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ABSTRACT

This research investigates the impact of influencer credibility and content quality shape Generation
Z (Gen Z) consumers’ willingness to pay considering the influence of user engagement as a mediator
and content enjoyment as a moderator. Guided by the Stimulus-organism-response (S-O-R)
framework, a cross-section survey was conducted with 202 Gen Zs in Malaysia and analysis
done using partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM). The research findings
show that the influence credibility and content quality significantly increase user engagement,
thereby affecting the willingness to pay. It was found that user engagement fully mediates content
quality and partially mediates the relationship between credibility and behavioural intentions.
Content enjoyment has a positive moderating effect, suggesting that emotional pleasure effectively
facilitates engagement into willingness-to-pay. However, sponsorship disclosure seems to have no
significant influence on either engagement or willingness to pay, driving a point that transparency
has become a normative expectation among Gen Zs. This study contributes to influencer-marketing
theory by validating engagement as a key psychological factor and showing that enjoyment

increases the effectiveness of digital persuasion.
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INTRODUCTION

More than ten years ago, the world has
witnessed the exponential progress in the
digital marketing, enabling notable change
in the way access, evaluate and buy products
and services. Evident is rife with popular
social media platforms such as Instagram,
TikTok, and YouTube where entertainment
is embedded in advertising, supported
by influencers (Ho et al., 2024). It is a
commonplace, where common individuals
who develop credibility and likability
emerge as influencers for digital marketing
campaigns. By integrating promotional
messages into their narratives, these
influencers help create authentic connections
with their audiences (Riikonen, 2020).
In contrast to disruptive advertisements,
this sponsored content is perceived as
more genuine and reliable, fostering
higher engagement and persuasion among
audiences (Gross & Von Wangenheim,
2022; Van Der Goot et al., 2021)

In Malaysia, social media has emerged
as a leading platform for both business and
communication. The Global Digital Report
2024, reports that 83.1% of Malaysians
actively use social media, spending almost 2
hours and 48 minutes to it each day. Notably,
36% of these users turn to social media
primarily to discover products (Howe, 2024;
Tee et al., 2023). The influencer market in
Malaysia is growing, driven by extensive
connectivity and the entrepreneurial spirit
of'local influencers. Statista (2023) informs
that 79% of Malaysians follow at least once
influencer. Taslaud (2024) predicts revenue
from influencer advertising should rise at
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an annual growth rate of 10.79% between
2024 - 2028 periods. Shopee (2022) found
that 75% of customers shopping online
consider influencers play a crucial part
in their purchases. The discussion points
toward the importance of influencers in
marketing campaigns which is seen as a
commercial strategy.

As implied earlier influencer marketing
is now a crucial variable in the discussion
of digital marketing due to their prominence
in mainstream global industry. While
influencer marketing has emerged as a
dominant force in digital commerce, a
number of the research has focused on
assessing purchase intention and concrete
outcome of willingness to pay (WTP)
studies remain largely unexamined (Leung
etal., 2024; Tee et al., 2024a). To date, there
has been scarce studies investigating the
impact of influencer-sponsored content on
user engagement and how this engagement,
subsequently affects their readiness to
paya premium for the sponsored product
or service. We consider this connection
is essential for comprehending the
effectiveness of influencer and sponsorship
marketing campaigns. Similarly, although
influencer credibility and the quality of
content are recognised as key predictors
of consumer trust, their impact frequently
overlooks the crucial psychological aspect of
consumer engagement, which is responsible
for converting perception into action.

The emotional value of content
promoted by influencers is frequently
unappreciated with Gen Z viewers which is
most receptive to entertainment, authenticity
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and making the emotional connection
(Cheung et al., 2022; Tee et al., 2025).
This study is distinctive and makes an
important contribution from the fact that a
significant amount of the existing evidence
originates from Western context, categorised
by distinct Western cultural values and
principles of disclosure. Western cultures are
generally more individualistic, emphasising
personal autonomy, direct communication,
and overt transparency in advertising
practices, while the Eastern or collectivist
cultures place greater importance on social
harmony, interpersonal relationships, and
community-oriented values (Hofstede,
2001). In collectivist societies such as
Malaysia, consumers are more likely to
place greater value to relational trust,
emotional connection, and influencer
authenticity when engaging with sponsored
content (Cheung et al., 2021). Therefore, it
remains unclear how collectivist cultures
like Malaysia facilitate a transition from
credibility and enjoyment to engagement
and ultimately spending (Van Der Goot
et al., 2021). Henceforth, this research
addresses fulfils this contextual gap and
other gaps by combining sponsorship
disclosure, credibility, content quality,
engagement, and enjoyment to explain Gen
Z’s willingness to pay for influencer-driven
content.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The emergence of digital branding has
significantly altered the way consumers,
especially Gen Z, relate to brands and
perceive their meanings. For this generation,
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social media is the dominant channel
of brand information, easily overtaking
traditional advertising, which it supersedes.
Content revealed or reviewed by influencers
and friends' carries enormous persuasive
power, but there is little understanding
about which particular features of that
content translate into willingness to pay
and other concrete economic effects. This
study addresses that gap by examining
three recurring elements of online brand
communication: sponsorship disclosure,
influencer credibility, and content quality.
The study digs into how these stimuli
operate through two key psychological
mechanisms - user engagement and content
enjoyment - to shape Gen Z consumers’
willingness to pay.

Theoretical Background: The Stimulus-
Organism-Response Framework
(S-O-R)
The Stimulus-Organism-Response model
provides a lucid pathway of the general
flow that people undertake from mere
perception of content to decision-making.
The model postulates that external cues
do not precipitate behaviour directly but
first influence the cognitive and affective
disposition of individuals (Maulidina &
Hidayati, 2023). In effect, this renders the
framework highly applicable within social
media environments where content does
not typically instigate immediate action but
rather moulds perceptions, elicits emotions,
and stimulates degrees of involvement that
subsequently inform decisions to buy.
Recent studies have well described
this process. For example, one study by
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Ahmed et al. (2024) found that when
Instagram advertisements are perceived as
entertaining, informative, and credible, they
elicit cognitive and emotional responses
that increase the purchase intention of the
users. A TikTok study on live-streaming
research by Maulidina and Hidayati (2023)
also found a similar pattern in which factors
such as entertainment value, presenter
professionalism, and vivid product visuals
first elicit psychological responses and
then actual buying behaviour. These inner
reactions are not peripheral but rather central
to how content works.

