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[bookmark: _Toc228397642]                           CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Social media platforms have experienced rapid expansion which has resulted in major changes to how fashion brands conduct their marketing activities. Brands increasingly rely on influencer marketing to communicate with consumers in more personalised and relatable ways. Digital opinion leaders known as influencers use their selected content and way of life and product recommendations to create consumer opinion. Fast-fashion brands use influencer partnerships as a marketing strategy which helps them reach more people and interact with their audience. High online activity levels do not ensure that customers will decide to buy products. Consumers today tend to doubt sponsored content when they see endorsements which feel too commercial or which do not match an influencer's real personality.
Trust has therefore emerged as a central concern in understanding influencer effectiveness. Consumers assess influencer credibility through their ability to show genuine personality and match their brand partnerships before deciding to trust them with product recommendations. The body of research about influencer marketing has grown but researchers still lack qualitative data about how fast-fashion brands establish trust with their customers. This chapter introduces the research problem and establishes research aims and objectives while creating a theoretical framework which will explain how Zara consumers understand influencer marketing and how their understanding affects their buying behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc228397643]1.1 Background and Problem Statement
In the last ten years, the digital transformation has been changing the marketing communication in a fundamental manner, especially in the fashion industry. The adoption of social media application like Instagram, Tik-Tok and YouTube has disrupted the traditional communication model of brand through one-way advertising and has embedded the interactive/user-centred model of engagement. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) assert that social media has transformed the concept of marketing through offering participatory communication where consumers are co-creators of brand meaning instead of passive consumers of promotional advertisements. This has changed particularly in fashion marketing in which visual storytelling, expression of identity and peer comparison have a high impact on the purchasing behaviour. With the growth of digital channels in media consumption trends, fashion houses have been adjusting to keep pace with the trends in order to stay prominent, relevant and convincing in very competitive digital platforms.
Influencer marketing has become one of the most powerful changes in this digital transformation. Influencers are people who build huge and active following in social media and are recognized as opinion leaders in certain niches like fashion, beauty or lifestyle. In contrast to the conventional celebrity endorsements, influencer marketing can be defined in terms of perceived authenticity, relatability and social proximity. Ohanian (1990) theorises the idea of credibility of a source by forming dimensions of expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness, as it has become central in the conceptualisation of influencer effectiveness. Modern studies indicate that the credibility of influencers and perceived value of the message have a strong impact on consumer trust and positively influence the intentions to buy (Lou and Yuan, 2019). As a result, the brands focus more and more on influencer collaboration as a strategy to encourage engagement and conversion.
The fast-fashion industry can serve as a particularly interesting setting where we can observe the nature of influencer marketing. Fast-fashion brands are in an environment of high trend cycles, short product lifespan, and constant product innovation. Zara, one of the top brands of the Inditex Group, is commonly known to have a flexible supply chain and the capacity to turn trends in the runway to consumer-friendly products in a matter of weeks.
The social media in these high-velocity conditions can serve as a promotional tool, as well as the trend diffusion in real time. Customers often use influencers to decipher new trends, organize clothes and represent aspirational fashion labels.
Consumers demand validation, inspiration and social approval by making consumption choices. As shown by De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders (2017), the number of followers and perceived expertise are influencer traits that affect brand attitudes in the fashion industry. On the same note, Phua, Jin and Kim (2017) say that brand identification and commitment is made stronger through social media interaction as trust and relationships are developed. The influencer partnership can enhance brand exposure and provide support to aspirational positioning in Zara, but the effectiveness of the partnerships is closely related to the perceptions of the authenticity and credibility of the influencer by consumers.
Although influencer marketing is growing at a very fast rate, the growth in monetary investment may not necessarily result in an increment in purchase intention. Although posts made by an influencer often achieve high-engagement rates: likes, comments and shares, these measures might not be the true measure of trust or persuasiveness. Paid relationships and advertising disclosures have become more recognised as consumers are likely to become more skeptical and perceive less authenticity. Evans et al. (2017) discover that the language of disclosure can affect the advertising recognition and then change the attitudes to the content that has been promoted by an influencer. In situations where the endorsements are seen to be too commercial or off-brand with the personality of the person endorsing them, viewers might encounter what refer to as authenticity tension. This conflict may reduce the persuasive effect and distrust.
Trust is a critical and sophisticated concept to digital marketing relationships. It is a relational process that decreases the perceived risk and increases consumer confidence in the consumer decisions. Trust thus becomes a determining factor in online spaces where consumers are threatened by information overload and promotional saturation when it comes to deciding whether they will act on the exposure. Although the existing studies have reviewed direct relationships between influencer characteristics and purchase intention (Lou and Yuan, 2019), fewer studies have empirically investigated trust as an intermediate variable in the fast-fashion setting. The lack of such analysis restricts the comprehensiveness of the way influencer marketing transpires to give rise to behavioural results.
In addition, the reaction of consumers towards influencer marketing cannot be similar with all demographic categories. Age, gender and frequency of social media use could be among the factors that affect consumer interpretation of credibility cues, authenticity signals and sponsored content disclosures. 
The central problem of this dissertation research studies how influencer marketing affects purchase intention through consumer trust in the fast-fashion industry of Zara. The research develops a structured model to study how influencer credibility, authenticity, influencer-brand alignment, consumer trust and purchase intention relationships function together. The study creates a dual contribution to academic research and business operations by showing how fashion influencer marketing affects consumer behaviour in modern fashion markets.
[bookmark: _Toc228397644]1.2 Research Aim
The study aims to investigate how influencer marketing affects consumer purchasing behaviour in fast fashion through its impact on their trust in Zara brand. The research investigates how three influencer attributes—credibility and authenticity and brand compatibility—determine consumer trust which then influences their fashion purchasing decisions. The research aims to explore how Zara consumers interpret influencer marketing attributes, particularly credibility, authenticity and influencer–brand fit, and how these perceptions contribute to the development of trust and influence fashion purchase decisions. The study uses qualitative methods to study trust development because it does not examine statistical relationships between variables. The research also seeks to examine how different consumer characteristics, such as age, gender and patterns of social media use, shape the way influencer marketing is perceived and evaluated. The study examines consumer trust in influencer marketing by studying their meanings and experiences and reasoning processes while developing theoretical understanding of trust and practical knowledge of influencer strategies used by Zara in the fast fashion industry.
[bookmark: _Toc228397645]1.3 Research Objectives
In order to realize the mentioned research objective, the following objectives will be used in the present study:
To explore how Zara consumers perceive influencer marketing attributes—specifically credibility, authenticity and influencer–brand fit—and how these perceptions contribute to the development of trust and shape purchase intention in the fast-fashion context.
These goals are based on the known literature on influencer marketing and trust (Ohanian, 1990; Lou and Yuan, 2019; Breves et al., 2019) and designed in such a way as to go beyond the direct-effect analysis. 
[bookmark: _Toc228397646]1.4 Research Questions
The study investigates research questions which stem from the research gap which the study identifies and the research objectives which the study establishes. 
RQ1: What attributes of influencer marketing, which include credibility and authenticity together with influencer-brand fit, serve as the main elements that determine consumer trust in the fast-fashion industry? 
RQ2: To what extent does consumer trust influence purchase intention toward fashion products promoted by influencers? 
RQ3: Does consumer trust mediate the relationship between influencer marketing attributes and purchase intention? 
The research questions provide a framework for studying how Zara consumers perceive influencer marketing attributes and how these perceptions build trust which leads to purchase decision-making. The study investigates how consumers understand credibility and authenticity and influencer–brand fit through their experience of digital fashion environments. The research investigates how trust develops through these perceptions which then impact consumer purchase decision-making. The study seeks to create comprehensive understanding of influencer marketing effectiveness through qualitative thematic analysis of Zara's fast-fashion market.
[bookmark: _Toc228397647]1.5 Significance and Relevance of the Study
[bookmark: _Toc228397648]1.5.1 Academic Significance
This paper contributes to the growing body of research on influencer marketing by providing an in-depth qualitative examination of consumer trust and its role in shaping the relationship between influencer qualities and purchase motivation within the fast-fashion context. Although most studies on influencer credibility have extensively examined direct associations with behavioural intention (Cauberghe and Hudders, 2017, relatively fewer studies have experimentally tested trust as an intervening variable in any qualitative model
Moreover, the research contributes to the theoretical knowledge by combining the constructs of the source credibility theory (Ohanian, 1990) and influencer brand congruence theory (Breves et al., 2019) into one analytical model. Using these constructs in the fast-fashion setting, the research gives context-related confirmation of theoretical links. The effectiveness of influencers should also be re-assessed empirically on a consistent basis since there is a rapid progressive change in the social media marketing strategies. The study is thus providing some refreshing evidence to the modern consumer behaviour of the digital generation.
