiness was strengthened through consistent extraction, transparent coding and comparison across multiple academic and industry sources. Contradictory findings were retained and examined rather than excluded.

Limitations included the focused 18-study academic corpus, differences in geographical context, platforms and methodologies, and the frequent reliance on self-reported purchase intention. Industry evidence could also contain commercial interests or incomplete methodological information. Finally, limited access to campaign expenditure, attributable sales and incremental profit restricted the extent to which complete financial ROI could be established. These limitations were considered throughout the interpretation of the findings.
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[bookmark: _Toc27339][bookmark: _Toc19466][bookmark: _Toc1752][bookmark: _Toc13608][bookmark: _Toc22853][bookmark: _Toc240993930]4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the findings generated from the secondary analysis of the 18 peer-reviewed studies constituting the academic evidence base. In accordance with the analytical procedure established in the methodology, the evidence was subjected to deductive thematic analysis and comparative content analysis. The findings are organised around six analytical themes: credibility, trust and expertise; authenticity and product-influencer congruence; parasocial relationships and related psychological mechanisms; sponsorship disclosure; engagement and campaign performance; and purchase intention, conversion and return-on-investment-related outcomes. The purpose of this chapter is confined to the presentation and synthesis of the extracted evidence. Interpretation against the theoretical framework, implications for practice and wider discussion are reserved for the subsequent discussion chapter.

The corpus contained considerable methodological and contextual diversity. Individual studies examined different platforms, influencer categories, consumer populations and outcome variables, while several studies contributed findings to more than one thematic category. Purchase intention constituted the most frequently reported lower-funnel consumer outcome, whereas actual purchase, attributable sales and profit-based return on investment were considerably less prevalent. Accordingly, the results are presented according to the outcome actually demonstrated by each study rather than assuming equivalence between exposure, engagement, psychological response, purchase intention, behaviour and financial performance.
	Theme
	Principal finding

	Credibility, trust and expertise
	Credibility and trust were repeatedly associated with favourable consumer responses and purchase intention, although direct expertise effects were less consistent

	Authenticity and product-influencer congruence
	Authenticity and congruence were associated with favourable relational and attitudinal outcomes, but direct purchase-intention effects were inconsistent

	Parasocial relationships and psychological mechanisms
	Parasocial relationships, attachment, flow and related psychological responses were repeatedly associated with purchase intention

	Sponsorship disclosure
	Disclosure consistently increased advertising recognition, but subsequent effects on attitudes, engagement and purchase intention varied

	Engagement and campaign performance
	Engagement was influenced by platform, campaign objective, content characteristics, expenditure and influencer characteristics

	Purchase intention, conversion and ROI
	Purchase intention was strongly represented; verified purchase, attributable sales and profit-based ROI were weakly represented



[bookmark: _Toc23498][bookmark: _Toc31430][bookmark: _Toc240641723]Table 3: Overall pattern of findings across the six themes

[bookmark: _Toc14225][bookmark: _Toc29135][bookmark: _Toc24593][bookmark: _Toc18647][bookmark: _Toc5017][bookmark: _Toc240993931]4.2 Credibility, Trust and Expertise
The impact of credibility, trust and expertise on consumer purchase intention is indirect, but they do play a role in how consumers assess the recommendations of the influencers. According to Source Credibility Theory, consumers are more likely to accept persuasive messages when the communicator is credible in terms of expertise and trustworthiness (Hovland & Weiss, 1951). Ohanian (1990) expanded this model to include expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness as important dimensions of source credibility. This theory in influencer marketing indicates that the consumer not only considers the product recommendation but also whether the influencer is knowledgeable and reliable.

The results of the fashion influencer study indicated that credibility influences purchase intention primarily via consumer attitudes towards the fashion influencer and the brand. Chetioui et al. (2020) revealed that perceived credibility had a significant impact on attitudes towards fashion influencers (β = .265), with trust (β = .183), expertise (β = .248) and congruence (β = .145) also having positive impacts. The study also revealed that attitude towards the influencer was a significant predictor of purchase intention (β = .288) and brand attitude was a significant predictor of purchase intention (β = .412). The model accounted for 40.6% of the variance in purchase intention (Chetioui et al., 2020). These results corroborate Source Credibility Theory as credibility influences persuasion, but also indicate that credibility works through attitudes, not directly leading to purchase behaviour.
Trust seems to be more powerful than expertise as consumers take into account the trust in the recommendation when assessing content from influencers. Lou and Yuan (2019) discovered that informative value and trustworthiness positively influenced the trust of branded influencer content. They also discovered that trust in branded content had a positive impact on purchase intention (Lou & Yuan, 2019). This discovery indicates that consumers might be more receptive to communication that is reliable and valuable than to expertise alone. Thus, the effectiveness of the influencer is not only on the consumer's perception of the influencer's knowledge, but also on the consumer's interpretation of the message.

However, expertise is not always a good predictor of purchase intention, suggesting that there are other relational and content factors that influence the credibility of influencers. Gomes et al. (2022) revealed that content quality and parasocial interaction had a positive impact on purchase intention among fashion consumers, whereas the direct impacts of trustworthiness and expertise were inconsistent. This finding indicates that expertise can lead to credibility but consumers need to see some content and some connection to this credibility to impact purchase intention. These findings are more aligned with Parasocial Interaction Theory as they show that the persuasion of influencers is a relationship as well as an information processing (Horton & Wohl, 1956).

Parasocial relationships enhance the relationship between influencer credibility and consumer purchase intention because they make audiences feel closer to the influencers. Reinikainen et al. (2020) discovered that parasocial relationships led to the perception of influencer credibility, which in turn led to brand trust and purchase intention. Sokolova and Kefi (2020) also revealed that both influencer credibility and parasocial interaction had positive effects on purchase intention, with .164 and .118 respectively. This is in line with Parasocial Interaction Theory, as consumers consider recommendations based on the perceived relationships with influencers as well as on the characteristics of the message.

There is recent evidence that relational credibility may account for the effectiveness of influencers more than the traditional expertise-based explanations. The results of Liu and Zheng (2024) revealed that parasocial relationship had a significant effect on brand credibility (β = .550, p < .001) and purchase intention (β = .490, p < .001). The results show that the relationship between influencers and consumers can enhance the consumer's perception of the brand being promoted. This aligns with Human Brand Theory as influencers can be considered as humanised brands and their relationship with their followers can impact their reaction to the products they endorse (Ki et al., 2020).