This model is very helpful when dealing
with Gen Z. Influencer qualities and platform
features influence impulsive buying among
Gen Z by activating affect, flow, and
attachment (Hongsuchon et al., 2025).
The customer experience mediates the
relationship between social media marketing
and purchase intention, as explained by
Kusuma et al. (2024) in their study. This
may best be summarised in the following
way: yes, outside content does matter; it
matters because of inside psychological
states that outside content creates especially
for a generation like Gen Z, who respond
so immensely to issues such as authenticity
and transparency in brand communication.

User-Generated Content and Its
Components

User-generated content (UGC) includes
reviews, photos, videos, and live streams
that consumers share about their brand
experiences. Unlike highly professional
marketing content, UGC benefits from
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perceived authenticity since it is seen as
material created by peers and without any
commercial intention (Tee et al., 2024b).
Cheung et al. (2021) further define UGC
as the strength of authenticity wherein Gen
Z places more trust in recommendations
from their peers than traditional advertising.
Influencer marketing has made sharing
for promotion look the same, thus raising
an issue on how Gen Z interprets various
content cues.

As the first fully digital-native
cohort, Generation Z (born 1997-2012)
is characterised by marked scepticism
toward conventional advertising, strong
expectations of authenticity, and heavy
reliance on influencers for brand discovery
and product evaluation (Wong et al., 2025).
Willingness to pay from this cohort is
determined in large part by social media
content. Thus, they are an extremely
important group through which to analyse
the translation of content characteristics into
economic outcomes and the development of
credibility perceptions.

Sponsorship Disclosure and User
Engagement

Sponsorship disclosure refers to explicit
cues such as #ad, #sponsored, or partnership
labels that signal commercial intent. Its
effects on audience responses remain
debated, particularly among Gen Z
consumers, who have grown up amid
heightened transparency regulations.
Persuasion knowledge theory posits that
disclosure activates awareness of persuasive
intent, prompting scepticism and defensive
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processing (Friestad & Wright, 1994),
thereby potentially reducing engagement
by reminding audiences that the content is
commercial. Empirical evidence supports
this view: Chung et al. (2023) found that
clear sponsorship disclosures on Instagram
heightened persuasion knowledge and
significantly lowered message credibility,
engagement, and purchase intention,
indicating that consumers become more
critical and trusting less when commercial
motives are made explicit. A contrasting
view is the Transparency and Authenticity
Perspective. It argues that disclosure,
particularly among Gen Zs is a powerful
and trust-building cue as well as a normative
practice that affirms the influencer’s integrity
(Waltenrath, 2024). The perspective is
rooted in the understanding that Generation
Z places a high value on authentic brand
communication and relational honesty
(Misron et al., 2024). This argument
is echoed in the study by Venes and
Duarte (2025) of 105 Gen Zs, informing
that transparent acknowledgement of
sponsorship can signal honesty and ethical
practice, potentially enhancing credibility.
The authors further noted that a preference
for transparent influencer content and
straightforward creative formats, suggests
that disclosure can be an asset when paired
with genuine value. In contexts where
authenticity is central, disclosure may
strengthen influencer—audience relationships
by respecting users’ right to know (Xie et al.,
2025; Zaman et al., 2025).

Recent research suggests that when
information is disclosed transparently and
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sincerely, it can have a positive effect (Tseng
etal., 2025). Openly sharing details enhances
perceived honesty and diminishes the sense
of hidden persuasion, thereby building
trust and engagement, especially among
Gen Z, who consider transparency a basic
expectation (Cao & Belo, 2024; Liu & Zhao,
2025). Clear and consistent disclosures
improved ad recognition and fostered better
engagement by cultivating more favourable
attitudes towards advertisements (Dercy
& Santos, 2024). Influencers who use
impartiality-style disclosures can sustain or
even boost their engagement and credibility,
indicating that disclosure serves as a sign
of authenticity rather than scepticism
when the content and messaging strategy
align (Saternus et al., 2024; Xie et al.,
2025). When influencers actively manage
their authenticity by weaving sponsorship
into their personal stories and ensuring
their content aligns with their values,
disclosure enhances rather than diminishes
perceived authenticity, thereby increasing
the likelihood of positive engagement
(Giuffredi-Kéhr et al., 2022; Tseng et al.,
2025).

For Generation Z, transparency can
alleviate the adverse effects of persuasion
knowledge activation by signalling
authenticity and reducing the feeling of
manipulation, thus enhancing trust and
purchase-related outcomes even when the
commercial intent is evident (Sarhour,
2025). Meta-analytic evidence indicates
that when boundary conditions are set (e.g.,
clear and standardised disclosure, content
aligned with authenticity, influencer-product
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alignment), the outcomes are generally
more consistently positive (Jhawar et al.,
2024). Accordingly, this study contends
that for Gen Z consumers in brand-
related social media seeking authentic
experiences, transparent disclosure can
enhance engagement by fostering trust and
functioning as a normative transparency
practice rather than a manipulative tactic.

HI1: Sponsorship disclosure positively
influences Gen Z’s engagement with
brand-related sponsored content on
social media.