Besides this, the study also considers the demographic variables in the model, as it countermeasures the possibility of heterogeneity in the consumer response, which has not been adequately studied in previous studies. This boosts the strength and the practical viability of the theory of influencer marketing.
[bookmark: _Toc228397649]1.5.2 Managerial Significance
As a manager, the present study proposes useful results to fashion brands, specifically Zara, in the optimization of influencer marketing approaches. Since influencer cooperation constitutes a significant share of digital marketing budgets, it is of strategic value to determine the mechanisms on how exposure can be translated into purchase intention. The results will be useful in determining the attributes of an influencer that best establish consumer trust and behavioural results.
In addition to this, defining whether trust would enable managers to develop campaigns prioritising authenticity, credibility and brand alignment instead of focusing on solely on reach or engagement measures. The research can also guide the influencer selection, content planning and long term brand partnership decision making.
Further, the demographic differences analysis will allow planning the campaigns more precisely, as the consumer segments that respond to the persuasion through an influencer will be identified. This assists in marketing data-driven decisions, as well as increased return on investment in influencer partnerships.
Comprehensively, the work gives both theoretical and practical management insights in the field of a competitive fast-fashioning market.
[bookmark: _Toc228397650]1.6 Brief Research Methodology
The study uses qualitative research methods which follow an interpretivist research philosophy. According to interpretivism, people create their social reality through their personal meanings and life experiences. The research methods need to study how consumers understand influencer marketing because those perceptions determine their trust and purchase decisions.
The research uses an inductive approach which allows themes and insights to emerge from the data without testing predefined statistical hypotheses. The study uses source credibility theory and influencer-brand congruence literature as its theoretical base yet the research focuses on understanding how consumers define credibility and authenticity and trust and purchase intent during online conversations.
Researchers will gather data from secondary sources by using publicly accessible consumer-generated content found on social media platforms which include Instagram TikTok YouTube and fashion-related online forums. The platforms create natural discussion spaces where consumers share their thoughts about influencers and brand partnerships and buying choices. The researchers will use a purposive sampling method to choose comments and posts that specifically mention Zara and influencer endorsements and authenticity and trust and purchasing behaviour.
The collected data will undergo thematic analysis according to the structured method which Braun and Clarke developed in their 2006 work. The process starts with researchers learning about the data before they proceed to create their first codes which will help them find patterns and create themes that they will use to answer their research questions. Thematic analysis enables researchers to detect patterns of meaning which represent trust-based storytelling about trust-based narratives that consumers share in their conversations.
The research will maintain its protected status because all ethical requirements will be followed without exception. The research will only utilize data that the public can access while researchers will not engage with study participants and they will complete username anonymization. The university ethical guidelines require all data to be maintained in secure storage according to their established protocols.
[bookmark: _Toc228397651]1.7 Structure of the Dissertation
· Chapter 1: Introduction
· Chapter 2: Literature Review
· Chapter 3: Research Methodology
· Chapter 4: Findings, Analysis and Discussion
· Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc228397652]                  CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc228397653]2.1 Introduction
Influencer marketing is a significant part of digital communication and marketing activity in the fashion sector, as brands increasingly use social media influencers to influence consumer attitudes and purchase intentions. This is especially important in the fast-fashion industry where brands like Zara operate in a fiercely competitive market with short fashion cycles, product lifespans, and a high reliance on online trend information. As a result, social media has emerged as a significant platform for consumers to view branded fashion marketing, assess influencer endorsements, and make judgements about product authenticity, credibility and desirability. Consequently, consumer perceptions of influencer marketing are an important concern for research as well as business practice.
As a result, from a theoretical standpoint, existing research has shown that influencer marketing success is associated with source-related constructs such as credibility, trustworthiness, authenticity, and fit between the influencer and the promoted brands. Prior studies have also demonstrated that consumer trust is a key factor that affects the likelihood that influencer content will lead consumers to develop positive purchase intentions. But opinions are split over the interaction of these constructs in the context of fast fashion, and how consumer choice depends not only on fashionability and style, but also value, quality and ethics.

As such, this chapter examines existing theories and concepts. It first discusses influencer marketing and source credibility theory, followed by authenticity and influencer-brand fit, and finally, consumer trust and purchase intention as the key explanatory and dependent variables of this study. The chapter ends with the literature gap and the conceptualisation of this study.
This chapter critically analyses scholarly knowledge contained in the academic literature that supports the research concepts of influencer marketing, consumer trust and purchase intention in the fast-fashion industry. This review is not only aimed at summarizing the existing studies, but also at analysing the theoretical perspectives, determining areas of agreement and disagreement and developing conceptual basis of the empirical model that is tested in this dissertation. With the fast changing dynamics of the digital marketing approach, especially in the fashion industry, the theory should be re-examined on-going to make sure that the frameworks developed previously could be applied to the modern social media conditions.
The chapter starts with the review of influencer marketing based on the source credibility theory (Ohanian, 1990), which gives a general understanding of how expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness shape perceptions of consumers. It subsequently examines the functions of authenticity and influencer brand fit which have become central due to the growing consumer scepticism of sponsored content (Breves et al., 2019). Consumer trust is then used as a focal relational mechanism of the digital marketing, and a discussion is based on the relationship marketing theory (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) and online trust literature.
[bookmark: _Toc228397654]2.2 Influencer Marketing and Source Credibility
Influencer marketing has become a prevailing trend of digital brand communication especially in sectors that can be defined as highly visual and symbolic consumption like fashion. In contrast to conventional advertising, the method of influencer marketing depends on people who have acquired social capital and trust in the audiences in online communities. The efficacy of influencer marketing has been generally studied in the prism of source credibility theory according to which the persuasiveness of a message is closely dependent on the perceived traits of the source (Ohanian, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Toc228397655]2.2.1 Source Credibility Theory
The conceptualised source credibility into three main dimensions including expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness. Expertise can be defined as the perceived knowledge or competence of the communicator; trustworthiness is associated with honesty and integrity; attractiveness is not confined to the physical appeal; it also includes similarity and likability. These dimensions are transformed into perceptions in the context of influencer marketing as an educated and sincere about fashion and relatable to their followers.
The credibility of sources in social media can be proven by empirical studies. Lou and Yuan (2019) discovered that influencer credibility plays a major role in boosting the trust of consumers in branded contents, which subsequently impacts positively on purchase intention. 
The theory of source credibility however, as helpful as it is, has been criticized to simplify the nature of the influence-consumer relationships. The standard celebrity endorsement models presuppose rather stable perceptions of credibility, and social media influencers act in dynamic and interactive settings in which credibility may change quickly. To illustrate, scandals, lack of consistency in endorsement or too much sponsorship can destroy trust irrespective of the perceived competence at first sight.
[bookmark: _Toc228397656]2.2.2 Credibility in the Digital Influencer Context
In the online realm, credibility is not only created based on professional qualification but also seen based on perceived authenticity and connection. Parasocial relationship is an influential overlapping between the follower and the influencer, where the followers experience intimacy and they are constantly in touch with each other. Such associations can enhance the role of credibility cues because followers can decode recommendations in a relational and not informational context.
However, there is no absolute consistency in empirical findings. According to some sources, a big number of followers improves perceived power and brand impact and some researchers believe that micro-influencers can produce more trust because of perceived proximity and less commercialisation. This point of difference underlines a pending issue of determining which aspect of the elements of visibility or authenticity is more critical in influencing persuasive effects.
Moreover, such metrics of engagement as likes and comments are frequently taken by brands as campaign success indicators. But, high engagement does not always mean high credibility or true behavioural intention. The authors state that message value and credibility are the two factors that guide the development of trust, which indicates that the indicators of superficial engagement can be misleading and can conceal the underlying attitudinal mechanisms (Lou and Yuan 2019). The difference between temporary attention and enduring trust is especially pertinent in the context of fast-fashion retail like Zara where the decision made in a purchase can be rather short-lived and impulsive.
The theoretical framework of source credibility theory establishes a solid foundation for assessing influencer marketing effectiveness yet requires more research to determine its suitability for fast-fashion applications. The relationship between credibility and relational trust together with purchase intention needs more research in structured mediation models. The research extends existing knowledge from previous studies by testing how consumer trust acts as a mediator between influencer credibility and purchase intention at Zara.
[bookmark: _Toc228397657]2.3 Authenticity and Influencer–Brand Fit
In addition to credibility, the modern research on influencer marketing is starting to pay more attention to the relevance of authenticity and influencer-brand fit as the factors that define the persuasive power. With the maturity of social media marketing, consumers have become more advanced in their awareness of sponsored content and thus authenticity has become a key element in maintaining trust and permanence of engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc228397658]2.3.1 Influencer Marketing Authenticity
Authenticity is the feeling that the content of an influencer is based on his/her authentic beliefs, values and experiences instead of operating with only commercial intentions. The concept of authenticity has been especially delicate when it comes to influencer marketing since influencers have to balance self-presentation and monetisation. The authenticity tensions emerge when the audiences see that the endorsements are heavily commercialised, or do not correlate with the influencer image built, which can undermine the trust and persuasive power.
