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1.	 Introduction

Social media influencers have become important inter-
mediaries between brands and consumers because 
they combine content creation, audience interaction, 
and commercial communication within the same 
social media presence. Unlike conventional adver-
tising, influencer marketing embeds brand-related 
messages into the ongoing communication between 
creators and their followers, drawing on relation-
ships characterized by trust, perceived authenticity, 
similarity, and psychological attachment (Campbell 
& Farrell, 2020; Ki et al., 2020; Kim & Kim, 2021).

Audience engagement represents an important indicator 
of how users actively respond to social media content. 

However, engagement with influencer content may 
depend on numerous factors, including the character-
istics of the influencer, audience size, content strategy, 
commercial nature of the post, and the platform on 
which the content is published (Tafesse & Wood, 2021). 
Consequently, evaluating influencer marketing effective-
ness requires considering both the distinction between 
personal and promotional communication and the plat-
form-specific context in which these messages appear.

Previous research has examined influencer market-
ing from multiple perspectives, including influencer 
characteristics, audience engagement, authentic-
ity, and influencer–brand collaboration dynamics 
(Tafesse & Wood, 2021; Campbell & Farrell, 2020; 
Milošević et al., 2022; Milošević et al., 2024).
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2.	Theoretical backgrounds 
and hypotheses

2.1.	Personal and promotional 
influencer content

A distinctive feature of influencer marketing is the 
coexistence of personal and commercial content with-
in the same social media profile. Personal content is 
generally unrelated to direct brand or product pro-
motion, whereas promotional content results from a 
commercial relationship between an influencer and 
a brand. Because both types of posts appear as part 
of the influencer’s continuous communication with 
followers, commercial messages enter an already 
established influencer–audience relationship.

Commercial collaborations may challenge perceptions 
of influencer authenticity, as followers often value 
intrinsic motivation and non-commercial orientation 
(Audrezet et al., 2020). At the same time, characteristics 
such as informational value, influencer trustworthiness, 
attractiveness, and perceived similarity can strengthen 
trust in branded content (Lou & Yuan, 2019). Howev-
er, promotional content should not automatically be 
expected to generate lower audience engagement. 
Gross and von Wangenheim (2022), in an analysis of 
64,438 Instagram posts, found that sponsored posts 
could generate higher engagement than non-sponsored 
posts, depending on influencer and message charac-
teristics. These findings suggest that the relationship 
between promotional content and audience engage-
ment is not straightforward, and that the commercial 
nature of a post alone does not provide a sufficient 
basis for predicting the direction of audience response.

Engagement is additionally associated with broader 
characteristics of influencer strategy. Tafesse and Wood 
(2021) found that follower count and content volume 
were negatively associated with follower engagement 
on Instagram, whereas followee count was positively 
associated with engagement, and these relationships 
varied according to influencers’ domains of interest. 
Taken together, previous findings suggest that engage-
ment is shaped by multiple interrelated factors rath-
er than simply by whether a post is promotional.

Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H1: Engagement rate differs between personal and 
promotional influencer content.

H1a: Engagement rate differs between personal and 
promotional content on Instagram.

H1b: Engagement rate differs between personal and 
promotional content on TikTok.

2.2.	Platform-specific engagement

Instagram and TikTok both represent visually orient-
ed platforms widely used by influencers, but their 
content ecosystems and patterns of use differ. Plat-
form characteristics can shape how users encoun-
ter, consume, and respond to influencer content. 
Research on TikTok, for example, has shown that 
platform-specific characteristics of influencer commu-
nication are relevant to follower responses. Barta et 
al. (2023) found that originality and perceived opinion 
leadership contributed to influencer effectiveness 
on TikTok and that humor enhanced message effec-
tiveness through followers’ hedonic experience.

These findings, together with evidence that influencer 
engagement depends on content and profile character-
istics (Tafesse & Wood, 2021), indicate that engagement 
patterns observed on one social media platform cannot 
necessarily be assumed to apply identically to another. 
Previous findings therefore provide no clear expectation 
regarding engagement differences between Instagram 
and TikTok or whether personal and promotional con-
tent perform differently across the two platforms. Based 
on this, the following hypotheses were proposed:

H2: Engagement rate differs between Instagram 
and TikTok.

H3: The effect of content type on engagement rate 
depends on the platform.

2.3.	Promotional disclosure

Because influencer advertising is integrated into content 
that may visually and stylistically resemble non-commer-
cial posts, users may not always immediately recognize 
the commercial relationship behind a message. Dis-
closure mechanisms therefore represent an important 
component of transparency in influencer marketing.

Standardized platform disclosure labels provide a partic-
ularly explicit way of signalling commercial relationships. 
Boerman (2020) experimentally demonstrated that 
Instagram’s standardized “Paid partnership with [brand]” 
disclosure increased recognition of influencer content as 
advertising. The disclosure also indirectly increased brand 
recall and intention to engage with the post through 
advertising recognition, while no negative effect on 
parasocial interaction with the influencer was observed.