Influencer Credibility and User
Engagement

Influencer credibility contains three major
dimensions: expertise, trustworthiness, and
attractiveness. The dimensions are based
on the source credibility theory, which
argues that communicator qualities largely
determine how much a message will be
accepted (Hovland et al., 1953). As with
the established practices, the recent studies
on the role of influencer marketing by Arya
et al. (2025), Barari (2025), and Pan et al.
(2025), conceptualised these dimensions
as a unified overarching construct. The
methodology, which aligns with the
source credibility theory, discusses the
credibility conception as an impression that
viewers create regarding a communicator's
overall reliability (Hovland et al., 1953;
Pornpitakpan, 2004). A study by Duffek
et al. (2025) shows that consumers tend to
form holistic, consistency-based judgments
of influencers, focusing on whether the
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influencer appears relatable and aligned with
their usual content rather than assessing each
attribute. This holistic conceptualisation is
empirically validated across recent studies.
Han and Balabanis's (2023) meta-analysis
of 250 effect sizes from 53 studies identified
Source Credibility Theory as the most robust
framework, supporting integrated credibility
constructs. Garg and Bakshi (2024)
explicitly enhanced the holistic framework
by investigating all three credible attributes
together, while Hassan et al. (2021) treated
knowledge, attractiveness, and relatability
as jointly influencing core elements. Kim
and Kim (2021) found that trust mediates
expertise, authenticity, and attractiveness
effects. Additionally, Sudarso et al. (2025)
and Arya et al. (2025) found that authenticity
and relatability drive purchase intention,
confirming that consistency-based, overall
impressions dominate isolated attribute
assessments.

In the specific context of brand-related
social media content, these attributes
become very important cues to which
and how Generation Z allocates attention
and elaborates information. Recent
studies show that credible influencers
foster deeper engagement by lowering
processing resistance and raising perceived
informational value. Research by Nugroho
et al. (2022) found that credibility impacts
the whole decision-making process of
Generation Z in Slovakia, with authenticity
and trustworthiness channels imposing
more significant impacts. Another study
by Akhsariah (2025) also found attractive,
expert, and trustworthy determinants of
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purchase decisions among Indonesian
Generation Z beauty consumers in the
case of influencer Tasya Farasya with the
product line Glad2Glow. Pradhan et al.
(2023) noted that perceptions of authenticity
and relational closeness reduce Generation
Z’s tendency to disengage from influencers
and endorsed brands. If the influencer is
not authentic or overly commercial, the
Generation Z consumers will distance
themselves from both the influencer and
the brand attached thereto. Therefore,
credibility plays an important role in
keeping engagement.

H2: Influencer credibility positively
influences Gen Z’s engagement with
brand-related sponsored content on
social media.

Content Quality and User Engagement

User engagement is significantly influenced
by content quality, encompassing factors
such as accuracy, completeness, relevance,
timeliness, and aesthetic appeal, which
trigger both cognitive and emotional
responses. Research by Cheung et al.
(2008) indicates that users rely on accurate
information when evaluating credibility,
whereas Sussman and Siegal (2003) note
that precise and trustworthy information is
more likely to be accepted and implemented.
Completeness simplifies the process of
finding further information, which enables
Gen Z users to quickly process sponsored
content. Personal connection and relevance
are key to heightened engagement.
According to Djafarova and Rushworth
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(2017), young Instagram users tend to
engage more when the content posted
reflects their values and when the influencers
appear relatable and credible. In live-stream
shopping settings, Gen Z consumers respond
powerfully to real-time interactivity as
it generates simultaneous engagement
and emotional arousal (Indriastuti et al.,
2024). Emotional connections with a
product can be fostered through its aesthetic
appeal. Visually engaging and imaginative
material elicits positive emotions that
motivate viewers to like, comment, and
share it (Casal6 et al., 2021). Within the
Stimulus Organism Response framework,
cognitive appraisal, emotional pleasure, and
behavioural participation work together to
strengthen user interaction with brands.

H3: Content quality positively influences
Gen Z’s engagement with brand-related
sponsored content on social media.

User Engagement and Willingness to
Pay

User engagement is a multidimensional
psychological state comprising cognitive
absorption, emotional connection, and
behavioural expression (Hollebeek et
al., 2014; Tee et al., 2024a). For Gen
Z, engagement reflects the mental and
emotional investment that underpins
psychological commitment and ultimately
shapes economic outcomes. Recent work
reinforces this three-dimensional structure.
Bhalla (2025), comparing platforms, found
that cognitive, affective, and behavioural
engagement jointly predict purchase
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intentions among Gen Z, with TikTok
eliciting stronger affective engagement
and Instagram fostering deeper cognitive
engagement through richer product
information.

Wijaya et al. (2020) showed that social
media and influencer marketing influence
Gen Z purchase behaviour indirectly
through engagement and psychological
brand connections, rather than through
direct persuasive effects. Their model
demonstrated high explanatory power (R?
~ 0.78), highlighting engagement as the
central mechanism translating marketing
stimuli into behavioural outcomes.

H4: User engagement positively influences
Gen Z’s willingness to pay for
sponsored brands.

User Engagement as a Mediator

As stated by Baron and Kenny (1986), a
mediator acts as an intervening variable
that explains the relationship between a
predictor variable and a criterion variable.
In this method for mediation, there are
two paths to the dependent variable. The
independent variable (i.e., sponsorship
disclosure, influencer credibility and
content quality) must predict the dependent
variable (willingness to pay), and the
three independent variables must also
predict the mediator (user engagement).
Similarly, the S-O-R framework holds
that organism variables mediate the link
between stimuli and responses. Transparent
sponsorship disclosure can strengthen
trust and authenticity perceptions, thereby
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deepening engagement. Ahmed et al. (2024)
demonstrated this pattern in Instagram
advertising, showing that ad attributes
influence purchase intention primarily
through cognitive and affective involvement;
structural equation modelling confirmed
that indirect effects outweighed direct
ones. Kusuma et al. (2024) similarly found
that customer engagement mediates the
effect of social media marketing stimuli
on purchase intention within an S-O-R
structure. Together, these studies show that
organism states transmit stimulus effects
to behavioural responses in brand-related
social media environments, especially for
digitally native Gen Z consumers.

H5a: User engagement mediates the
relationship between sponsorship
disclosure and willingness to pay
for sponsored brands among Gen Z
consumers.

Engagement can also act as the bridge
between influencer credibility and a young
consumer’s willingness to pay (Tee et
al., 2024a). When an influencer is seen
as trustworthy, knowledgeable, or simply
appealing, Gen Z audiences tend to think
more deeply about the content and feel
a stronger emotional connection to the
brand. This combination often leads them
to evaluate the brand more positively and,
ultimately, become more willing to spend
money on it.