Authenticity is particularly relevant in the fashion industry, where individual style and the expression of identity is the focus. By watching the influencers, consumers tend to get inspired and relatable, hoping that the influencer will give a recommendation that is in line with personal fashion. In case sponsored posts seem to seemingly come out of thin air or are overly promotional, audiences might be inclined to doubt the genuineness of the endorsement. According to Evans et al. (2017), advertising disclosure may change the perception of consumers by making them more aware of the persuasive intent. Although transparency can lead to an improvement in the ethical standards it can also contribute to an increase in scepticism and thus affect the development of trust.
Nevertheless, the authenticity is not a construct that is defined and fixed, it is socially constructed and context-specific. It is proposed by some scholars that the sponsorship is accepted by the audiences as the aspect of the influencer culture so long as endorsements do not contradict with the persona of the influencer. Therefore, authenticity might not be as related to commercial partnerships but perceived correspondence of influencer identity and brand values. This implies that authenticity can be used in the same way as another important construct, which is the influencer to brand fit.
[bookmark: _Toc228397659]2.3.2 Influencer–Brand Fit in Digital Fashion Marketing
The concept of influencer–brand fit measures how closely an influencer's image matches the marketing strategy of the involved brand. The audience perceives an endorsement as more authentic and trustworthy when they observe a strong connection between the influencer and the brand. Breves et al. (2019) proved that Instagram influencers can boost their source credibility and persuasive power when their actual brand endorsement matches their perceived relationship with brand partners. Fashion marketing uses shared aesthetics and compatible lifestyles and ethical values and audience matching to create brand alignment. Consumers show stronger positive reactions to Zara when they see the influencer maintaining overall style and persona that matches Zara's image as an accessible fast-fashion brand which follows current trends and maintains stylish design.
With perceived influencer-brand fit it can be seen that endorsements seem more natural and less coerced, thus encircling both authenticity and credibility. On the other hand, poor fit can also evoke doubt and decrease the trust. Firstly, an influencer promoting a fast-fashion brand as luxury-related without justification in the context can bring about cognitive dissonance in the followers. Such dissonance may undermine the persuasive performance of the influencer even in the face of his/her popularity.
However, there is no unanimity in the empirical evidence on the independent effects of authenticity and brand fit. It is believed that brand fit builds such credibility and consequently purchase intention whereas other studies point out that authenticity can have a stronger direct impact on trust. These discrepancies demonstrate that integrative models should be developed that analyse the combined effect of credibility, authenticity and brand fit on consumer trust instead of viewing them as independent predictors.
Moreover, influencer partnerships can be rather common and trendy in the case of fast fashion, which is usually another characteristic of Zara. The speed of the endorsing process can perilously erode authenticity when the consumers think that the partnership is a grabbing exercise, not a serious one. This poses some significant questions on whether authenticity and brand fit affect trust differently in fast moving product markets compared with more stable luxury markets.
The research shows that influencer marketing works better when brands and influencers have genuine relationships with each other. The two factors both improve persuasive power but their effects work through complicated relationships that depend on consumer trust. The fast-fashion sector has not been studied yet to assess how both factors work together to impact consumer behaviour through their actual product purchasing process. The current research focuses on establishing a unified framework which combines credibility authenticity and brand fit to study their effects on purchase intention through consumer trust.
[bookmark: _Toc228397660]2.4 Consumer Trust in Digital Marketing
Consumer trust is a well-known primary construct in marketing theory, when it comes to relational and digital environments of uncertainty and perceived risk. Consumers in online settings are bombarded with large amounts of promotional content, much of which is sponsored, algorithmically promoted or commercially sponsored. In this context, trust can be considered as a reduction of perceived risk mechanism and a decision making process. The concept of trust is thus critical in the explanation of how influencer marketing is transformed into behavioural change.
[bookmark: _Toc228397661]2.4.1 Relationship Marketing Theory Trust
The concept of trust has been discussed widely in terms of relationship marketing structures. In their theory on the importance of commitment-trust, Morgan and Hunt (1994) claim that trust is a central factor of effective relational exchange between firms and consumers. Trust is built when one side feels that the other party is a dependable, truthful and acting in their best interest. Trust in commercial relations lessens uncertainty and creates long-term commitment thus affecting the behavioural intentions.
Even though the relationship marketing theory by Morgan and Hunt (1994) was originally developed in the traditional business-to-consumer contexts, its concepts can be applied with great aptitude to the digital marketing. It is possible to consider influence marketing as an indirect form of relationship exchange in which influencer serves as a mediator between the brand and the buyer. Influencers can transfer trust to the brands they are endorsing, thus perceived risk associated with the purchase decision is decreased when the followers trust the influencer. This mechanism has been described as being in line with the concept of transfer of trust whereby credibility on a specific actor is transferred to related associations.
Nevertheless, the theory of relationship marketing also emphasizes that trust is weak and situational. The signals of credibility and authenticity might have to be more intense in digital contexts when consumers know about the agreement of sponsorship, and any possible financial rewards compared to the endorsement situations of the traditional kind.
[bookmark: _Toc228397662]2.4.2 Online and Social Media Trust
Trust works differently in social media settings as opposed to the traditional advertising setting. The nature of online platforms is information asymmetry and cannot be directly used by consumers to check the product quality or intentions of the influencers. Consequently, they use heuristic indications including experience, familiarity and conformity of the message. The findings of Lou and Yuan (2019) indicated that the credibility of the influencers has a positive impact on the consumer trust in branded content, which then has an effect on purchase intention. This indicates that trust can act as an intervening factor between the characteristics of influencers and behaviour.
In addition, the idea of parasocial interaction, when the followers experience the one-sided emotional bonds with media personalities, can also lead to an increase in trust. By posting frequent content, sharing personal stories, and interacting, influencers develop the sense of perceived intimacy with their followers. This familiarity may make trust stronger, despite the fact that there is no direct contact between people. Nonetheless, the problem of over commercialisation or uneven promotion can interfere with the parasocial relationships and undermine the trust.
Although the significance of trust is widely understood, in literature, there are some contradictions. There are studies which consider trust to be a direct predictor of purchase intention whereas there are also studies which conceptualise trust as a result of credibility and authenticity. Not many studies, however, empirically test trust as a formal mediating construct within the context of structured regression-based models especially in the fast-fashion environment. This is a significant gap of its own since trust can be the reason behind the influence of influencer attributes to behavioural intention as opposed to being correlated with it.
Fast-fashion markets experience Zara because the market requires different trust relationships to function. The way people consume fast fashion relates to their tendency to shop without planning and their desire to follow current fashion trends and their need to buy products which become available to them. People use influencer endorsements to help them choose which products to buy because companies continuously introduce new merchandise. Trust functions as a dependable factor which decreases all purchasing uncertainties that occur when people make frequent purchases through their current trust conditions. When consumers trust influencers their marketers use their power to create momentary brand interest which fades after the first interaction.
The study uses trust to show how consumers respond to influencer marketing. The research shows that influencer attributes affect purchase intention through trust which acts as an intermediary element. This research uses relationship marketing theory and digital trust research to investigate how consumer trust functions as a mediator in Zara's influencer marketing strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc228397663]2.5 Purchase Intention and Behavioural Models
In the marketing research, purchase intention is very popular as a predictor of reality consumer behaviour. It is the conscious intention or the probability of an individual to buy a given product in future. Even though not always the perfect match to behaviour, intention is one of the most powerful attitudinal predictors of action that is considered one of the strongest predictors of action in behavioural theory (Ajzen, 1991). The purchase intention as an outcome variable in the digital marketing situation would be a measurable variable that would reflect the effectiveness of persuasive communication practices, such as influencer marketing.
[bookmark: _Toc228397664]2.5.1 Theoretical Underpinnings: Theory of Planned Behaviour
The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) as formulated by Ajzen (1991) assumes that behavioural intention is conditioned by three main factors, which are, attitudes towards the behaviour, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. In the context of influencer marketing, influencer endorsements have the potential to alter consumer attitudes toward fashion products, trigger the perceived social norms via peer comparison, as well as have an impact on perceived desirability of purchase. In its turn, the content created by influencers has an indirect impact on behavioural intention as attitudinal and normative perceptions can be changed.
As it relates to Zara, influencer partnerships can help to create positive product ratings and impressions of relevance to the trend, which enhances the purchase intention. TPB though does point out that cognitive evaluations do play a role in the formation of intention and the level of exposure is not a determinant. This implies that influencer marketing has to evoke positive perception and trust to be able to transform into purchase intention.