Commercial relationships may also be communicated 
through hashtags, textual descriptions, brand tags, col-
laboration functions, coupon codes, and other indicators. 
However, these mechanisms differ in their standard-
ization and visibility. Moreover, Instagram and TikTok 
differ in their technical affordances, content formats, 
and communication conventions, which provides a 
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basis for examining whether creators use platform-na-
tive disclosure mechanisms equally frequently across 
the two environments. The present study therefore 
focuses specifically on the official platform disclo-
sure label as a standardized and directly comparable 
indicator, rather than treating it as equivalent to the 
broader concept of overall promotional transparency.

Accordingly, we proposed the following hypothesis:

H4: The rate of official platform disclosure-label use for 
promotional content differs between Instagram 
and TikTok.

3.	Methodology

3.1.	Sample and content selection

The study included 20 local and regional social media 
influencers (17 women and 3 men), primarily active 
within the Serbian and broader regional social media 
environment, who were active on both Instagram and 
TikTok. For descriptive purposes, accounts were clas-
sified separately on each platform as nano (<10,000 
followers), micro (10,000–99,999), macro (100,000–
999,999), or mega influencers (≥1,000,000). The 
Instagram sample included 4 nano, 5 micro, 9 macro, 
and 2 mega accounts, while the TikTok sample includ-
ed 3 nano, 4 micro, 10 macro, and 3 mega accounts.

Only Reel/video posts published within the 12 months 
preceding data collection, conducted in May 2026, were 
eligible. Posts were classified as personal or promotional, 
and up to 10 eligible posts per influencer, platform, and 
content type were randomly selected. Giveaway and 
pinned posts were excluded because of their potentially 
atypical engagement and visibility. For both platforms, 
the engagement rate (ER) for each post was calculated 
as: 

														               

For inferential analyses, post-level ER values were aver-
aged within each influencer for the four platform × 
content-type conditions (Instagram–personal, Instagram–
promotional, TikTok–personal, and TikTok–promotional), 
with the influencer retained as the unit of analysis.

Promotional posts were also coded by disclosure 
method (official platform disclosure, Instagram Col-
laboration, tag in the post description, hashtag, 
coupon code, QR code, and no recorded disclosure), 
while the official platform disclosure label was used 
as the directly comparable indicator for the inferen-
tial comparison between Instagram and TikTok.

3.2.	Statistical Analysis

Data were prepared and summarized in Microsoft 
Excel, while inferential analyses were conducted in 
jamovi 2.7 (The jamovi project, 2025), following stan-
dard statistical procedures described by Navarro and 
Foxcroft (2025). The analyses were performed within 
the R-based statistical environment, with relevant pro-
cedures supported by the afex and emmeans packages 
(R Core Team, 2025; Singmann, 2024; Lenth, 2025).

Raw engagement rates were summarized using means, 
medians, standard deviations, minima, and maxima. 
Because the distributions were positively skewed and 
included several extreme values, engagement rates were 
transformed using ln(ER + 1) for inferential analysis.

A 2 × 2 repeated-measures ANOVA was used to examine 
the effects of platform (Instagram vs. TikTok), content 
type (personal vs. promotional), and their interaction. 
Additional within-platform comparisons were performed 
using paired-samples tests, with Wilcoxon signed-rank 
tests used where appropriate. The difference in offi-
cial disclosure-label use between platforms was also 
tested using a paired Wilcoxon signed-rank test.

4.	Results

4.1.	Descriptive engagement patterns

As previously mentioned in 3.2. Statistical Anal-
ysis, a substantial variability was observed in the 
raw engagement rates data. Across all four condi-
tions, means exceeded medians, indicating pos-
itively skewed distributions and the influence of 
several high-engagement observations (Table 1).

 
The largest discrepancy between the mean and median 
occurred for promotional Instagram content, where 
the mean engagement rate was 11.45% but the median 
was only 3.82%. Log transformation reduced the impact 

Condition M (%) Md (%) SD Min Max

Instagram – 
Personal

10.66 5.16 14.50 0.82 64.50

Instagram – 
Promotional

11.45 3.82 23.10 0.55 99.50

TikTok – 
Personal

11.49 4.38 18.20 1.57 75.90

TikTok – 
Promotional

8.25 3.89 13.60 1.03 61.70

Table 1
Descriptive statistics of raw engagement rates by 
platform and content type
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of extreme values and produced more balanced distri-
butions. On the transformed scale, mean engagement 
rates were 2.01 (SD = 0.89) for personal Instagram 
content, 1.76 (SD = 1.07) for promotional Instagram 
content, 1.99 (SD = 0.93) for personal TikTok content, 
and 1.76 (SD = 0.84) for promotional TikTok content.