In general, credibility, trust and expertise play a role in the success of influencer marketing by setting the stage for persuasion, but not for consumer buying. The evidence reveals that credibility impacts purchase intention via attitudes, trust and parasocial relationships. However, most studies focus on purchase intention and not actual purchasing behaviour, so credibility should be understood as a motivator for persuasive response, and not as a direct measure of financial return (Pan et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc14382][bookmark: _Toc23033]Table 4: Findings on credibility, trust and expertise
	Study
	Reported relationship
	Finding

	Chetioui et al. (2020)
	Credibility → influencer attitude
	β = .265, p < .001

	Chetioui et al. (2020)
	Trust → influencer attitude
	β = .183, p < .001

	Chetioui et al. (2020)
	Expertise → influencer attitude
	β = .248, p < .001

	Lou and Yuan (2019)
	Trust in branded posts → PI
	Positive

	Gomes et al. (2022)
	Expertise/trustworthiness → PI
	Direct effects not consistently supported

	Reinikainen et al. (2020)
	Credibility → brand trust → PI
	Positive

	Sokolova and Kefi (2020)
	Credibility → PI
	.164

	Liu and Zheng (2024)
	PSR → brand credibility
	β = .550, p < .001


Across the corpus, credibility and trust were repeatedly associated with favourable consumer outcomes. Expertise was statistically significant in some models, particularly Chetioui et al. (2020), but did not display equivalent consistency across all studies in which it was measured.

[bookmark: _Toc31029][bookmark: _Toc5607][bookmark: _Toc240993932][bookmark: _Toc12086][bookmark: _Toc19241][bookmark: _Toc830]4.3 Authenticity and Product-Influencer Congruence
The relationship between influencer marketing and consumer purchase intention is affected by authenticity and product–influencer congruence, which determine whether audiences consider the recommendations as suitable, credible and aligned with the influencer's image. The results show that authenticity is not a straightforward influencer attribute that directly results in purchase intention, but rather a relational process that is formed by the influencer's behaviour, the interpretation by the audience and the alignment with the brand. This aligns with the general influencer-marketing framework suggested by Vrontis et al. (2021), who state that the effectiveness of an influencer marketing campaign is not a single performance indicator, but rather a combination of influencer characteristics, message features, audience relationships and contextual factors.

Authenticity adds to influencer effectiveness by keeping influencers credible when commercial partnerships are added. Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard (2020) found two strategies for managing authenticity: passionate authenticity and transparent authenticity. Passionate authenticity is when the collaboration is in line with the influencer's personal interests and identity, while transparent authenticity is when the commercial relationship is openly disclosed. Their qualitative evidence included analysing influencer-brand collaborations and conducting interviews with influencers, revealing that authenticity was largely a relational process that was managed, and not a direct predictor of purchase outcomes (Audrezet et al., 2020). This finding is in line with Human Brand Theory, as it shows that there is a need to have a consistent identity and relationship with followers for their influence to be effective, not just for the promotion of products (Ki et al., 2020). However, since purchase behaviour was not measured directly, authenticity should be viewed as a condition that facilitates persuasion and not as proof of sales effects.

Authenticity is also a function of several characteristics of the audience that are perceived by the audience and not a single attribute of the influencer. Duffek et al. (2025) identified consistency, connectedness, originality, integrity and transparency as the criteria for assessing authenticity. Their study also revealed that brand managers take into account factors such as engagement, past partnerships, communication quality, and consumer feedback when evaluating influencer relationships (Duffek et al., 2025). These results confirm that authenticity is not just a personal attribute, but rather is socially co-created by influencers, brands and audiences. This is significant to the research question as it indicates that UK fashion brands should not just look at popularity when assessing the effectiveness of an influencer, but also whether the partnership is seen as credible and suitable within the influencer's community.

Product–influencer congruence helps to increase purchase intention by enhancing consumers' attitude towards the influencer and the product. Chetioui et al. (2020) added perceived congruence to their fashion influencer model and discovered that congruence had a positive impact on attitudes towards influencers and that the coefficient of β = .145 was significant. This discovery suggests that consumers react more positively when the influencer's name seems to be compatible with the product being promoted (Chetioui et al., 2020). The results are consistent with Source Credibility Theory, which posits that credibility is not only a function of expertise and trustworthiness, but also of the source's appropriateness for the message (Hovland & Weiss, 1951; Ohanian, 1990). Thus, the effectiveness of the influencer is not only related to the communicator of the message but also to the naturalness and relevance of the endorsement.

The correlation between popularity of an influencer and purchase intention is dependent on product context, which shows that size of the audience is not the sole factor in determining the effectiveness of marketing. De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders (2017) concluded that the more followers a brand has, the more popular it is perceived to be, and that this relationship between number of followers and brand outcomes is dependent on product divergence. In certain circumstances, higher follower numbers decreased the sense of uniqueness and diminished brand assessments (De Veirman et al., 2017). These findings contradict the notion that bigger audiences equate to better commercial results. This is more aligned with Product–Influencer Fit Theory, which suggests that effectiveness is not just about the number of exposures but also the fit between the influencer's attributes and the product positioning and consumer expectations (Belanche et al., 2021).

Sometimes, content value can be more important than influencer authenticity or personal characteristics when it comes to purchase intention. In the case of sponsored fashion-haul content, Mahn et al. (2026) investigated the role of influencers' characteristics such as expertise, trustworthiness, and authenticity in purchase intention, and found that their role was limited. Rather, the impulse-oriented purchases were more likely to be motivated by inspiration and the informational value was more important for consumers with greater product needs. They also discovered that the role of influencer attachment was limited in the quantitative model (Mahn et al., 2026). The results are more in line with the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) which posits that consumers may react to the quality and usefulness of information when evaluating products, not just the source characteristics (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

In general, the findings suggest that authenticity and fit between the product and the influencer boosts the persuasive power of influencer marketing, but does not necessarily lead to purchase intention. Authenticity seems to be the most critical factor in sustaining trust and the quality of the relationship, and congruence is important in determining whether an endorsement is suitable. But content usefulness, inspiration and consumer needs (Mahn et al., 2026) also play a role in purchase intention. Thus, the results indicate that the campaigns of fashion influencers in the UK are not necessarily a direct result of authenticity but a mixture of relational credibility, product alignment and content value.
[bookmark: _Toc17960][bookmark: _Toc5615]Table 5: authenticity/congruence
	Study
	Variable
	Finding

	Audrezet et al. (2020)
	Authenticity
	Passionate and transparent authenticity identified

	Duffek et al. (2025)
	Authenticity
	Consistency, connectedness, originality, integrity and transparency identified

	Chetioui et al. (2020)
	Congruence
	Positive relationship with influencer attitude, β = .145

	De Veirman et al. (2017)
	Follower number × product divergence
	Effects on brand outcomes were conditional

	Mahn et al. (2026)
	Authenticity/expertise/trustworthiness
	Minor direct role in PI relative to post characteristics


The authenticity evidence was therefore substantial at the relational level, but the quantitative association between authenticity and purchase intention was not uniform across the included studies.