[bookmark: _Toc228397665]2.5.2 Purchase Intention within the Fast-Fashion Situation
The fast-fashion market introduces a distinctive behavioural context that is highlighted with the quick-fashion trends, the purchase of products, as well as identity-related consumption. Fashion products, in contrast to a durable good, usually have symbolic value concerning self-expression and social identity. Consumers can use influencers to dictate the trends and denote the acceptable styles among peer groups. In this regard, influencer marketing can be a normative signal that influences behavioural intention.
Empirical studies have shown that influencer credibility and perceived message worth have a positive impact on the purchase intention (Lou and Yuan, 2019). The relationship is not however always direct and stable. According to some of the studies, though product awareness and engagement are boosted by influencer exposure, it does not always translate to long-lasting purchase commitment, especially in case of the perceived absence of authenticity or distrust. This brings up the significance of considering underlying psychological processes as opposed to the observation of direct persuasion.
The intention -behaviour gap is another factor. Although purchase intention is very popular in scholarly studies because of its predictive validity, extrinsic limitations like price sensitivity, availability or ethical issues can make intention not be translated into actual purchase behaviour. The consumers can show high purchase intention after exposure to the influencers but delay or avoid purchasing because of financial or sustainability factors in fast-fashion situations. However, purchase intention is still a suitable and theoretically suitable dependent variable when it comes to testing marketing effectiveness models.
To conclude, the behavioural intention theory would be effective in understanding the impacts of influencer marketing. Nevertheless, the current literature tends to sample direct relationships between influencer attributes and purchase intention without a detailed explanation of the underlying psychological processes involved in the formation of the intention. The inclusion of consumer trust as a mediating construct is a better explanation of the effect that the influencer characteristics have on behavioural outcomes in a fast-fashion setting like Zara. The formulated conceptual framework is based on this integrative view, which is developed in the next section.
[bookmark: _Toc228397666]2.6 Chapter Summary
This chapter provided a critical analysis of the main theoretical theories that support influencer marketing efficiency in the fast-fashion sector. The study analyzed source credibility theory and authenticity and influencer-brand compatibility as essential factors that shape consumer perception while investigating trust as the main relationship element in online marketing contexts. The research found that influencer characteristics have both direct and indirect impacts on viewer behaviour but research gaps exist because Zara fast-fashion studies lack structured mediation analysis. The research developed a conceptual framework that shows how consumer trust operates as a mediating factor between influencer marketing characteristics and purchase intention. The next chapter explains the research methods that researchers employed to test their proposed model through empirical testing.
[bookmark: _Toc228397667]               CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc228397668]3.1 Introduction
The methodological framework of this dissertation chapter presents its research design which supports the research goal and research questions through specific methods. The study aims to explore how Zara customers understand influencer marketing and use their understanding to determine their trust levels and fashion buying behavior. Digital environments require research methods that study consumer meanings and their particular ways of interpreting social reality through digital channels. The study needs a complete methodological framework which demonstrates all aspects of the research design through its data selection methods and analysis procedures and result generation practices which follow ethical research standards (Saunders et al., 2019).
Methodology functions as both a technical requirement for the dissertation and an explanation of the process used to create knowledge. The chapter presents the philosophical foundations of the research while explaining the complete research framework and chosen research methodology and data collection techniques and ethical considerations for handling online public data. The study uses qualitative secondary data to examine online consumer discussions about Zara and their views on influencer marketing and authenticity and trust and purchase intention. 
The researchers chose this design because it enables them to study real opinions which people express in their everyday life rather than through survey or interview processes. The research design shows value for digital consumer behaviour studies because users create meaning around influencer marketing through their direct interactions with online influencer and brand content (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). 
The chapter has six main parts which divide its content. The first section of the chapter starts with an explanation of research philosophy and assumptions to demonstrate that interpretivism functions as the most appropriate philosophical framework for the study. The second section describes research design while demonstrating that qualitative secondary-data design functions as the correct research method. The third section of the document describes the research method which researchers have selected to use in their study. The fourth section outlines the secondary data collection methods as well as it explains the rationale for using public online consumer discourse as the main source of evidence. The document presents its ethical requirements for conducting research that uses secondary internet-based materials. The chapter ends with a summary that shows how the selected methodological framework helps accomplish the dissertation objective while building the analysis chapter foundation.
[bookmark: _Toc228397669]3.2 Research Philosophies and Assumptions 
The research philosophy establishes fundamental beliefs which define how researchers perceive reality and knowable information and their methods for acquiring knowledge. The researcher's social world understanding determines which research design will be used and which methods will be applied and which results will be understood (Saunders et al., 2019). The chosen philosophical approach for this dissertation research project is interpretivism. The research needs to demonstrate its choice because the study explores which factors lead consumers to assign different levels of trust and purchase intentions to influencer marketing.
The researchers chose interpretivism as their study framework because they wanted to explore how consumers build trust in influencer marketing through their personal understanding of trust and their online activities. The research design requires interpretivist methods to study social constructed realities which people understand through their particular social environments (Saunders et al., 2019). The dissertation demonstrates that consumer trust develops through their evaluation of influencer behavior, which includes brand relationships and sponsored content transparency and perceived authenticity. The research needs interpretivism as its philosophical foundation to investigate how people develop trust and share their trust-based opinions in online consumer conversations. One Zara consumer may regard an influencer as honest and relatable while another consumer will consider the same influencer as someone who lacks trustworthiness because of his excessive commercial behavior. The studied social reality contains different meanings which need to be understood. 
The research study employs interpretivism as its primary research philosophy because it enables researchers to research how consumers create their understanding of influencer marketing through their individual experiences. The current dissertation examines how Zara customers evaluate online discussions to determine credibility and authenticity and trustworthiness and brand alignment. Interpretivism maintains that trust exists as a socially constructed element which people experience differently based on their specific personal contexts. The research uses consumer comments and discussions to study how people construct trust relationships through their interactions with influencer content. The research study requires interpretivism because it helps researchers understand how consumers create their personal meanings through Zara-related influencer marketing (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The interpretivism philosophical approach supports the research study because its methodologies and evidence requirements complete its research objectives. The dissertation investigates consumer perceptions through their subjective understanding of products instead of testing established cause-and-effect relationships. The interpretivist approach serves as the most suitable academic framework for the research because trust authenticity and credibility function as concepts that society defines through social interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc228397670]3.3 Research Design 
The research design establishes an overall framework which connects research questions through its chosen data collection and analysis methods. The research design establishes the study framework which enables researchers to accomplish their study goals through specific research methods (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The dissertation employs a qualitative secondary-data research design which uses online customer conversations that officials have made public.
The design was chosen because the research aims to study how people understand things.A qualitative research design enables investigators to study how consumers express their thoughts through their statements while doing research on how people show their trustworthiness through their words instead of direct measurement methods (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018).
The study justifies its use of secondary data. Secondary qualitative data involve the use of existing textual materials that were not originally produced for the researcher’s direct study. The data includes all public comments and posts and discussions which consumers use to show their opinions about Zara and influencers and their buying behaviours.
The selected method proves effective because it provides access to real-life conversational exchanges which create opportunities to study authentic human perspectives that remain untainted by studying methods which include interviews and surveys. Influencer marketing functions as a social media phenomenon because online platforms serve as the primary environment where it exists (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The research design can also be described as exploratory. Exploratory research becomes essential for topics which require further study to comprehend their underlying factors which create different interpretations of their meanings. The study design enables researchers to discover deeper connections between digital marketing trust development and purchase behaviour patterns (Stebbins, 2001).
The study uses a cross-sectional design which differs from a longitudinal approach. The researchers collected data through publicly accessible online discourse which they studied during a specific time frame. The study needs a cross-sectional design because it will examine present-day consumer behaviour and attitudes about particular times instead of studying how their beliefs developed throughout multiple years. The dissertation time limitations make this design suitable because it delivers adequate qualitative research depth for substantial analysis (Bryman, 2016).
The design contains an essential element which establishes thematic analysis as its main research method. Braun and Clarke (2006) define thematic analysis as a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within qualitative data. The researcher can use this method because it enables him to create unified themes from consumer feedback which include perceived authenticity, commercial skepticism, influencer-brand fit, trust-building, and purchase motivation. Thematic analysis enables users to study data through an interpretivist approach while obtaining both theory-driven and inductive results.
The selected research design demonstrates practical value which supports its use in this investigation. The assessment brief expects the dissertation to demonstrate clear implementation of methodology, rigorous handling of data, strong linkage between research questions and findings, and appropriate ethical consideration. A qualitative secondary-data design satisfies these expectations because it is manageable within the dissertation timeframe, does not require resource-intensive fieldwork, and still permits a detailed and academically robust analysis. The existing proposal for the dissertation maintains consistency with Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill's (2019) framework which involves conducting qualitative research based on online consumer discussions from public sources.