Nugroho et al. (2022) offer clear
evidence of this process, showing that
credibility shapes Gen Z purchase intentions
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not directly, but through the engagement
they develop with the brand. A similar
pattern appears in Yuandira and Nawawi’s
(2025) study on TikTok Shop, where brand
engagement explained how influencer
marketing translated into purchase intention.
Together, these findings suggest that
credibility on its own is rarely enough to
drive willingness to pay. Instead, it works
by deepening engagement and strengthening
the psychological connection that turns
interest into economic behaviour.

H5b: User engagement mediates the
relationship between influencer
credibility and willingness to pay
for sponsored brands among Gen Z
consumers.

Engagement also acts as the pathway
through which content quality influences
a consumer’s willingness to pay, operating
at both cognitive and emotional levels. Tee
et al. (2025) demonstrated that interactive,
well-crafted content strengthens social
presence, which is the sense that the brand
feels immediate, relatable. This, in turn,
subsequently raises purchase intentions.
In essence, when content is rich, clear,
and visually engaging, users feel more
connected and involved, and this heightened
psychological engagement is what converts
quality content into tangible economic
outcomes. Rodrigues et al. (2024) similarly
shows that strong information quality
shapes intentions through brand image
and involvement, both central elements of
engagement. Taken together, these studies
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indicate that for Gen Z, who expect content
to be simultaneously useful, authentic, and
aesthetically pleasing, engagement is the
key mechanism that transforms high-quality
content into a willingness to pay.

H5c: User engagement mediates the
relationship between content quality
and willingness to pay for sponsored
brands among Gen Z consumers.

Content Enjoyment as a Moderator

The enjoyment consumers obtain from
content is from the pleasure and satisfaction
they experience from their interactions
with products, and now through their
social media interactions (Hirschman &
Holbrook, 1982). Besides the inherent
value, pleasure enhances the conversion
of user participation into a willingness to
pay. According to affect-as-information
theory, positive emotions experienced
during engagement serve as informational
signals that confirm consumers' behavioural
intentions and decrease uncertainty about
sponsored content (Schwarz & Clore,
1983). Flavian et al. (2021) also discusses
that positive emotions increase cognitive
openness, making Gen Z consumers more
open to endorsed products and inclined
to allocate spending. Mood-congruency
principles also indicate that enjoyable
engagement fosters positive information
processing and stronger brand associations,
thus increasing persuasion (Boerman et al.,
2012; Schwarz & Clore, 1983). Petty et al.
(1993) found that a positive mood boosts
persuasive influence, whereas Kusuma et
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al. (2024) found that entertainment-focused
content boosts consumer-brand interaction
and solidifies downstream attitudes among
Gen Z users. Collectively, these findings
position enjoyment as a significant factor
that amplifies the relationship between
engagement and willingness to pay. These
findings establish enjoyment as a strategic
boundary condition determining when
engagement converts into economic action.

H6: Content enjoyment moderates the
relationship between user engagement
and willingness to pay for the sponsored
brand among Gen Z consumers.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework illustrates in
Figure 1 integrates these relationships
into the S-O-R framework. Three stimulus
variables: sponsorship disclosure, influencer
credibility, and content quality, represent
external content characteristics that

consumers encounter on social media.
Two organism variables, user engagement
and content enjoyment, represent internal
psychological states that mediate and
moderate the stimulus effects. Willingness
to pay serves as the response variable,
capturing the economic outcome of interest.

METHODOLOGY
Population and Sample

Online survey with a self-administered
questionnaire in conjunction with a
deductive research approach was carried
out. Data were data from Gen Z respondents
residing in Klang Valley, including Selangor,
Kuala Lumpur and Putrajaya. A non-
probability purposive sampling method
was used in conjunction with convenience
sampling, to reach respondents through
social media networking. To ensure only the
respondents from Gen Z are recruited, we
incorporated some screening questions to

Influencer Sponsored Content

Hb5a, H5b, HS¢

Sponsorship
Disclosure

Influencer’s
Credibility

Content Quality

Note: H5a, H5b, H5¢: mediation; H6: moderation

User’s
Engagement

H4 H6

< Content

Enjoyment

v

Willingness to
Pay

Figure 1. Conceptual framework
Source: Authors’ own work
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avoids accidental inclusion of respondents
who do not fit criteria such as whether the
respondents are aware of sponsored content
on social media, belonged to the Gen Z, and
had encountered sponsored content at least
once during the survey period. Instead of
relying on a single (online) channel, which
may bias toward tech-savvy respondents, the
researchers also distributed questionnaire
by hand via mall intercept in Klang Valley,
such as KLCC, Pavilion Bukit Jalil, Sunway
Shopping Centre and Mid Valley Shopping
Centre. The survey was done using iPad
or Android devices loaded with online
survey forms (i.e., Google Forms), and
the respondents were asked to answer the
questions and submit the Google Form
online in real time.

The sample size was calculated using the
G*Power programme, which recommended
a minimum sample size of 116, with an
effect size 0f 0.15 and a power level of 95%
(Faul et al., 2009). A total of 223 responses
were collected, of which 202 were retained
after data cleaning (i.e., missing data
detection, normal distribution check, and
outlier detection). Before gathering data,
this study received ethical approval from
the Asia Pacific University of Technology
and Innovation. Respondents were assured
that all information collected would be kept
confidential and that no feedback about
their answers would be provided to their
institutions.

Measurement

Based on the conceptual framework
outlined, the instruments used in this
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study were adapted from the existing
literature, with minor modifications made
to fit the study's context. Sponsorship
disclosure was measured using 5-items
adapted from Wojdynski et al. (2017) and
Ali and Kalane (2020). Influencer credibility
was measured based on a 9-item adapted
from Ohanian’s (1990) Source Credibility
Scale. In terms of content quality, a 7-item
scale studied by Carlson et al. (2018) and
Cheung et al. (2022) was adapted to reflect
the relevance, creativity, accuracy, and
aesthetics of sponsored content on social
media. User engagement for this study
was measured based on the 4-item scale
proposed by Dixson (2015) to test the degree
of participation and self-improvement based
on the content that the respondent attempted.
Content enjoyment was measured using
three 3-items adapted from the study by
Kitsios et al. (2022). Finally, willingness to
pay more was measured using a 3-item scale
adapted from Laroche et al. (2001) based on
the likelihood of respondents paying more
for the sponsored brand or product. All items
were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree. The questionnaire was pretested by
ten experts and pilot-tested by 25 university
students prior to data collection to determine
the face validity of the measurement scales.