[bookmark: _Toc240993933][bookmark: _Toc18864][bookmark: _Toc25111][bookmark: _Toc9675][bookmark: _Toc18271][bookmark: _Toc11929]4.4 Parasocial Relationships, Attachment and Other Psychological Mechanisms
The concept of parasocial relationships is important in understanding the impact of influencer marketing on consumer purchase intention as it turns the communication of influencers into a social relationship. Parasocial Interaction Theory suggests that an audience may feel familiar and connected with media personalities even though the interaction is one-sided (Horton & Wohl, 1956). This theory is especially pertinent in the realm of influencer marketing, where followers often come across influencers through their personal lifestyle content, where recommendations can be seen as a form of trust and familiarity as well as advertising assessment. This is in line with Parasocial Interaction Theory as the effectiveness of influencers is partially based on the perceived relationship between the influencer and consumer.

In the context of fashion and beauty influencers, the link between parasocial interaction and purchase intention is robust, indicating that relational closeness plays a significant role in consumer decision-making. Sokolova and Kefi (2020) discovered that there was a positive correlation between parasocial interaction and purchase intention for users who follow beauty and fashion influencers on Instagram and YouTube. Their results also revealed that attitude homophily had a positive effect on parasocial interaction, and that both influencer credibility and parasocial interaction had a positive effect on purchase intention (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). This indicates that when consumers feel similarity and connection with the influencer, they are more likely to take their advice. This is more in line with Parasocial Interaction Theory than traditional advertising models as the persuasive effect seems to stem from the influence of the relationship and not just exposure.

Parasocial relationships play a role in the purchase intention through the increase of the credibility of the influencer and the trust in the brand, which forms a sequential process from the formation of the relationship to the consumer's response. According to Reinikainen et al. (2020), parasocial relationships positively affected the credibility of the influencers, which in turn led to brand trust and purchase intention. The results show that relational familiarity can impact consumers' assessments of the influencer as a credible source of brand information (Reinikainen et al., 2020). The results of this study support the Source Credibility Theory as credibility is still a significant mechanism in persuasion; however, the results extend the theory by demonstrating that credibility can be built not only on expertise and trustworthiness as fixed source characteristics (Hovland & Weiss, 1951; Ohanian, 1990), but also through an existing consumer–influencer relationship.

Evidence also indicates that authenticity, similarity and informative content are factors that contribute to the development of a parasocial relationship before it affects purchase intention, further evidence of the strength of parasocial relationships. Liu and Zheng (2024) discovered that informative value had a positive impact on parasocial relationships (β = .174, p = .036), and authenticity (β = .309, p = .005) and homophily (β = .230, p = .014) also positively influenced parasocial relationships. Their model revealed that parasocial relationships later on predicted brand credibility (β = .550, p < .001) and purchase intention (β = .490, p < .001) (Liu & Zheng, 2024). These results align with the Human Brand Theory, which posits that consumers can form bonds with humanised personalities and extend those bonds to related products and brands (Thomson, 2006; Ki et al., 2020). The results also suggest that relational influence is not a single factor, however, and that popularity does not necessarily lead to parasocial relationships.

Consumer awareness of commercial persuasion does not necessarily remove the influence of parasocial relationships, but may change the way credibility is judged. Liu and Zheng (2024) discovered that persuasion knowledge negatively moderated the link between parasocial relationship and brand credibility (β = -.077, p = .018), but did not significantly moderate the relationship between parasocial relationship and purchase intention (β = .033, p = .334). This is in line with the Persuasion Knowledge Model as the consumer might be aware that the content created by the influencer has a commercial purpose, but still feel connected to the influencer (Friestad & Wright, 1994). It means that sponsorship awareness does not necessarily preclude persuasion; consumers might still respond when the relational attachment is strong.

Parasocial interaction has been found to affect purchase intention in addition to the quality of the content, indicating that relationships alone are not enough without valuable influencer communication. Gomes et al. (2022) revealed that parasocial interaction and content quality had a positive impact on purchase intention in the context of fashion influencers. Their results show that the responses of consumers are influenced by the relationship they have formed with the influencer and the usefulness of the content promoted (Gomes et al., 2022). These findings are in line with the Elaboration Likelihood Model which posits that consumers can process persuasive messages on the basis of source cues and information quality (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Influencer relationships, thus, provide persuasive potential, while content characteristics provide the means of turning that potential into purchase intention.

Beyond individual sponsored posts, attachment and psychological fulfilment offer further explanations of how influencers can affect consumers' responses. Ki et al. (2020) discovered that inspiration, enjoyment, similarity, informativeness, and visual aesthetics and expertise led to need fulfilment, which in turn led to positive reactions to the products and brands endorsed by the influencers and increased attachment to the influencers. This finding aligns with Human Brand Theory as it suggests that influencers can be viewed as human brands that can establish emotional connections and transfer positive associations to products (Ki et al., 2020; Thomson, 2006). But, it is important to note that attachment does not necessarily translate to purchase as the link between emotional connection and actual buying behaviour is less concrete.

New evidence suggests that psychological mechanisms that influence purchase intention are not limited to parasocial relationships, but also to flow and self-presentation processes. Goo and An (2026) discovered that flow experience had a positive impact on purchase intention in the context of fashion Instagram use, and self-presentation played a moderating role in the relationships within the model. This indicates that consumers might interact with an influencer's content not just due to their attachment to the influencer but also because it allows them to express their identity and experience immersion (Goo & An, 2026). These findings align with Desire-to-Mimic Theory, which suggests that consumers might mimic parts of their desired influencers' identities by making consumption decisions (Ki & Kim, 2019).
But parasocial attachment is not always the most important determinant of purchase intention, suggesting that sometimes content attributes are more important than relationship attributes. While qualitative evidence suggested that friend-like and aspirational relationships between viewers and influencers existed, attachment was only marginally important in the quantitative model, as compared to inspiration and informational value, according to Mahn et al. (2026). The results indicate that parasocial relationships serve as a basis for influence, while immediate purchase intention might be more strongly related to content that offers inspiration or product information (Mahn et al., 2026). Thus, the effectiveness of influencer marketing can be considered as a multi-stage process in which relationships, psychological responses and content value do not necessarily lead to purchase.