The research design provides a valid basis because it connects the subject matter with the research questions and the available resources and the approved dissertation path. The study establishes a clear framework that allows researchers to investigate how Zara customers understand influencer marketing and how this understanding affects their trust and buying behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc228397671]3.4 Research Approaches 
The research approach establishes the connections which researchers establish between theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence. The two main approaches discussed in research methodology are deductive and inductive. Deductive research establishes a hypothesis or theory which researchers test through their examination of empirical data while inductive research processes begins with data examination to produce new theoretical concepts (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2019). The present dissertation primarily adopts an inductive approach.
The study required an inductive method because it examined how consumers create their meanings and experience their reality instead of testing a particular causal relationship. The dissertation investigates how consumers express and interpret credibility authenticity trust and purchase intention through their interactions with the Zara fast-fashion brand. An inductive approach allows researchers to study public online discourse through its actual language while the data generates research findings which will not be restricted by an existing research framework (Thomas 2006).
This is especially important because consumers often do not speak in academic terms. A user commenting on Zara influencer content is unlikely to use expressions such as “source credibility” or “mediating trust variable.” Instead, they may say that an influencer feels fake, seems honest, matches the brand, or makes them want to buy. Researchers must decode these common expressions to group them into wider theoretical concepts. An inductive approach enables the research to stay within its data source while composing the actual digital consumer language through their online content. The study shows better results through an inductive approach because its digital consumer research requires flexible handling of emerging data.
The study maintains some connection to theoretical concepts. The study uses existing research about influencer marketing and source credibility theory and authenticity and relationship marketing and consumer trust to support its findings. The research questions derive from theoretical concepts which help the researcher establish understanding throughout the investigation. The results remain partly determined by these factors. The research has an inductive nature which connects to theoretical frameworks. Qualitative research uses this method because study methods depend on existing theoretical knowledge but treat it as secondary to other research needs (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
The study uses an inductive research method because it matches the study's interpretivist research framework. The inductive approach enables researchers to start from specific data points which develop into broad understanding according to interpretivism belief that social reality exists through created meanings. This achievement enables a unified understanding between philosophy and research methods and study design and research evaluation processes. The coherence of research components remains essential to postgraduate research because research quality depends not only on individual methods but on how all components connect throughout the study process (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
The research approach needs to be used because it provides researchers with the ability to conduct analyses that depend on actual data and real-life context. The study generates important themes through online consumer conversations which help researchers understand how Zara's fast-fashion system uses influencer marketing to establish trust and drive consumer purchasing behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc228397672]3.5 Data Collection Methods 
Data collection methods refer to the practical techniques through which evidence is obtained for the study. In this dissertation, the data collection method is the use of qualitative secondary data drawn from publicly available online consumer discourse. The material consists of comments and discussions along with user-generated text which users post on digital platforms to talk about Zara and influencer endorsements and their trustworthiness and authenticity and their purchasing choices.
This method was chosen because the phenomenon under study exists within digital environments. Consumers face influencer marketing through social media and online content, which they commonly explain through public comment sections or discussion spaces. Data collection from these environments enables researchers to obtain genuine opinions which people display during natural social interactions. The data set provides contextual information because it originates from the same environment where consumers experience and understand influencer marketing. The research gains ecological validity through this method, which establishes a strong relationship between the research topic and the data source (Kozinets, 2020).
The collection of publicly available online discourse is also appropriate because it avoids some of the limitations of surveys and interviews. Participants in interviews tend to give answers which they believe will be viewed positively by others while their actual feelings about influencer content remain partly unknown to them. Online comments provide immediate user responses which include both positive and negative feedback together with their purchasing intentions. The system allows researchers to study trust and authenticity through real digital environments. Researchers use secondary online data for their dissertation projects because it saves time and provides practical solutions to their research work when they have limited access to study participants.
The research employs purposive sampling as its sampling technique. Selecting data through purposive sampling helps researchers find information which is directly connected to their research question. Only relevant online comments which connect to influencer marketing and authenticity and trust and buying behavior should be included in this study about Zara. The inclusion criteria therefore focus on relevance, public availability, language, and richness of content. The system excludes comments which do not provide value through their content or which repeat existing material or which come from spam sources or which lack important content. The dataset analysis process benefits from this method because it verifies that study results come from data which matches the specific study goals (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The data collection process includes two essential steps which involve both systematic organization and data preparation for the dataset. The research team first screens public comments and posts through a process which includes storage and data cleaning and user identity protection before they start their analysis work. The dataset undergoes thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke's (2006) proposed framework after its preparation stage. The research process requires researchers to study the data first before they can start coding which involves developing specific units of meaning. The research team uses thematic analysis because it offers a flexible approach to qualitative text analysis which has become a standard method in the field. The researcher needs to detect repeating patterns throughout the entire dataset yet he must maintain awareness of specific contextual factors and their associated meanings. Thematic analysis enables the researcher to organize individual comments into main categories which include trust-building signals and authenticity concerns and skepticism toward sponsored content and influencer-driven purchase motivation. The method enables researchers to transform online spoken language into organized research results which fulfil the study requirements (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
This data collection method enables researchers to apply digital tools like Python which help them to organize and manage their dataset. Python offers researchers the capability to store and clean and filter and prepare their textual data which maintains the researcher's ability to interpret qualitative information. The system enables organizations to manage extensive public text resources while retaining their core analysis methods which include thematic and interpretive examination and their computational assessment tools.
The data collection method involves gathering and analysing online consumer discussions which exist publicly through targeted sampling and thematic analysis. The research method was selected because it provides direct insights into the phenomenon under study while enabling researchers to access genuine consumer perspectives, and it can be conducted within the dissertation period while it matches the study's qualitative and interpretivist research approach.
[bookmark: _Toc228397673]3.6 Ethical Considerations
The dissertation needs to include ethical considerations because researchers who use publicly accessible online information must address issues related to privacy and consent and anonymity and traceability and respectful handling of data. Although the study does not involve direct interaction with participants, ethical responsibility remains essential when using digital discourse for academic research. The university requires ethical approval for both primary and secondary research, and this makes it necessary for the researcher to show how the study will minimise harm and protect the dignity of individuals whose content is being analysed.
The study uses only publicly accessible data according to its first ethical guiding principle. The study excludes all three types of private spaces which encompass private groups and closed communities and password-protected pages and restricted accounts. This method reduces research intrusion while maintaining research compliance with ethical standards for secondary internet-based research. However, public accessibility does not automatically remove all ethical concerns. Individuals may post publicly without expecting their comments to be included in academic research. According to the British Psychological Society (2021), the researcher must proceed with appropriate caution while conducting their work.
Anonymity represents a second important ethical challenge. Even where usernames are publicly visible, reproducing them in the dissertation could expose individuals unnecessarily. All usernames and direct identifiers need to undergo data preparation process removal or anonymisation according to this requirement. Comments function as textual evidence which researchers handle through their analysis of content. The dissertation includes quotations which researchers select through a cautious process that allows them to paraphrase content for online search engine traceability protection. The digital research field needs precise citation methods because particular citations can lead to identification of their original authors who used the material (British Psychological Society, 2021).
The study examines two main problems with informed consent procedures. Direct user approval is difficult to achieve when conducting secondary online research studies that involve extensive public conversation analysis. The study addresses this issue by limiting itself to public content, avoiding intrusive interaction, anonymising users, and analysing the data in aggregate and thematic form rather than focusing on identifiable individuals. The implementation method provides a risk-based solution which follows established standards for conducting research through internet platforms.
Security of data constitutes a critical aspect of ethical research practices. All collected materials, including raw text files, cleaned datasets, notes, and coding records, should be stored securely in approved university storage systems. The system protects data against unauthorized access while ensuring the dissertation meets institutional standards through its controlled access system. Proper storage is also important for maintaining an audit trail and enabling transparency in the research process.
The study also recognises the ethical importance of fair interpretation. The process of qualitative analysis requires active interpretation by researchers who need to present users' comments without distorting their original meaning. The research analysis process needs to implement reflexivity and transparency together with data-driven analysis methods which protect both research integrity and ethical standards. The researcher has a responsibility to represent public discourse accurately, respectfully, and in context (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
The research study establishes its ethical standards through public data usage and anonymization processes and methods for minimizing harm and protecting data storage and conducting research. The research maintains ethical standards while meeting postgraduate standards through its established measures.
[bookmark: _Toc228397674]3.7 Conclusion
This chapter has outlined and justified the methodological framework of the dissertation. The study uses an interpretivist research approach because it examines how consumers form their understanding of Zara influencer marketing. The study makes its qualitative research choice because trust and authenticity and credibility and purchase intent are studied through their subjective nature. The research design uses qualitative methods for exploratory research through cross-sectional studies that use secondary data from online consumer discussions. The design enables researchers to observe consumer perceptions as they naturally occur in digital spaces where they encounter influencer marketing.