Data Analysis

This study used the Statistical Package for
Social Sciences (SPSS) version 28.0 to
describe the respondents’ profiles. Partial
least squares structural equation modelling
(PLS-SEM) was used for model validation
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and hypothesis testing. PLS-SEM enabled the
assessment of the measurement, structural,
and mediation and moderation effects
within a single analytical framework. As
highlighted by Hair et al. (2019), PLS-SEM
is particularly well-suited for research in
behavioural and social sciences, as it allows
for the simultaneous evaluation of direct and
indirect relationships with minimal bias. The
method involved evaluating the reliability
and validity of the measurement model,
while the structural model was employed to
analyse the path coefficients and the model’s
predictive power.

RESULTS

The researchers conducted Harman’s single-
factor analysis to testify the presence of

common method bias (Kock, 2015). The
result showed that on 34% of variance from
a single factor, which is lower than 50%
threshold. Thus, the data is free from method
bias issue.

Respondent Profile

Table 1 presents the demographic profiles
of the respondents. As shown in the table,
the study involved 57.9 percent females and
42.1 percent males. Most of the respondents
were aged 22-25 (51.5%), followed by aged
18-21 (25.2%) and 26-28 (23.3%). In terms
of educational level, most respondents
possessed a bachelor’s degree (55.9%),
followed by pre-university/diploma (23.8%),
postgraduate (13.9%), and secondary school
(6.4%). In addition, the majority of the

Table 1
Respondent profile
Profile Categories Number (N) Percentage (%)

Gender Male 85 42.1
Female 117 57.9

Age 18-21 51 25.2
22-25 104 51.5
26-28 47 23.3

Education High School 13 6.4
Pre-university 48 23.8
Undergraduate 113 55.9
Postgraduate 28 13.9

Online frequency Multiple time/day 170 84.1
Once a day 21 10.4
Few times/week 9 4.5
Rarely (once a week or less) 2 1.0

Social media platform  Instagram 84 41.6
TikTok 54 26.7
YouTube 21 10.4
Facebook 25 12.4
Twitter / X 13 6.4
Others 5 2.5

Source: Authors’ own work
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respondents surf social media multiple times
a day (84.2%), while 10.4 percent surf once
a day, and 5.4 percent surf social media
only a few times a week or less than once
a week. Most of the respondents (41.6%)
used Instagram, followed by TikTok (26.7
%), Facebook (12.4%), YouTube (10.4%),
Twitter or X (6.4%), and others (2.5%).

Measurement Model Assessment

PLS-SEM was used to assess the reliability
and validity of the measurement items in
this study. Figure 2 shown all the indicator
loadings are greater than 0.70, with t-values
exceeding 1.96 and p-values below 0.05,
except CE1 (0.63). Since the AVE values
and composite reliability for the construct
(CE) above the respective threshold value
(AVE>0.50; CR>0.70), thus, item CE1 was
retained since the removal of CE1 does not
increase the threshold value (Hair et al., 2022).

The results reported in Table 2 show that
the measurement model satisfies the criteria
for convergent validity, with composite
reliability for the constructs above 0.70
(ranging from 0.70 to 0.95), and the AVE
value for all constructs above 0.50. As a
results, this study confirmed the convergent
validity of the data gathered. Moreover,
the HTMT values for all constructs were
below 0.90, indicating that the model was
discriminately valid (Henseler et al., 2015).

Structural Model and Hypotheses
Assessment

Prior to the assessment of structural model,
the collinearity issues in the inner structural
model were addressed to avoid the potential
bias in the regression results. The VIF
values for all constructs are below 5.0,
confirmed that multicollinearity was not
problematic in the model (Hair et al., 2022).
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Figure 2. Indicator loadings
Source: Authors’ own work
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Table 2
Measurement model assessment

Latent Variable Item Convergent Internal Consistency Discriminant
Validity Reliability Validity
Outer AVE  Composite Cronbach HTMT values
Loading Reliability Alpha <0.90
Sponsorship Disclosure SD1 0.823
(SD) SD2 0.869
SD3 0.826 0.674 0.886 0.879 Yes
SD4 0.824
SDS5 0.758
Influencer Credibility (IC) IC1 0.742
IC2 0.772
IC3 0.875
IC4 0.898
ICS 0.901 0.713 0.954 0.949 Yes
IC6 0.881
IC7 0.829
IC8 0.885
IC9 0.801
CQl1 0.858
CcQ2 0.871
CQ3 0.885
Content Quality (CQ) CQ4 0.777 0.702 0.934 0.929 Yes
CQ5 0.842
CQ6 0.816
cQ7 0.812
Content Enjoyment (CE) CEl 0.631
CE2 0.941 0.672 0.697 0.831 Yes
CE3 0.857
User Engagement (UE) UE1 0.762
UE2 0.934 0.791 0.921 0.943
UE3 0.921 Yes
UE4 0.929
Willingness to Pay (WTP)  WTPI 0.902
WTP2  0.853 0.806 0.886 0.879 Yes
WTP3 0.937

Source: Authors’ own work

Table 3 presents the findings of the structural
model assessment and the hypotheses of
all direct relationships. According to the
findings, only two exogenous constructs
(IC and CQ) showed significant (t > 1.645,
p <0.05) positive effects on user engagement
(IC—- UE, p=0.412; CQ— UE, p=10.57),
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but only IC significantly affected WTP
(IC — WTP, B = 0.271), whereas CQ has
no significant impact on WTP. Moreover,
UE significantly affects WTP (UE — WTP,
B = 0.625), and it was the most important
predictor of WTP. In addition, SD had no
significant impact on UE or WTP (SD — UE,
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Table 3
Structure model assessment