Generally, parasocial relationships are one of the most robust mechanisms that connects influencer marketing with purchase intention, however, content quality, consumer characteristics and commercial context play a role in the influence of parasocial relationships. The evidence suggests that influencers can be convincing not just on the basis of credibility, but also because of proximity, sense of identity and emotional bonding. But, since most studies measure purchase intention instead of actual purchasing behaviour, parasocial influence should be seen as evidence of persuasive effectiveness rather than direct financial ROI (Pan et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc28878][bookmark: _Toc5055]Table 6: Parasocial and psychological findings
	Study
	Mechanism
	Reported result

	Sokolova and Kefi (2020)
	PSI → PI
	Positive, coefficient .118

	Reinikainen et al. (2020)
	PSR → credibility → brand trust → PI
	Positive sequence

	Liu and Zheng (2024)
	Authenticity → PSR
	β = .309, p = .005

	Liu and Zheng (2024)
	Homophily → PSR
	β = .230, p = .014

	Liu and Zheng (2024)
	PSR → PI
	β = .490, p < .001

	Gomes et al. (2022)
	PSI → PI
	Positive

	Ki et al. (2020)
	Attachment
	Positive endorsement-related responses

	Goo and An (2026)
	Flow → PI
	Positive

	Mahn et al. (2026)
	Attachment → PI
	Limited relative contribution



Across these studies, parasocial relationship was repeatedly and positively associated with credibility, brand trust or purchase intention, although the magnitude and structural position of the relationship differed across models.

[bookmark: _Toc10720][bookmark: _Toc29091][bookmark: _Toc18833][bookmark: _Toc6784][bookmark: _Toc9644][bookmark: _Toc240993934]4.5 Sponsorship Disclosure
Sponsorship disclosure influences influencer marketing effectiveness by changing how consumers recognise commercial intent, although its effect on purchase intention depends on disclosure format and audience interpretation. The results show that disclosure does not necessarily diminish the effectiveness of influencers, but rather how consumers process sponsored content. This is consistent with the Persuasion Knowledge Model, which posits that consumers are sensitive to persuasion cues and adapt their understanding of the message when they see that the message is commercial in nature (Friestad & Wright, 1994).

Disclosure leads to higher ad recognition and brand-related responses, indicating that transparency and consumer engagement can go hand-in-hand. According to Boerman (2020), the standardised Instagram disclosure “Paid partnership with [brand]” was found to have a significant impact on the recognition of the ads compared to content without disclosure. There was also a correlation between higher ad recognition and greater brand recall and engagement with the post, including liking, sharing, and commenting (Boerman, 2020). These findings are consistent with Persuasion Knowledge Theory, as the knowledge of the ad does not always lead to resistance, consumers can be aware of the ad and still respond positively.

The disclosure recognition effect seems to be similar for all influencer types, but it does not necessarily indicate a direct purchase effect. Boerman (2020) discovered that the main disclosure effects on advertising recognition and related outcomes were not significantly different across the various influencer types (micro-influencer and meso-influencer conditions). This indicates that transparency works more to increase the awareness of the sponsorship, and not to alter the impact of the various types of influencers (Boerman, 2020). The study was, however, limited in its ability to provide evidence of actual purchasing behaviour because it focused on advertising recognition and intentions to engage in purchasing.

When consumers are aware of the commercial nature of the content, the connection between disclosure and consumer reaction is more complicated. Evans et al. (2017) found that disclosure wording had an impact on advertising recognition, with the clearer disclosure wording “Paid Ad” resulting in higher recognition than no disclosure and less explicit disclosure wording. But, there was no direct significant relationship between advertising recognition and purchase intention (b = .04, p = .558), which means that being aware of the sponsorship does not necessarily diminish consumer purchase intention (Evans et al., 2017). These findings are in line with the Persuasion Knowledge Model as the awareness of the persuasion does not always prevent persuasive effects but rather alters the interpretation of the message.

Disclosure effects are not simply positive or negative, but are a function of consumer awareness and remembered sponsorship information. Evans et al. (2017) discovered that the interaction of disclosure memory and advertising recognition had a more negative impact on brand attitude and electronic word-of-mouth intentions, and a marginally negative impact on purchase intention. This indicates that the persuasiveness and reach of persuasion knowledge can impact the consumer's evaluation of sponsored recommendations (Evans et al., 2017). Thus, disclosure can serve as a means of maintaining transparency, and can also lead to increased consumer scrutiny when the commercial intent is very salient.

Purchase-related responses are not a universal disclosure effect but are dependent on both the characteristics of the influencer and the disclosure conditions. Under certain experimental conditions, Kay, Mulcahy and Parkinson (2020) discovered that disclosure and influencer category had an impact on product knowledge and purchase intention. They did not find evidence that disclosure negatively impacts the effectiveness of influencers across all types of influencers, as was assumed (Kay et al., 2020). These findings are more in line with a contextual perspective on the persuasion of influencers, in which disclosure outcomes are a function of the interaction between influencer credibility, audience expectations and message conditions.

Overall, the results indicate that disclosure of sponsorship influences the consumer's perception of the influencer marketing but that transparency alone does not necessarily lead to purchase intention. Disclosure is most effective in terms of advertising recognition and cognitive processing, with other factors such as influencer credibility, content quality and audience relationships influencing later outcomes like purchase intention (Boerman, 2020; Evans et al., 2017; Kay et al., 2020). So, in the UK fashion context, disclosure should be viewed as a determinant of persuasion processes and not as a direct measure of campaign success or failure.
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	Study
	Outcome
	Finding

	Boerman (2020)
	Advertising recognition
	Standardised disclosure increased recognition

	Boerman (2020)
	Brand recall
	Improved indirectly through ad recognition

	Boerman (2020)
	Online engagement intention
	Positive association with ad recognition

	Evans et al. (2017)
	Advertising recognition
	Disclosure language significantly affected recognition

	Evans et al. (2017)
	PI
	No significant direct negative effect from ad recognition

	Evans et al. (2017)
	Brand attitude/eWOM
	Conditional negative effects when disclosure was remembered

	Kay et al. (2020)
	Product knowledge / PI
	Effects varied across influencer-size and disclosure conditions



The disclosure results thus displayed consistency at the level of advertising recognition but greater variation at later attitudinal and behavioural-intention stages.

[bookmark: _Toc26671][bookmark: _Toc20102][bookmark: _Toc26558][bookmark: _Toc240993935][bookmark: _Toc7109][bookmark: _Toc4843]4.6 Engagement, Brand Awareness and Campaign Performance
Engagement measures provide evidence of consumer response to influencer marketing, but the findings indicate that engagement should be interpreted as an intermediate outcome rather than direct evidence of purchase or financial return. Engagement has been quantified using various metrics in the literature, such as likes, comments, shares, reposts, interaction intentions, and other brand responses, which makes it challenging to compare engagement across different studies (Leung et al., 2022). This separation is crucial to the main research question as engagement is not the only measure of influencer marketing effectiveness. These findings align with the staged effectiveness perspective proposed by Pan et al. (2025), which differentiates between non-transactional outcomes (e.g., engagement and purchase intention) and transactional outcomes (e.g., actual purchasing behaviour and sales).