The chapter has shown that the research uses an inductive research method as its main approach. The approach enables researchers to discover new themes through data analysis while they continue to study existing literature. The selected data collection method uses contextual evidence which proves how consumers talk about Zara and their opinions about influencer endorsements and trust and their buying choices. Thematic analysis was identified as the most suitable method of data analysis because it enables systematic interpretation of recurring patterns within the dataset. The chapter examined public online discourse usage for research purposes by outlining its ethical requirements which included procedures for anonymization and respectful data handling and data protection and reduction of harm.









[bookmark: _Toc228397675]    CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS / RESULTS, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
The chapter provides the results of the qualitative analysis of the publicly available online consumer discourse involving Zara, influencer marketing, trust, authenticity and purchase behaviour. They were analysed using a large secondary corpus gathered on YouTube and Reddit and cleansed and anonymised followed by organisation to facilitate thematic interpretation. Although the mapping of the landscape of the dataset was done by using descriptive text summaries, the essence of this chapter is interpretive. 
The chapter thus leaves the numerical summaries and addresses the way Zara customers expressed trust, skepticism, purchase motive and brand assessment in connection to the content that are influencer-related. As per also the methodological position taken in this dissertation, trust is viewed as a socially constructed explanatory mechanism, instead of a statistically tested variable. The results are presented in three chapters namely presentation of findings, analysis of results and discussion of results in relation to the literature.
[bookmark: _Toc228397676]4.1 Introduction and Discussion of the Results
The corpus of data indicated that the most active consumer discourse about Zara and the fashion content involving influencers was rather active, especially in the recent years. The filtered data set included a lot of online discussion, and the analytical subset (included) exhibited high levels of concentration in terms related to buying behaviour, quality evaluation, value evaluation, and brand reaction. The high frequency of such words as buy, bought, worth, quality, love, and money showed that consumers were not talking about Zara as a fashion label, but as a brand, which is associated with evaluation, trust, and decision-making. Similarly, frequent bigrams like fast fashion, good quality, worth buying, would buy, love Zara, and boycott Zara implied that the attitude of consumers was not unidimensional. Rather, attraction and hesitation, support and criticism, trust and distrust were also evident in discourse.
Based on the qualitative analysis of the extracts, below general themes were found:
1. Credibility and relatability as bases of trust was the first theme. The influencers who seemed to be knowledgeable, realistic, and relatable were positively received by consumers in their presentation of Zara products.
2. The second theme was authenticity and pressure of sponsorship and commercialisation. Most users were reluctant when Zara content was too promotional, too repetitive, or too unrelated to the influencer and their typical image. 
The research results showed that the first main theme of the study established credibility and relatability as its core element. Consumers responded more positively to influencers who presented Zara products in realistic, everyday contexts rather than through staged commercial environments which used excessive marketing techniques. Audiences showed strong preference for practical demonstrations and authentic product assessments which included information about product dimensions and design characteristics and user experience with different applications (Breves et al., 2019; Lou and Yuan, 2019). The results indicate that trust establishment depended on both influencer presence and reputation because people believed in the influencer's realness and authentic spirit who acted like regular customers. The participants showed clear ability to distinguish between two different types of exposure: actual exposure and authentic persuasive power.
The second theme was authenticity under pressure from sponsorship and commercialisation. Many consumers showed strong awareness of persuasive intent and were quick to question whether content was sponsored, exaggerated, or strategically designed to drive purchases. Influencers who promoted Zara products through excessive advertising and presented products in polished commercialized ways caused a decline in trust among audiences (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Evans et al., 2017). Consumers did not see the content as actual recommendation. Instead, they saw it as a method to measure commercial success. The results show that authenticity serves as the main factor which determines influencer success because mere visibility does not create trust.
[bookmark: _Toc228397677]4.2 Analysis of Results
Results are analysed to reveal that consumer trust is involved in the relationship between influencer marketing and purchase intention on the Zara scenario. This is not to say that it impacts in a statistical sense, but in an interpretive sense, credibility, authenticity and brand fit were taken into consideration to determine whether the consumers trusted the influencer, and that trust was taken into consideration to determine whether the consumers expressed purchase interest or resistance. This trend directly answered the research questions and contributed to evidence that trust is the key to success of influencer marketing in fast fashion.
First Research Question
In relation to the first research question that questioned which influencer attributes influence trust, the findings showed that the most influential were credibility, relatability, and perceived honesty as compared to visibility on its own (Ohanian, 1990; Lou and Yuan, 2019). The content which seemed to be practical, non-forced, based on real-life use of fashion was highly valued by consumers compared to highly promotional content (De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders, 2017; Phua, Jin and Kim, 2017). This result implies that source related cues are still very significant in digital context (Ohanian, 1990; Lou and Yuan, 2019). Experience mattered and did not necessarily imply technical skills in the old-fashioned sense. Instead, experience stood in the path of styling knowledge, its realistic evaluation, and knowledgeability in regards to Zara as a brand (Lou and Yuan, 2019). It also turned out that relatability was a very important element because customers seemed to be better prepared to trust influencers who resembled people whose judgment might even have been comparable to their own (Phua, Jin and Kim, 2017).
This shows that digital fashion discourse is relational and experiential in credibility and not just status-based (Lou and Yuan, 2019). Following or refined visual presentation did not ensure credibility. The statistics actually were inclined towards the opposite: the more commercialised the presentation was, the more it was doubted by the consumer (Audrezet, de Kerveler and Moulard, 2020; Evans et al., 2017). The analysis provided is important because it shows that the credibility of the source as far as its influence on influencer marketing is concerned may operate differently as compared to the conventional patterns of celebrity endorsing (Ohanian, 1990; Lou and Yuan, 2019). The perception of expertise, as well as attractiveness, is not the only factors that influence trust, and so is the ability of the consumers to believe that the influencer is authentic in a commercial context (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020).
Second Research Question
In respect to the second research question which examined how trust affects the purchase intention, the results indicated that trust played the role of a viable decision filter (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Lou and Yuan, 2019). Consumers who found the content of the influencers to be valid and matched their expectations were most likely to develop interest to purchase (Lou and Yuan, 2019). This was not always in the form of direct remarks such as I will buy this but might also be expressed in much less direct statements such as I would like to be able to wear Zara items, I would love to be able to style or I would like to be able to buy something. In sharp contrast, distrust could frequently stop this process. In the situations where the consumers felt it was too much or there was some kind of sponsorship, insufficient authenticity or incompatibility between the influencer and Zara, they tended to move towards rejection, condemnation or indecision (Evans et al., 2017; Breves et al., 2019).
This shows that trust is a decrease of uncertainty (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). The brand Zara is a fast-fashion company, which is associated with the image of style, as well as with the issues of quality, value, and ethics. The influence content is subsequently one of the platforms that consumers seek to apply in a bid to identify the value of purchasing products. In the case of a credible influencer, the content will be able to reduce the risk and facilitate the process of making a purchase (Lou and Yuan, 2019). The skepticism can be increased when the influencer is not trusted (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020). Thus, the influencer marketing may facilitate or disrupt the purchase intention, depending on the development of trust (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Lou and Yuan, 2019).
Third Research Question
The third research question was the presence of the connection between the influencer attributes and purchase intention which can be attributed to trust. The results provide support of this argument on an interpretive level. Customers were not taken through a purchase intention orientation due to the presence of an influencer. Instead, they took into account the credibility of the influencer, the credibility of the content, and the naturalness of the relationship with Zara (Breves et al., 2019; Audrezet, de Kerveler and Moulard, 2020). These judgments are what made a difference in the level of trust that the consumers of the message placed in it and whether the trust led to action oriented thinking (Lou and Yuan, 2019). This trend is particularly significant as it implies that the impact of influencer marketing cannot be explained using exposure or engagement rates. The number of likes, views, and comments may be evidence of visibility but not necessarily be a sign of people being convinced (Lou and Yuan, 2019).
It was also found that trust was not necessarily positive. Consumers in other instances had a pre-existing trust on smaller or more relatable creators, and they would say that they distrusted larger influencers whose content was too repetitive or branded (De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders, 2017; Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020). This shows that trust is in a continuum and it can be influenced by perceptions by the audience on autonomy and genuineness (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Lou and Yuan, 2019). It also presupposes the role of the influencer as not merely to gain attention, but to keep a symbolic credibility in a commercial context in which viewers are more and more conscious of persuasive intent (Evans et al., 2017).
The other significant point of analysis is related to Zara being a fast-fashion brand. The repetition of the words fast fashion, quality, worth, and boycott indicate that people do not disconnect the content of influencer discourse with other brand-related perceptions. The authority of influencer content is, therefore, combined with authority of Zara itself. Consumers might still be reluctant to buy an influencer even when the influencer is perceived in a positive light due to quality considerations, price-value consideration, or even ethical considerations. It means that influencer marketing is being done in a more appraisal context. The influencer can assist the meaning of the brand, but can not completely override pre-existing concerns regarding the business model or a product with a bad reputation (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Morgan and Hunt, 1994).