Hypothesis Relationship Std Beta Std Error  t-value p-value Decision
H1 SD -> UE -0.030 0.032 0.92 0.358 Rejected
H2 IC ->UE 0.412 0.076 5.429 0.000 Supported
CQ->UE 0.570 0.074 7.700 0.000 Supported
H3
H4 UE -> WTP 0.625 0.073 8.508 0.000 Supported
SD -> WTP -0.018 0.050 0.363 0.717
IC -> WTP 0.271 0.086 3.169 0.002
CQ -> WTP 0.036 0.100 0.376 0.707
CE -> WTP 0.038 0.032 1.199 0.231
H6 CE X UE -> WTP 0.079 0.035 2.252 0.024 Supported

Note. Sd = Sponsorship exposure; IC = Influencer credibility; CQ = Content quality; CE = Content
enjoyment; UE = User engagement; WTP = Willingness to pay

Source: Authors’ own work

t < 1.645, p > 0.05). The results confirm
that the hypotheses for direct relationships
(i.e., H2, H3, and H4) were supported,
except for H1. Overall, the model explained
88% of the variation in user engagement
(UE) and 86% of willingness to pay (WTP).
The model also demonstrated an acceptable
model fit with a Standardised Root Mean
Square Residual (SRMR) = 0.071 (<0.08),
as suggested by Henseler et al. (2014).

In addition, the mediation effect of
user engagement with sponsored content,
as highlighted in Hypotheses 5a, 5b, and
Sc, was addressed using the bias-corrected
bootstrapping technique (with 5,000
bootstrap samples). As reported in Table
4, the results of the mediation test, based
on a 95 percent bias-corrected confidence
interval, show that influencer credibility
and content quality have indirect effects
on willingness to pay (IC -> UE -> WTP,
B =0.257; CQ -> UE -> WTP, § = 0.356)

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 34 (4): 2141 - 2170 (2026)

via user engagement (t > 1.96, p< 0.05).
However, user engagement was found not
to have any mediation effect on the impact
of sponsorship disclosure on willingness
to pay. Based on the findings, it can be
affirmed that H5b and H5¢ were supported,
except HSa.

The researchers also addressed the
moderating effect of content enjoyment on
the relationship between users’ engagement
and willingness to pay. As indicated in
Table 1, the results of the regression test
showed that content enjoyment (f = 0.079,
p <0.05.t>1.96) moderated the relationship
between user engagement and willingness
to pay. The moderating effect of content
enjoyment was plotted in a graph, shown in
Figures 3. As shown in the figure, all three
lines have a positive slope, indicating that
user engagement consistently increases
willingness to pay across all levels of
content enjoyment. The interpolation line
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Table 4
Mediation model assessment

Hypothesis Mediation Path Std Beta t-value p-value 95% Confidence Interval  Decision
H5a SD—-UE—-WTP -0.019 0917 0.359 (-0.058; 0.022) Rejected

H5b IC->UE—WTP 0.257 4773 0.000 (0.159; 0.370) Supported
HS5c CQ—UE— WTP 0.356 5462  0.000 (0.243; 0.503) Supported

Note. Sd = Sponsorship exposure; IC = Influencer credibility; CQ = Content quality; CE = Content
enjoyment; UE = User engagement; WTP = Willingness to pay

Source: Authors’ own work
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Figure 3. Moderating interaction
Source: Authors’ own work

indicates a significant positive moderation
effect of content enjoyment: content
enjoyment amplifies the influence of user
engagement on willingness to pay. In
other words, consumers who experienced
greater enjoyment from the content while
interacting with the sponsored material were
more inclined to purchase (or pay for) the
sponsored brand or product. Thus, we can
conclude that H6 is supported.
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DISCUSSION

This study provides several key insights
into how influencer characteristics and
content attributes influence consumer
willingness to pay. Anchored in the
Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R)
framework, influencer traits and content
elements acted as stimuli that shaped the
organism, represented by user engagement,
which subsequently led to a behavioural
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response, the willingness to spend. The
findings indicate that influencer credibility
and content quality are essential drivers
of engagement, while content enjoyment
moderates the link between engagement and
purchase intention. Influencer credibility
emerged as a major determinant of both
user engagement and willingness to pay.
When audiences perceive influencers as
authentic, knowledgeable, and trustworthy,
they are more likely to engage with content
and feel confident in the promoted message
(Casalo et al., 2021; Liu & Zheng, 2024).
Credibility fosters emotional and cognitive
attachment, enabling followers to process
messages with greater ease and trust. This
explains the partial mediation found in
the analysis, where credibility not only
enhances engagement but also directly
influences willingness to pay (Barari, 2025).
Previous research supports this pattern,
emphasising that credible influencers reduce
message ambiguity and increase perceived
informativeness through both emotional and
rational processing routes (Duffek et al.,
2025; Leung et al., 2022). Hence, credibility
functions as both a logical and affective
cue, reinforcing message resonance and
motivating behavioural responses.

Content quality was also identified as
a significant stimulus for user engagement,
although it did not directly influence
willingness to pay. The results suggest
that consumers appreciate high-quality,
informative, and visually appealing content
but that such content alone does not drive
spending unless it fosters meaningful
engagement (Krowinska, 2025). This aligns

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 34 (4): 2141 - 2170 (2026)

with findings by Cheung et al. (2022) and
Rodrigues et al. (2024), who observed
that informativeness and aesthetics act
as catalysts for engagement rather than
direct triggers of economic behaviour.
In digital communication, well-designed
content sustains attention and promotes
interaction, which in turn mediates its
effect on willingness to pay. Engagement,
therefore, plays a vital psychological role
in transforming cognitive appreciation
into purchasing intention. Interestingly,
the results revealed that sponsorship
disclosure did not significantly influence
user engagement or willingness to pay.
This outcome may reflect the cultural
context of Malaysian Gen Z consumers,
who are accustomed to seeing tags such
as “#ad” or “#sponsored” on social media
posts (Boerman et al., 2012; Waltenrath,
2024). For these users, sponsorship markers
are perceived as normal and transparent
rather than deceptive. What matters more
is whether the influencer appears sincere
and relatable. When followers perceive
alignment between the influencer’s values
and their own, engagement remains strong
regardless of disclosure. Thus, credibility
continues to exert a dominant effect in
driving both engagement and willingness
to pay.