It is not about engagement being created through the presence of influencers, but about the match between influencer attributes, content attributes and campaign goals. Hughes, Swaminathan and Brooks (2019) discovered that the results of influencer campaigns were dependent on platform and the purpose/content of the campaign. What they found was that expertise had more relevance in some awareness-focused campaigns, and hedonic content had more relevance in some trial-oriented contexts (Hughes et al., 2019). These findings are in line with Source Credibility Theory as expertise may impact consumer responses when the campaign goal is information and credibility. The results also show that credibility is not enough to make it effective – the value of influencer characteristics is context dependent.

When influencers are seen as a source of brand information and recommendation, engagement can lead to purchase intention. Jiménez-Castillo and Sánchez-Fernández (2019) discovered that perceived influencer influence had a positive impact on brand engagement, expected brand value and purchase intention. This indicates that engagement could be an earlier phase of the consumer decision journey, with interaction with influencer content leading to better brand and product assessments. This is in line with Theory of Planned Behaviour which suggests that positive attitudes and perceived value can help to develop behavioural intention prior to purchase (Ajzen, 1991). But the evidence is still limited as purchase intention does not guarantee actual purchases.
However, consumers' recognition and interpretation of sponsored content from influencers also play a role in engagement responses. Boerman (2020) discovered that when people were aware that an influencer post was an ad, they were more likely to like, share and comment on it. The findings indicate that the presence of commercial content does not always deter engagement with influencer content. The results confirm the Persuasion Knowledge Model as consumers can detect persuasive intent without stopping their processing of branded messages (Friestad & Wright, 1994). But, after ad recognition, engagement should be seen as a reaction from the audience and not as a measure of sales success.

However, the size of the follower base is not the only factor to consider when assessing the effectiveness of a campaign, as having a large audience can lead to greater visibility but not necessarily better brand results. De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders (2017) discovered that the more followers, the more popular, but product divergence was a determinant of brand outcomes. In certain cases, a high number of followers decreased the sense of uniqueness and diminished brand assessments (De Veirman et al., 2017). These results are more aligned with Product–Influencer Congruence Theory, where effectiveness is not just about the number of followers but also the congruence between the influencer's identity, product attributes, and consumer expectations (Belanche et al., 2021).

While investment in influencer marketing can boost engagement, cost-based engagement shouldn't be taken as a measure of financial return on investment. Leung et al. (2022) conducted a study on the data of the campaigns and concluded that for every 1% rise in the amount of money spent on influencer marketing, there was an increase of about 0.457% in engagement. But, engagement elasticity depended on the influencer activity, the fit between the follower and the brand, the positivity of the post, and the salience of the sponsor (Leung et al., 2022). These findings demonstrate that expenditure can generate measurable audience responses, but they do not establish whether campaigns create profit. So engagement is a valuable indicator of campaign performance and is distinct from conversion, attributable sales and financial ROI.

In general, the data suggests that engagement is a good proxy for audience response but not enough for commercial success. When there is a match between influencer characteristics, content and campaign goals, influencer marketing can create awareness and interaction and positive brand responses (Hughes et al., 2019; Leung et al., 2022). But, the evidence suggests that conclusions about the effectiveness of communication are stronger than financial outcomes as engagement does not mean that consumers bought products or that incremental profit was generated (Pan et al., 2025).
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	Study
	Metric
	Finding

	Hughes et al. (2019)
	Campaign engagement
	Varied by platform, objective and content

	Jiménez-Castillo and Sánchez-Fernández (2019)
	Brand engagement
	Positively associated with perceived influencer influence

	Boerman (2020)
	Like/share/comment intention
	Positive association with advertising recognition

	De Veirman et al. (2017)
	Popularity/brand attitude
	Follower effects conditional on product context

	Leung et al. (2022)
	Engagement elasticity
	1% greater spend associated with c.0.457% greater engagement



The engagement findings demonstrated that campaign response was measurable at several levels, but the metrics used were not uniform across the studies.

[bookmark: _Toc27164][bookmark: _Toc30529][bookmark: _Toc240993936][bookmark: _Toc13268][bookmark: _Toc32164][bookmark: _Toc32072]4.7 Purchase Intention, Conversion and ROI-Related Evidence
Purchase intention is the strongest commercial outcome demonstrated in influencer marketing research, but the evidence indicates that it represents consumer willingness to buy rather than confirmed purchasing behaviour. The academic evidence base shows that influencer marketing can influence purchase intention through attitudes, trust, parasocial relationships and content value; however, the transition from intention to actual sales remains insufficiently demonstrated. Industry evidence similarly highlights this limitation, suggesting that influencer endorsements do not always translate into completed consumer purchases (Clapp, 2020). This distinction is important for the central research question because purchase intention provides evidence of persuasive effectiveness but does not establish financial ROI (Pan et al., 2025).

Influencer and brand attitudes are significant mediators of the relationship between influencer marketing and purchase intention in the context of fashion. Chetioui et al. (2020) reported that their model accounted for 40.6% of the variance in purchase intention. The attitude towards the influencer was found to be a significant predictor of purchase intention (β = .288), whereas brand attitude was more strongly related to purchase intention (β = .412) (Chetioui et al., 2020). These findings are in line with Theory of Planned Behaviour which suggests that attitudes can affect behavioural intentions (Ajzen, 1991). The results also show that exposure is not enough to make influencers effective, as consumers need to have positive evaluations of the influencer and the brand.

The mechanisms of relationality, like credibility and parasocial interaction, offer solid explanations for the impact of influencer marketing on purchase intention. Sokolova and Kefi (2020) discovered that credibility and parasocial interaction of influencers had a positive impact on purchase intention of the followers of fashion and beauty influencers. Liu and Zheng (2024) also discovered that the parasocial relationship had a medium effect on purchase intention (β = .490, p < .001). This finding is in line with Parasocial Interaction Theory, which suggests that consumers react to influencers not only based on informational evaluation (Horton & Wohl, 1956), but also due to perceived social interaction. Results show that relational closeness can enhance persuasive effects, but it does not prove that consumers make purchases.