[bookmark: _Toc228397678]4.3 Discussion of Results
The results of the current research can be closely related to the existing body of knowledge about influencer marketing, credibility of the source, authenticity, trust, and purchase intention. First, the findings confirm the significance of credibility as a key element in consumer reaction, which is in line with source credibility theory. Ohanian (1990) was of the view that important dimensions of source effectiveness were expertise, trustworthiness, and attractiveness. The current results apply this knowledge in Zara fast-fashion setting by revealing that reliability and relatability seem to be of particular importance in the context of an influencer. They were more positively reacted to when the influencers appeared realistic, practical, and sincere in presenting the product.
The results are also consistent with those of Lou and Yuan (2019) who concluded that the credibility of influencers and value of message are involved in consumer trust and purchase intention. Such dynamics could be observed in the relation to believable content and purchasing interest in this dissertation. 
The current results are, however, also nuanced by indicating that credibility is not necessarily a characteristic of the influencer per se. It is constantly tested using the form of content, perceived truthfulness and level of commercialisation. Credibility, in this sense, is dynamic and negotiated socially, as opposed to being fixed.Second, the findings are very much in agreement with the body of literature on authenticity. 
According to Audrezet, de Kerveler and Moulard (2020), social media influencers experience authenticity tensions when any commercial ties jeopardize their self-presentation. Such tensions can be observed in Zara, as is evidenced in this dissertation. The willingness of many consumers to engage in influencer-brand collaboration seemed to have an upper limit regarding the extent to which a collaboration still constituted a genuine one. Trust was lost when promotional content was too blatant, too repetitive, or too disjointed to the influencer as an individual. Evans et al. (2017) also established that inference of persuasive intent can also affect the way audience perceive influencer content. This is supported by the current findings which demonstrate that consumers are very sensitive to the cues of sponsorship and can react in a critical and not passive way.
Third, the research confirms the body of knowledge on influencer-brand fit. Breves et al. (2019) discovered that the perceived congruence between influencer and brand increase source credibility and persuasive effectiveness. This is in line with the current findings. The more the content was Zara-related and the closer the style and image of the influencer appeared to be naturally connected to the brand position of Zara, the more consumers were receptive to it. This demonstrates that fit is not only important since it enhances aesthetic coherence, but it can also be used to maintain trust. In the case of the influencer and Zara that appeared to be an inappropriate match, the endorsement was more of a commercial one, and less convincing.
Trust Theory and Its Link to the Research Findings
Fourth, the results are also related to the theory of trust in marketing. According to Morgan and Hunt (1994), one of the major factors in effective relational exchange is trust, which is needed in instances where there is uncertainty. In this dissertation, this argument is supported by demonstrating the role of trust in lessening uncertainty in consumer thinking concerning Zara purchases. Trust was a mechanism used by consumers in a digital space as a factor in determining whether or not the recommendations of influencers were worth taking into account due to enhanced promotional saturation and information overload. It especially applies to fast fashion where things are fashion-driven, visually marketed, and are often judged within a short amount of time.
Simultaneously, the results also imply that there are some significant variations with the previous studies. Much of the influencer marketing literature has either considered positive consumer responses or the direct interrelationship between influencer features and purchase intention. In comparison, skepticism and distrust do not represent peripheral phenomena as demonstrated in the current work. Consumers are becoming more and more able to discern commercial intent and actively oppose it. It implies that, under the influence of authenticity management, influencer marketing may lead to attraction and resistance. Trust in the case of Zara seems to be weak and conditional. It has to be gained by credible content, consistent alliances and a feeling of integrity that the consumers feel genuine and not fake.
Managerial Practice
Managerial Practice important with regard to the findings. They imply that Zara and other fast-fashion companies cannot rely on the presence of influencers to create trust and sales. Rather, the success of a campaign is determined by the choice of influencers with personal style, communication style, and audience engagement that match the brand identity. The content must look informative, realistic and fashion relevant as opposed to being too promotional. The over-commercialisation cannot just ruin trust of the influencer but also the confidence of the brand message. Therefore, in the long-run, long-term trust-building can be better than short-term exposure.
In conclusion, the findings have been clearly referenced to the literature. The results are consistent with the existing theories of credibility, authenticity, trust, and brand fit, as well as a contribution to the context-specific insight into how these mechanisms work in the context of influencer-related discourse about Zara. Above all, the research demonstrates that the interpretive process by which consumers transition between exposure and evaluation as well as evaluation and purchase intention or purchase resistance is trust. This renders trust as a key component in comprehending the effectiveness of influencer marketing within the fast-fashion setting.
[bookmark: _Toc228397679]4.4 Conclusion
This chapter has given, analysed and discussed the key findings of the study. The findings indicate that Zara customers are critical of influencer marketing, and that trust is a key attribute to influence the ability of influencer content to stimulate or to deter purchase behaviour. The importance of credibility, relatability, authenticity, and influencer-brand fit were all found to be significant in consumer trust development, whereas overt forms of commercialisation and perceived inauthenticity undermined consumer trust. The results have been closely related with the literature and have supported the argument that trust is the most important qualitative process that relates the influencer attributes with purchase intention. This will be summarized in the following chapter that will offer the overall conclusion, practical implications, limitations and recommendations of future research.






[bookmark: _Toc228397680]           CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
[bookmark: _Toc228397681]5.1 Summary of Main Findings
The purpose of this dissertation was to explore how influencer marketing is perceived by Zara consumers and how this influences trust and consumer purchasing in the context of fashion. A qualitative, interpretivist-inductive approach was taken to this research, using secondary data from publicly accessible online consumer conversations. The goal was to explore beyond mere assumptions about influencer visibility translating into persuasion and to understand how trust is established, disrupted and communicated through purchase-related behaviours in the context of fast fashion.
The results revealed that trust was the key mechanism that consumers used to assess Zara-related influencer communications. It seemed consumers did not unquestionably accept influencer statements. They critically analysed it by evaluating whether the influencer was trustworthy, relatable, authentic, and well-aligned with Zara. These perceptions then determined whether the message led to purchase intention, suspension or rejection. In that regard, the dissertation confirms that the success of influencer marketing cannot be measured by visibility, "likes" or engagement alone, but by the way the target audience perceives a message as relevant, authentic and genuine (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Morgan and Hunt, 1994).
First finding
First, we found that credibility, relatable, and perceived honesty were more important than reach. Audiences were more inclined to respond to messages that were authentic, relatable, and relevant to their everyday use of fashion. They appreciated product demonstrations, styling tips, product reviews and comments that indicated that the influencer was familiar with Zara. This confirms that source credibility is still important in online persuasion but also that influencer credibility is more interactional and experiential than other forms of endorsement (Phua, Jin and Kim, 2017). Consumers were not persuaded by the popularity of the influencer, but were persuaded by the credibility and likability of the influencer (Ohanian, 1990; Lou and Yuan, 2019; Phua, Jin and Kim, 2017).
Second Finding
Our second key finding was that authenticity was fragile and vulnerable to commercialisation. Consumers were often very savvy about persuasion and often interrogated whether the Zara content was too contrived, too commercial, or something that didn't seem to fit with the influencer's persona. This shows that consumers are meaning makers in digital marketing communications and that authenticity is still a key criterion for trust. Once consumers felt the content was "too commercial", persuasive potential was reduced and consumers were more likely to interpret the message as performative, rather than recommendation (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Evans et al., 2017).
Third Finding
Our third finding related to influencer-brand congruence. Consumers seemed to respond better when the influencer’s style, image and consumer positioning seemed to fit with Zara's positioning as a trend-focused, accessible, stylish, fast-fashion retailer. Low congruence, on the other hand, led to lower believability and higher scepticism. This suggests influencer marketing needs to be successful by virtue of the influencer being appealing, but also by being perceived as congruent and natural by the audience (Breves et al., 2019).
Fourth Finding
The fourth key finding was that trust was linked to purchase intentions. Trust-based positive appraisals tended to be expressed as the desire to purchase, a desire to try a product from Zara, or confirmation that a product was worth purchasing. Negative trust-based evaluations led to non-purchase, uncertainty, criticism or moral qualms. This indicates that trust acts as a lens through which consumers make sense of product messages and attain decision certainty in the fashion world. Influencer marketing is thus not simply an exposure effect, but a trust-based interpretation (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Lou and Yuan, 2019).
Also, Zara as a fast-fashion retailer had an impact on influencer marketing. Participants did not separate influencer discourse from initial impressions of Zara’s quality, value, and/or ethical stance. So, consumer trust in influencer communication was dependent on trust in the brand. Even a trustworthy influencer could not completely overcome negative preconceived notions about fast fashion. So, in Zara's case, influencer marketing was part of a broader evaluative process where consumers weighed up the appeal of the style against quality, value and ethics (Lou and Yuan, 2019).