User engagement emerged as the
most powerful predictor of willingness
to pay, serving as a key psychological
bridge between exposure and behavioural
response. Engagement behaviours such
as liking, commenting, sharing, and
emotional interaction, represent active
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forms of participation that transform passive
observation into meaningful involvement.
This observation aligns with prior studies
highlighting engagement as a precursor
to digital conversion (Chidiac & Bowden,
2023; Leung et al., 2022). Among Gen
Z consumers, who often view traditional
advertising with scepticism, engagement
signals genuine connection and trust (Mishra
& Das, 2024; Migkos et al., 2025). As such,
engagement not only measures behavioural
intensity but also captures the relational
bond that supports consumers’ readiness
to act.

The mediating analysis further
confirmed that user engagement serves as
the central mechanism linking influencer
credibility and content quality to willingness
to pay. The relationship between content
quality and willingness to pay was fully
mediated by engagement, suggesting
that high-quality content must first evoke
emotional and cognitive involvement
before influencing spending intention
(Pan et al., 2025). By contrast, influencer
credibility exhibited partial mediation
through engagement, indicating both
direct and indirect effects on behavioural
outcomes. Credible influencers build trust
and stimulate engagement simultaneously,
a dual pathway consistent with findings
by Alam et al. (2025). In addition, the
study found a significant moderating role
of content enjoyment. When audiences
genuinely enjoy sponsored content, their
engagement is more likely to evolve into
purchase intention. Enjoyment heightens
attention, strengthens emotional connection,
and amplifies the persuasive impact of
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engagement. This finding reinforces the role
of hedonic motivation in digital contexts:
pleasure not only sustains attention but
also enhances receptivity to promotional
messages (Cao et al., 2025; Cheung et al.,
2022). Thus, enjoyable content transforms
engagement into concrete behavioural
outcomes such as willingness to pay.

Opverall, these findings extend the S-O-R
framework by positioning engagement as a
dynamic psychological process shaped by
both cognitive and emotional cues. For
practitioners, the results highlight that
successful influencer marketing relies
on credibility of influencers to attracts
followers, content quality maintains their
interest, engagement converts it into intent,
and enjoyment enhances conversion. Brands
seeking to reach Gen Z audiences should
prioritise collaborations with credible
influencers who align with audience values
and focus on producing creative, enjoyable
content that fosters deeper interaction and
genuine willingness to pay.

IMPLICATION OF THE STUDY
Theoretical Implication

This study deepens the growing body
of literature in the field of influencer
marketing in several ways. Using the
Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R)
framework, it provides empirical evidence
that user engagement serves as a crucial
mediating process merging influencer
credibility and content quality (stimuli) to
consumers’ willingness to pay (response).
In doing so, it responds to calls for clearer
conceptual knowledge and understanding
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of the psychological mechanisms that
drive digital persuasion (Alam et al., 2025;
Pan et al., 2025). The results also reveal
a dual-path role for credibility, signifying
that it influences consumer response both
directly and indirectly through engagement.
This pattern indicates that audiences assess
influencers not only through emotional
resonance but also by evaluating expertise,
reliability, and consistency. These findings
align with emerging work signalling that
credibility operates as both an affective
and cognitive signal guiding persuasion
within influencer-driven contexts (Casalo
et al., 2021; Liu & Zheng, 2024). Also,
by integrating content enjoyment as a
moderating factor, this study extends the
theoretical discussion around hedonic
motivation. It shows that when enjoyment
supplements credible and informative
content, emotional satisfaction improves
engagement and enhances the probability
of behavioural action. However, this effect
is most significant when enjoyment coexists
with perceived informational and relational
value. In this way, the research incorporates
anuanced psychological layer to influencer
marketing theory, linking affective
enjoyment to behavioural pattern and
demonstrating how emotion and cognition
jointly shape consumer decision-making
(Isen, 2001).

Practical Implication

From a managerial viewpoint, brands
today should exercise discernment when
choosing a content creator or an influencer.
It is wiser to work with individuals who

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 34 (4): 2141 - 2170 (2026)

come across as knowledgeable, genuine
and consistent in what they represent.
Marketers may assess influencer credibility
by exploring several indicators such as
the expertise in the product category,
the synergy between the influencer’s
personal values and the brand’s values, the
consistency and coherence of content over a
period of time and meaningful engagement
and involvement they maintain with the
audience. Influencer’s past collaborations,
message consistency, and audience feedback
offer practical cues in selecting credible
influencers who can meaningfully boost
engagement and willingness to pay.

In practical terms, marketers should
dedicate their effort on developing content
that resonates in a coherent, clear, and visually
engaging manner. Practicing transparency
through sponsorship disclosure continues
to be an ethical and legal expectation.
However, the core value lies in nurturing
authenticity and two-way trust between
brands and audiences. When followers sense
honesty and shared values, their engagement
tends to build and that emotional connection
is what eventually shapes their willingness
to pay. Campaigns that elicit joy, curiosity,
and a sense of relatability can contribute to a
significant difference. The goal is to balance
emotional enjoyment with the sense that the
product genuinely offers value. When both
information and pleasure coexist, customers
are not only entertained but also motivated
or persuaded. Engaging narratives that feel
authentic and relevant can convert passive
scrolling into genuine interest, moving
audiences closer to action. Enjoyable
content does more than captivate attention;
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it keeps viewers mentally engaged. When
people feel entertained and informed,
they process messages more intensely and
respond more positively. This reflects the
Stimulus-Organism-Response perspective:
emotionally stimulating cues such as
like credible influencers and meaningful
content somehow trigger internal states
such as involvement and enjoyment, which
eventually result in behavioural outcomes
like willingness to pay (Cao et al., 2025;
Cheung et al., 2022).