There are other mechanisms that explain the impact of influencer marketing on purchase intention: content quality and consumer trust. Gomes et al. (2022) revealed that content quality and parasocial interaction had a positive impact on purchase intention in fashion influencer marketing. Reinikainen et al. (2020) demonstrated that credibility led to brand trust, which in turn positively affected purchase intention, while Lou and Yuan (2019) revealed that trust in branded influencer posts and brand awareness had a positive impact on purchase intention. These findings are more consistent with Elaboration Likelihood Model, as consumers can consider both the source of the message and the quality of information provided when forming purchase-related attitudes (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

Some recent evidence suggests that sometimes it is the content characteristics that have a stronger impact on purchase intention than the characteristics of the influencers. Mahn et al. (2026) discovered that inspiration emerged as the most significant factor influencing purchase intentions in sponsored fashion hauls, with informational value playing a pivotal role among consumers with higher product needs. The study revealed that expertise, trustworthiness, authenticity and influencer attachment only had a limited direct explanatory power compared to post-level characteristics (Mahn et al., 2026). This is more in line with the Elaboration Likelihood Model as it indicates that consumers might react to the usefulness and relevance of the message, not just the attributes of the influencer.

Purchase intention is also affected by contextual factors such as influencer category, disclosure conditions and consumer psychological experiences. Kay et al. (2020) revealed that influencer category and disclosure conditions had an impact on purchase intention, and product knowledge was found to be a mediating variable. Goo and An (2026) also discovered that flow experience had a positive impact on purchase intention in the use of fashion Instagram, and that self-presentation played a moderating role in the relationships within the model. These results suggest that purchase intention is a result of several consumer processes and not just one influencer characteristic.

While there is ample proof of purchase intent, the literature offers little evidence of conversion or financial ROI from influencer marketing. Hughes et al. (2019) looked at campaign engagement outcomes, but explicitly said that ROI was not directly tested. Leung et al. (2022) included influencer spend in their analysis but used engagement elasticity instead of ROI based on profit. Their research thus shows a correlation between spending and engagement, but not financial return. Duffek et al. (2025) found managerial interest in ROI and mentions of engagement and sales, but no standardised calculation of the relationship between influencer spend, sales and profit.

The primary constraint of the evidence base is the disconnect between consumer intent and actual commercial results. Promotional codes were also found to be a possible way to connect influencers' actions to transactions, although the primary dependent variable in Mahn et al. (2026) was purchase intention. Most studies thus use self-reported intention, attitudes, trust, engagement or brand responses instead of actual purchase records. The evidence therefore suggests that while influencer marketing can be a persuasive tool, it is not yet sufficient to determine full financial ROI. This finding aligns with the outcome hierarchy suggested by Pan et al. (2025), which posits that psychological responses and intentions are initial stages of the process, preceding actual purchase and financial outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc240641730][bookmark: _Toc9394][bookmark: _Toc25741]Table 9: Strength of evidence across the outcome hierarchy
	Outcome level
	Presence in the 18-study corpus

	Influencer characteristics
	Extensive

	Credibility / authenticity
	Extensive

	Trust / parasocial response
	Extensive

	Brand attitude / awareness
	Moderate to extensive

	Engagement
	Extensive

	Purchase intention
	Extensive

	Conversion
	Limited

	Verified purchase
	Very limited

	Attributable sales
	Very limited

	Incremental profit
	Not established

	Complete financial ROI
	Not established



The distribution of evidence was therefore heavily concentrated before the verified transaction and financial-return stages.

[bookmark: _Toc240993937][bookmark: _Toc8922][bookmark: _Toc10744][bookmark: _Toc27312][bookmark: _Toc18129][bookmark: _Toc24542]4.8 Summary of Findings
The findings demonstrated six recurrent empirical patterns. First, credibility and trust were consistently represented in models of influencer effectiveness, although expertise was not uniformly significant. Second, authenticity and congruence were positively associated with relational or attitudinal outcomes, while direct effects on purchase intention were mixed. Third, parasocial relationships constituted one of the most consistently supported psychological variables, with several studies reporting significant associations with credibility, brand trust or purchase intention. Fourth, sponsorship disclosure reliably increased advertising recognition, but later-stage consumer responses varied across experimental conditions. Fifth, engagement depended on campaign, platform, content and influencer characteristics and was operationalised through several non-equivalent measures. Sixth, purchase intention was the dominant lower-funnel outcome, while verified conversion, attributable sales and financial ROI were only minimally represented in the corpus.

The consolidated evidence can be represented as an empirical outcome sequence:
Influencer and content characteristics → credibility/authenticity evaluations → trust and parasocial response → brand awareness and engagement → purchase intention → conversion → actual purchase → attributable sales → financial ROI.

Within the 18-study academic corpus, evidence was concentrated most strongly in the stages extending from influencer characteristics through purchase intention. Evidence became progressively less frequent at the conversion, actual-purchase and financial-return stages.
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This dissertation examined the effectiveness of influencer marketing in shaping consumer purchase intention within the fashion sector, with particular attention to credibility, authenticity, parasocial interaction, product-influencer fit, engagement, purchase intention and return-on-investment-related outcomes. The evidence reviewed across the 18 peer-reviewed studies demonstrates that influencer marketing can exert a meaningful persuasive effect on consumers, but that this effect is neither linear nor uniform. Instead, effectiveness emerges through a layered sequence in which influencer and content characteristics shape credibility and authenticity perceptions, which subsequently influence trust, parasocial relationships, brand attitudes, engagement and purchase intention. The evidence is strongest at the psychological and attitudinal stages of this sequence and becomes progressively weaker as the outcome moves towards actual purchase, attributable sales and financial ROI.

A central conclusion is that credibility and trust remain fundamental but are insufficient on their own to explain purchase intention. The evidence consistently indicates that consumers evaluate influencers not only according to expertise or trustworthiness, but also through the relational context in which the recommendation is delivered. Parasocial relationships were among the most consistently supported mechanisms across the reviewed studies, suggesting that perceived closeness, familiarity and similarity can strengthen the persuasive impact of influencer communication. This means that influencer effectiveness should not be understood purely through conventional endorsement logic. In social-media environments, influence is partly constructed through repeated interaction and the perception of an ongoing social relationship.
The findings further demonstrate that authenticity is important, but its role requires careful interpretation. Authenticity appears particularly valuable in sustaining trust, relational legitimacy and audience retention, yet the reviewed evidence does not support the proposition that authenticity invariably produces stronger purchase intention directly. In some studies, content characteristics such as inspiration and informational value were more influential than influencer traits. This suggests that authenticity may function primarily as a foundational condition that preserves credibility, while message quality becomes the more immediate mechanism through which consumer response is activated.