In conclusion, our study shows that influencer marketing in the fast-fashion context is a contextualised form of persuasion. Trust played a pivotal role as a vehicle for relating credibility, authenticity, and fit to purchase intentions. This makes trust a key element not only in the theory of influencer marketing, but also in managerial practice in terms of designing digital marketing campaigns for Zara and other brands.
[bookmark: _Toc228397682]5.2 Conclusion Based on the Research Questions
The study answered three research questions related to the attributes that impact trust, the role of trust on purchase intention, and how trust explains the link between influencer attributes and purchase behaviour.
The first research question was what are the influencer marketing attributes that influence consumer trust in fast-fashion. From the results, it appears that the most significant attributes were credibility, relatability, authenticity, and influencer-brand fit. The audience preferred influencers who were perceived as knowledgeable about fashion, realistic, and authentic in their opinions. In particular, relatability was critical, as audiences were more likely to trust influencers who made choices and led lifestyles similar to theirs. However, authenticity was also key, as trust lessened when content was seen as too salesy or too promotional. Lastly, influencer-brand fit was important because audiences evaluated the congruence between Zara and influencers, in terms of appearance and association. Thus, the first research question can be answered by saying that trust is determined by a combination of source credibility, relational authenticity and influencer-brand fit (Ohanian, 1990; Breves et al., 2019; Lou and Yuan, 2019).
The second research question was about the impact of trust on purchase intention. Our results suggest that trust serves as a decision-making tool. When consumers trusted the influencer and perceived the influencer's content to be genuine, they were more likely to display positive purchase intentions, such as interest in purchasing Zara products, appreciation of the clothing choices, and beliefs that items were worth buying. Whereas when consumers did not trust the influencer, they were more likely to feel uncertain, deny, or reject the influencer's content. In other words, trust decreased uncertainty and enabled consumers to consider the influencer's recommendations as trustworthy advice. So, the study concludes that trust is a key factor in determining whether influencer content has a beneficial or adverse effect on Zara-related purchase intention (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Lou and Yuan, 2019).
The third question was whether trust accounts for the association between influencer attributes and purchase intention. Our findings conclude that it does, but in an interpretive and qualitative, rather than statistical sense. Consumers did not go straight from exposure to action. Rather, they assessed whether they trusted the influencer, whether the influencer's content was genuine and whether it was natural for Zara to be associated with the influencer. This further led to trust, which in turn led to purchase interest (or not), or resistance. Hence, the dissertation finds trust is the key explanatory variable between influencer attributes and purchase-related thoughts and behaviour in the case of Zara's fast fashion (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Morgan and Hunt, 1994).
Overall, the dissertation answered the research questions. The dissertation demonstrates that influencer marketing does not always lead to persuasion. Instead, it requires consumers' interpretations of credibility, authenticity and fit to trigger trust. In doing so, the dissertation provides theoretical and practical understanding of digital influence in modern fast fashion.
[bookmark: _Toc228397683]5.3 Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc228397684]5.3.1 Practical Recommendations
First, Zara should focus on trust-based influencer marketing, rather than solely relying on the number of followers. The study shows that consumers place greater emphasis on the credibility of the influencer and authenticity of the content than outright reach. As such, Zara should engage with influencers who communicate in a relatable, pragmatic, and practical way that aligns with consumers' fashion use. This may involve more use of micro-influencers or mid-level influencers whose trustworthiness is based on their relatability rather than celebrity status (De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders, 2017; Lou and Yuan, 2019).
Our second recommendation is that Zara should prioritise content authenticity. Users were turned off by commercial and highly produced influencer content. So, Zara should ensure that influencers use products in a natural way, provide both positive and negative feedback and steer clear of overly staged promotional language. Campaigns that let influencers retain their authenticity will probably build greater trust than highly scripted brand communication (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020).
Third, we recommend Zara should ensure better influencer-brand fit in campaigns. Influencers should not only be selected based on popularity, but also based on how well their appearance, brand DNA, audience and tone of voice fits with the brand position of Zara. Good fit produces a more authentic endorsement, while bad fit could have negative effects on trust and brand image (Breves et al., 2019).
The fourth point is that Zara should understand influencer marketing is embedded in the overall brand evaluation process. Customers already have expectations of Zara as a brand with respect to quality, value, and social responsibility and influencer marketing can't easily change these perceptions. This means that Zara should consider its influencer marketing strategy in the broader context of product quality, value and ethical brand communication. The effectiveness of influencer trust is potentially enhanced by brand trust.
[bookmark: _Toc228397685]5.3.2 Theoretical Recommendations
Theoretically, the study recommends that future research on influencer marketing should recognise trust as something that is contingent and constructed, rather than an outcome of exposure. The study reveals trust is influenced by audience, commercial, and brand perceptions, which indicates that theories of source credibility need to be refined to correspond with the interactive nature of social media marketing and influence (Ohanian, 1990; Lou and Yuan, 2019).
The dissertation also suggests that future theories should more fully integrate the role of authenticity and influencer-brand fit into trust-based approaches to consumer response. Although these variables have been studied separately, the current study suggests they interact to influence endorsement believability and whether it translates into purchase intentions. This suggests there is a need for more integrated approaches to influencer marketing (Breves et al., 2019; Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc228397686]5.4 Limitation of Research
Despite the above contributions, there are limitations to the study.
First, data is sourced from secondary data online. While publicly available discourse offers naturally occurring consumer comments, the researcher does not know the background, motivations and authenticity of the consumers commenting. Comments could be hyperbolic, ironic, or fragmentary, or reflect platform culture. This means the results must be viewed as insights into public opinion rather than as evidence of the views of all Zara customers.
The second issue is platform bias. This data was sourced from YouTube and Reddit, and thus the findings capture the discursive and audience cultures of those sites. YouTube and Reddit consumers may differ from those on other platforms like Instagram or TikTok in the types of trust, authenticity concerns or purchasing behaviours they might express. Thus, the results are contextual and not generalisable.
The third issue concerns sampling and relevance. Despite cleaning, de-identifying, and relevance-filtering the data, there may be some degree of weak relevance or contextual ambivalence in extracts identified by large-scale keyword searches. Manual thematic coding enhances the focus, but the discovery corpus could still contain noise. This is a common issue with secondary online discourse studies.
The fourth limitation is that the study is qualitative and interpretive, which means it seeks to understand the meaning and not to statistically generalise. The results are theoretically and insightful, but not designed to generate causal generalisations. Rather, they offer site-specific insights into Zara influencer discourse in fast fashion.
Fifth, online discourse is ephemeral. Influencer marketing practices, platform dynamics and consumer behaviours change rapidly. Therefore, the discourse patterns observed in this dissertation reflect the time of data collection and may shift in the future as digital discourse evolves.
[bookmark: _Toc228397687]5.5 Recommendation for Future Work
This study should be expanded in future research in a number of ways.
First, future research could adopt a mixed-methods approach to supplement the qualitative thematic data with survey or experimental data. This could help determine if the themes we observed, such as trust, are also prevalent among samples from the general population.
Second, future studies should examine several fashion brands in comparison to Zara. Research that examines multiple types of brands, including fast-fashion, luxury, and sustainable fashion brands, would allow researchers to identify whether trust is different across brands, and based on ethical considerations.
Third, future research should further examine platform differences. The current dissertation used YouTube and Reddit to investigate authenticity and trust, but future studies could explore Instagram, TikTok or new social commerce networks to see if authenticity and trust are perceived differently online.
Fourth, future studies could explore the differences between micro and macro-influencers on trust and purchase intention. This dissertation suggests that smaller influencers or those who are more relatable may be more trustworthy than those with a more commercial approach, so this is an area of interest for future research (De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders, 2017).
Fifth, future work could further explore how trust relates to fast-fashion ethical concerns. The consistent mention of quality, value and boycott suggests there is a relationship between influencer marketing and broader sustainable and ethical consumption conversations. Narrower studies could examine the impact of ethical concerns on the effectiveness of influencers in fashion.
[bookmark: _Toc228397688]5.6 Chapter Conclusion
This chapter has provided a brief summary of the research, addressed the research questions, made practical and theoretical recommendations, identified the limitations of the dissertation and provided future research recommendations. The research suggests that trust acts as the key driver for Zara consumers' interpretation of influencer marketing and how they translate this interpretation into an intention to purchase or avoid. The attributes of credibility, authenticity, relatability, and influencer-brand fit contribute to the development of trust, while over-commercialisation and lack of congruence have negative effects on persuasive success. Thus, the dissertation adds to the knowledge of influencer marketing in fast fashion by showing that online persuasion is not just about exposure, but about the consumer interpretations of trust in a commercial and highly visible online context (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Morgan and Hunt, 1994).
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