Finally, for marketers established
in emerging markets such as Malaysia,
the focus should shift from transactional
based promotions to community-centred
engagement. This shift is essential because
the differences in cultural nuances in
countries like Malaysia and other wider
ASEAN countries, significantly shape
how an influence campaign should be
established and implemented. In countries
which are primarily collectivist and high
context such as Malaysia, consumers
most likely to perceive influencers who
show affection, empathy, and community
values as trustworthy rather than those who
engage in in impression management and
self-promotion. Hence, micro-influencers
who reflect their own values, communicate
sincerely, and maintain a modest tone are
seen as more relatable and authentic by the
local audience.

LIMITATION AND FUTURE
RESEARCH

Although this study offers meaningful
insights into the psychological mechanisms
of content marketing, it has several
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limitations. First, the focus on Malaysian
Gen Z consumers limits the generalisability
of the findings. This group’s digital fluency
and cultural orientation may differ from
those of older generations or consumers in
other regions. Future research could compare
audiences across different age cohorts or
cultural contexts to understand how values
and media literacy shape engagement
and willingness-to-pay. While the model
included major psychological factors such
as credibility, content quality, engagement,
and enjoyment, other important variables
such as influencer-follower similarity, value
congruence, and perceived authenticity were
not examined. To offer clearer direction
for forthcoming studies, priority should
be given to several variables that were
not included in the present model but are
increasingly recognised as key drivers of
digital persuasion. Constructs such as value
congruence between the influencer and
the audience, perceived authenticity and
follower-influencer congruence warrants
deeper exploration as they significantly
shape trust and message acceptance.
Finally, the willingness to pay was
measured as an intention rather than an
actual purchase. Incorporating behavioural
data or neuromarketing tools (e.g., eye-
tracking, EEG) could provide richer insights
into the subconscious emotional and
attentional processes that drive consumer
behaviour. Despite these limitations, this
study lays a strong foundation for exploring
how emotional enjoyment and engagement
translate into tangible economic actions in
culturally diverse digital markets.
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CONCLUSION

The findings reveal that influencer
credibility and content quality stimulate
user engagement, which in turn leads
to a willingness to pay. The positive
moderating role of content enjoyment
highlights that emotional pleasure enhances
the transformation of engagement into
tangible action. Brands should collaborate
with influencers who embody genuineness,
expertise, and consistency and invest
in content that is both engaging and
meaningful. When entertainment and value
coexist, audiences are more likely to evolve
from observers into participants and paying
consumers.
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APPENDIX A
Survey Questionnaire

Section A: Screening Questions*

Item Choice
Are you part of Generation Z (born between 1997-2012)? ¢ Yes
¢ No
Have you encountered sponsored content on social media? ¢ Yes
¢ No
Have you seen influencer-sponsored content at least once in the past | ¢ Yes
month? ¢ No
Section B:
Demographic Profile
Items Choice
Gender ¢ Male
¢ Female
Age c 18-21
c22-25
c26-28

Highest Education Level

¢ Secondary school

¢ Pre-university/Diploma
¢ Undergraduate Degree
¢ Postgraduate Degree

Frequency of Social Media Usage

¢ Multiple times a day
¢ Once a day

¢ Few times a week

¢ Rarely

Most Frequently Used Social Media Platform

¢ Instagram

¢ TikTok
¢ YouTube
¢ Facebook
¢ Twitter/X
¢ Others
Sponsorship Disclosure (SD)
No. Statement Scales
SD1 I can easily identify sponsored content on social media. 1 3 4
SD2 Influencers clearly disclose paid partnerships or sponsorships. 1 2 3 4
SD3 Hashtags such as #ad or #sponsored help me recognize 1 2 3 4
advertisements.

SD4 Sponsorship disclosure increases transparency in influencer 1 2 3 4
content.

SD5 I appreciate influencers who openly disclose sponsored 1 2 3 4
content.
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Influencer Credibility (IC)

No. Statement Scales
IC1 The influencer appears knowledgeable about the products | ’ 3 4 5
promoted.
IC2 The influencer is experienced in the product category. 1 2 3 5
IC3 The influencer is trustworthy. 1 2 3 5
IC4 The influencer is honest in product recommendations. 1 3 5
1C5 I appreciate influencers who openly disclose sponsored 1 ’ 3 4 5
content.
IC6 The influencer is dependable. 1 2 3 4 5
1C7 The influencer is attractive. 1 2 3 4 5
IC8 The influencer has a pleasant appearance. 1 2 3 4 5
1C9 The influencer is relatable to me. 1 2 3 4 5
Content Quality (CQ)
No. Statement Scales
CQ1 The sponsored content provides useful information. 1 2 3 4 5
CQ2 The content is relevant to my interests. 1 2 3 4 5
CQ3 The content is visually appealing. 1 2 3 4 5
CQ4 The content is creative and engaging. 1 2 3 4 5
CQs The information presented is accurate. 1 2 3 4 5
CQ6 The content is easy to understand. 1 2 3 4 5
CcQ7 The sponsored content is well organized 1 2 3 4 5
User Engagement (UE)
No. Statement Scales
UE1 I actively pay attention to sponsored content on social media. 1 2 3 4 5
UE2 I interact with influencer-sponsored content (like, comment, 1 ) 3 4 5
share).
UE3 I feel involved when viewing sponsored content. 1 2 3 5
UE4 I spend time exploring influencer-sponsored posts. 1 3 5
Content Enjoyment (CE)
No. Statement Scales
CEl I enjoy viewing influencer-sponsored content. 1 2 3 5
CE2 Sponsored content on social media is entertaining. 1 3 5
CE3 I feel positive emotions while viewing sponsored content. 1 2 3 5
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Willingness to Pay (WTP)

No. Statement Scales

I am willing to pay more for products promoted by credible

WTP1 . 3
influencers.

WTP2 I would consider purchasing brands recommended in 3
sponsored content.

WTP3 I am willing to spend on products that I engage with on social 3
media.

***End of Survey***
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