Product-influencer fit also emerged as an important condition of effectiveness. Congruence between the influencer, the endorsed product and the consumer's identity can strengthen attitudes and purchase-related responses, while poor alignment may weaken the value of popularity or follower size. This finding has particular relevance for fashion, where consumption is frequently connected to identity, lifestyle and symbolic meaning. Accordingly, brands should not assume that influencers with the largest audiences necessarily provide the strongest persuasive or commercial value.

The dissertation also concludes that engagement metrics must be interpreted cautiously. Likes, comments, shares and brand interactions are useful indicators of audience response, but they do not constitute evidence of purchase or financial return. Similarly, purchase intention is a valuable lower-funnel measure, yet it remains a stated psychological outcome rather than a verified transaction. The distinction between these measures is particularly important when evaluating ROI. While several studies demonstrated meaningful associations between influencer activity and engagement or purchase intention, very few provided the complete financial data required to establish profit-based ROI. Therefore, the current academic evidence supports stronger claims about persuasive effectiveness than about financial profitability.

[bookmark: _Toc24126][bookmark: _Toc27296][bookmark: _Toc32291][bookmark: _Toc13881][bookmark: _Toc240993940][bookmark: _Toc10202]5.2 Recommendations
The findings support several recommendations for fashion brands and marketers. First, influencer selection should prioritise credibility, audience congruence, content quality and relational fit rather than follower count alone. Brands should assess whether the influencer's identity, values, communication style and audience are aligned with the positioning of the product. This is especially important in fashion categories where identity expression and symbolic consistency strongly influence consumer evaluation.

Second, brands should treat content strategy as a central determinant of campaign performance. The evidence indicates that inspirational and informative content can sometimes exert greater influence on purchase intention than source characteristics themselves. Fashion campaigns should therefore provide content that helps consumers visualise product use, styling possibilities, fit, quality and lifestyle relevance rather than relying excessively on generic endorsement.

Third, campaign measurement should be matched explicitly to campaign objectives. Awareness campaigns should be assessed through reach, recall and brand recognition; engagement campaigns should focus on meaningful interactions; conversion campaigns should use tracked clicks, affiliate links, promotional codes and verified purchasing data; and ROI assessments should include campaign expenditure, attributable sales, product margins and incremental profit. Engagement should not be treated as a substitute for sales, and purchase intention should not be presented as equivalent to realised revenue.

Finally, brands should use disclosure transparently while avoiding overly commercial presentation. The reviewed evidence suggests that sponsorship disclosure increases advertising recognition but does not automatically destroy purchase intention or engagement. Transparency is therefore compatible with influencer effectiveness where the partnership remains credible and the content continues to offer value.
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Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the dissertation relied on secondary evidence rather than original primary data. Consequently, the analysis is dependent on the methodological quality, measures and reporting practices of the included studies. Differences in research design, sample characteristics, platforms and operational definitions limit direct comparability.

Second, much of the evidence was drawn from non-UK contexts. Although the mechanisms identified, such as credibility, parasocial interaction and content quality, are conceptually transferable, their strength may differ among UK fashion consumers due to cultural, economic and market-specific factors.

Third, purchase intention was substantially more common than verified purchase behaviour in the evidence base. This restricts the extent to which conclusions can be extended from intention to actual consumer transactions. The lack of consistent campaign cost, attributable revenue and profitability data similarly limits definitive conclusions about financial ROI.

Fourth, engagement was measured inconsistently across studies. Likes, comments, shares, reposts and stated engagement intentions were sometimes treated as related indicators, although they do not necessarily represent equivalent levels of consumer involvement. This heterogeneity weakens direct cross-study comparison.
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Future research should place greater emphasis on actual purchasing behaviour and financial outcomes. Longitudinal studies linking influencer exposure to verified transactions would help establish whether purchase intention reliably translates into behaviour. Access to brand-level campaign data would also enable researchers to calculate incremental revenue, contribution margin and profit-based ROI more rigorously.

Further research should also focus specifically on the UK fashion market. Comparative studies across fast fashion, luxury, sustainable fashion and independent retail would help determine whether credibility, authenticity, parasocial relationships and product fit operate differently across fashion categories.

Experimental research should investigate the causal ordering of credibility, authenticity and parasocial relationships. Existing evidence shows strong associations, but it remains unclear whether credibility strengthens parasocial attachment, whether attachment increases perceived credibility, or whether the relationship is reciprocal.

Finally, future studies should examine the interaction between influencer characteristics and content characteristics more closely. The present findings suggest that strong content can sometimes outweigh traditional influencer traits. Understanding when message quality becomes more important than influencer credibility would provide a more complete theoretical and managerial account of influencer-marketing effectiveness.

Overall, this dissertation concludes that influencer marketing can meaningfully shape consumer purchase intention in fashion, but its effectiveness is conditional, multi-stage and context-dependent. The evidence supports confidence in its persuasive potential, while more rigorous behavioural and financial research is required before equally strong claims can be made about attributable profitability and ROI.
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	Theme
	Studies providing strongest evidence
	Specific result
	Evidence strength

	Theme 1: Credibility, Trust and Expertise
	Chetioui et al. (2020); Lou & Yuan (2019); Liu & Zheng (2024); Reinikainen et al. (2020); Sokolova & Kefi (2020)
	Credibility and trust are generally associated with stronger purchase intention, but expertise is not consistently a direct predictor.
	Strong for trust/credibility; mainly indirect/mediated

	Theme 2: Authenticity and Product-Influencer Fit
	Audrezet et al. (2020); De Veirman et al. (2017); Duffek et al. (2025); Mahn et al. (2026)
	Authenticity supports trust and relationship quality, but direct effects on purchase intention are inconsistent. Fit and product context influence response.
	Moderate; context dependent

	Theme 3: Parasocial Interaction and Psychological Mechanisms
	Gomes et al. (2022); Ki et al. (2020); Liu & Zheng (2024); Reinikainen et al. (2020); Sokolova & Kefi (2020)
	Parasocial relationships, attachment and related psychological mechanisms repeatedly predict stronger purchase intention.
	Strong and relatively consistent

	Theme 4: Engagement, Awareness and Campaign Response
	Boerman (2020); De Veirman et al. (2017); Hughes et al. (2019); Jimenez-Castillo & Sanchez-Fernandez (2019); Leung et al. (2022)
	Engagement, recall and awareness show campaign response but do not establish conversion or sales.
	Strong for response; weak for commercial proof

	Theme 5: Purchase Intention and Performance Measurement
	Chetioui et al. (2020); Gomes et al. (2022); Goo & An (2026); Kay et al. (2020); Liu & Zheng (2024); Lou & Yuan (2019); Mahn et al. (2026); Reinikainen et al. (2020); Sokolova & Kefi (2020)
	Purchase intention is the dominant lower-funnel outcome across the corpus.
	Strong for intention; limited for actual purchase

	Theme 6: ROI, Actual Behaviour and Secondary-Data Limitations
	Hughes et al. (2019); Leung et al. (2022); Duffek et al. (2025); Mahn et al. (2026)
	The corpus contains little verified conversion, attributable sales or profit-based ROI evidence.
	Weak for behaviour; insufficient for full ROI
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	Study
	Theme
	Exact / reported finding
	PDF page
	Meaning for results

	Chetioui et al. (2020)
	Theme 1 / Theme 5
	“The research model explains 40.6% of variation in purchase intention.”
	p. 9
	Direct purchase-intention evidence

	Boerman (2020)
	Theme 4
	“the disclosure positively affected brand recall and intentions to engage with the post, via ad recognition.”
	p. 2
	Awareness/engagement, not purchase

	Gomes et al. (2022)
	Theme 3 / Theme 5
	“blog content quality and para-social interaction positively influence purchase intention in fashion brands.”
	p. 2
	Direct PI evidence

	Liu & Zheng (2024)
	Theme 3 / Theme 5
	PSR -> purchase intention: beta = 0.490, p < .001.
	p. 6
	Strong relational mechanism

	Sokolova & Kefi (2020)
	Theme 1 / Theme 3 / Theme 5
	Credibility -> purchase intention = 0.164; parasocial interaction -> purchase intention = 0.118.
	p. 9
	Direct PI paths

	Kay et al. (2020)
	Theme 4 / Theme 5
	Macro- vs micro-influencer manipulation had a significant direct effect on purchase intentions (beta = .26, p < .01).
	p. 38
	Direct PI effect

	Evans et al. (2017)
	Theme 4 / Theme 5
	“All other analyses indicated no significant differences in purchase intention or sharing intention based on disclosure language.”
	p. 20
	Null direct PI effect of disclosure wording

	Mahn et al. (2026)
	Theme 2 / Theme 5
	“none of the investigated SMI characteristics impact the purchase intentions for the products presented in hauls.”
	p. 25
	Contradictory/null influencer-characteristic effect

	Hughes et al. (2019)
	Theme 4 / Theme 6
	The study “did not directly test for the impact on return on investment (ROI).”
	p. 35
	Explicit ROI limitation

	Leung et al. (2022)
	Theme 4 / Theme 6
	A 1% increase in influencer marketing spend increased engagement by 0.457%.
	p. 25
	Cost-adjusted engagement, not financial ROI

	Reinikainen et al. (2020)
	Theme 1 / Theme 3 / Theme 5
	Influencer credibility positively affects brand trust and purchase intention.
	p. 4
	Direct relational/PI evidence

	Lou & Yuan (2019)
	Theme 1 / Theme 5
	Trust in posts -> purchase intention = 0.405; brand awareness -> purchase intention = 0.408.
	p. 11
	Trust and awareness linked to PI
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	Outcome stage
	Typical measure
	Coverage in corpus
	Evidence strength

	Influencer/content characteristics
	Credibility, authenticity, expertise, fit, informativeness
	Extensive
	Strong

	Psychological mechanisms
	Trust, PSR, attachment, flow, identification
	Extensive
	Strong

	Brand response
	Awareness, recall, brand attitude
	Several studies
	Moderate-strong

	Engagement
	Likes, comments, reposts, engagement intention
	Several studies
	Moderate-strong

	Purchase intention
	Self-reported likelihood/willingness to buy
	Most common lower-funnel outcome
	Strong

	Conversion
	Clicks, codes, checkout actions
	Rare
	Weak

	Actual purchase
	Verified transaction
	Very rare
	Very weak

	Attributed sales
	Campaign-linked revenue
	Rare
	Very weak

	Financial ROI
	Incremental profit relative to campaign cost
	Not directly demonstrated
	Insufficient


Appendix D. Research Question Synthesis
	Question
	Focus
	Narrow synthesis

	Main RQ
	What does existing evidence reveal about influencer marketing and purchase intention in UK fashion?
	Influencer marketing is generally associated with purchase intention through credibility, trust, parasocial and content mechanisms. Evidence is strongest up to intention and weakens sharply for verified purchase and ROI.

	RQ1
	How are credibility, authenticity, trust, parasocial interaction and product fit associated with purchase intention?
	Trust and parasocial interaction show the most consistent positive links. Credibility and authenticity often operate indirectly or conditionally; product fit and context matter.

	RQ2
	How useful are engagement, awareness, conversion and purchase-intention measures?
	They represent different stages. Awareness and engagement show response; purchase intention is closer to behaviour; conversion and verified purchases provide stronger commercial evidence.

	RQ3
	How do academic and industry interpretations of performance differ?
	The 18 academic studies mainly explain psychological and attitudinal mechanisms. A definitive academic-industry comparison requires the separately identified industry dataset.

	RQ4
	What limitations arise when secondary evidence is used to evaluate ROI and purchasing?
	Main limits are self-reported intention, inconsistent engagement measures, cross-context transferability and lack of campaign cost, attributable sales and incremental profit data.
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APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL – INTRODUCTORY NOTES

In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. A researcher may not be covered by the University’s insurance if ethical approval has not been obtained prior to commencement.

The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: 
“[C]reative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications”. 
As such this covers activities undertaken by:
· Members of staff (academic staff or support staff);
· Individuals holding honorary title from the University;
· Postgraduate research students;
In all of these cases ethical review is required regardless of discipline.

The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the lead researcher.

Ethical approval is not required for routine audits, performance reviews, quality assurance studies, testing within normal educational requirements, and literary or artistic criticism. 

For most projects you will only need to complete sections in the main part of the form. A few projects will need more detailed ethical consideration and will need you to fill in sections in an appendix. At some points in this form you will be asked questions about your research in the following way:

	1
	Does your research involve <<something specific>>?
	YES
	Click to continue to appendix <<N>>
	NO
	Continue to the next section

	2
	Have you completed appendix <<N>>? 
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐



Clicking in the appropriate box will take you to the appropriate location in the text. At the end of each appendix is a box. Clicking on this will return you to the question that originally took you to the appendix.

	
	
	
	
	


	Return to the main form



NB These clickable links will only work if you are editing the document in the desktop version of Word, not the browser version. Please download and save the form before editing it.

Guidance notes are provided as comments or as text IN GREEN throughout this form. Please ensure that the comments are removed and that the green text is replaced by your own text or removed as appropriate BEFORE submitting this form.

Please ensure that you have read the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Policy and the UWTSD Research Data Management Policy BEFORE submitting this form.
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