4.2.	Effects of platform 
and content type

The repeated-measures ANOVA results (Table 2) 
showed that the main effect of content type did 
not reach the conventional threshold for statisti-
cal significance, F(1, 19) = 3.90, p = .063, η²p = .170. 
Personal content nevertheless showed a descrip-
tively higher transformed engagement rate than 
promotional content across the two platforms.

There was no significant main effect of platform, F(1, 19) = 
0.01, p = .934, η²p < .001. Overall engagement rates were 
therefore highly similar between Instagram and TikTok.

The platform × content-type interaction was also not 
significant, F(1, 19) = 0.02, p = .902, η²p = .001. Thus, 
there was no statistical evidence that the relationship 
between personal and promotional content differed 
systematically between Instagram and TikTok.

The corresponding estimated marginal means and 95% 
confidence intervals are shown in Figure 1. Accordingly, 
the hypotheses predicting an overall difference between 
personal and promotional content (H1), a difference 
between Instagram and TikTok (H2), and a platform-de-
pendent effect of content type (H3) were not supported.

4.3.	Within-Platform Comparisons

Additional analyses examined personal and promotional 
content separately within each platform (Table 3). On 
Instagram, personal content showed significantly higher 
engagement rate than promotional content, W = 169,

p = .015, rrb = .610, supporting H1a. On TikTok, the differ-
ence between personal and promotional content was not 
statistically significant, t(19) = 1.63, p = .120, d = .364; 
therefore, H1b was not supported. However, the signif-
icant Instagram comparison and non-significant TikTok 
comparison do not themselves indicate a platform-de-
pendent content-type effect, as the platform × con-
tent-type interaction was found to be not significant.

 
*Note. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used for 
Instagram due to non-normal paired differences, where-
as the paired-samples t-test was used for TikTok.

4.4.	Disclosure of Promotional Content

A total of 199 Instagram and 196 TikTok promotional 
posts were included in the disclosure of promotion-
al content analysis. The most common disclosure 
method on both platforms was a tag in the post 
description, accounting for 55.28% of promotional 
Instagram posts and 59.69% of promotional Tik-
Tok posts. The distribution of disclosure methods 
across the two platforms is presented in Table 4.

On Instagram, the Collaboration feature was observed in 
34.17% of promotional posts, whereas the official plat-
form disclosure label was not recorded in any analyzed 
promotional post. On TikTok, the official platform label  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Effect F(1,19) p η²p

Content type 3.90 .063 .170

Platform 0.01 .934 <.001

Platform × Content type 0.02 .902 .001

Table 2
Repeated-measures ANOVA results for log-transformed 
engagement rates

	» Figure 1: Estimated marginal means of log-transformed 
engagement rates by platform and content type, with 
95% confidence intervals

Platform Test Statistic p Effect 
size

Instagram Wilcoxon W = 169 .015 rrb = .610

TikTok Paired t-test t(19) = 1.63 .120 d = .364

Disclosure method Instagram n (%) TikTok n (%)

Official platform label 0 (0.00) 27 (13.78)

Collaboration 68 (34.17) N/A

Tag in description 110 (55.28) 117 (59.69)

Hashtag 16 (8.04) 34 (17.35)

Coupon code 3 (1.51) 5 (2.55)

QR code 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00)

No recorded disclosure 2 (1.01) 13 (6.63)

Table 3
Within-platform comparisons of personal and 
promotional content engagement rates

Table 4
Distribution of promotional disclosure 
methods on Instagram and TikTok
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was present in 27 posts (13.78%). Hashtags were used 
in 8.04% of Instagram and 17.35% of TikTok promotional 
posts. Posts with no recorded disclosure represented 
1.01% of Instagram and 6.63% of TikTok promotion-
al content. At the influencer level, the mean official 
disclosure-label rate was 0.00% on Instagram (Md = 
0.00%) and 13.50% on TikTok (Md = 5.00%). The Wil-
coxon signed-rank test indicated a statistically signifi-
cant platform difference, W = 0, p = .005, rrb = −1.00. 
Ten influencers had identical disclosure rates on both 
platforms (0%), while all remaining ten influencers 
showed higher official disclosure-label use on TikTok. 
Thus, H4 was supported. It is also notable that promo-
tional posts without any disclosure were more than six 
times as common on TikTok (6.63%) as on Instagram 
(1.01%), indicating platform differences in disclosure 
practices beyond the use of official platform labels.

5.	Conclusions

The results indicate that audience engagement cannot 
be attributed simply to content type or platform. No 
statistically significant overall effects of content type 
or platform, or their interaction, were found. Personal 
content nevertheless showed statistically significant 
higher engagement rate than promotional content on 
Instagram, whereas no statistically significant difference 
was observed on TikTok. This supports previous research 
suggesting that influencer engagement is shaped by mul-
tiple factors rather than by promotional content alone 
(Tafesse & Wood, 2021; Gross & von Wangenheim, 2022).

A clearer platform difference emerged in promotional 
disclosure, where official platform disclosure labels 
were significantly more frequently used on TikTok, 
while tags in post descriptions were the most common 
disclosure method on both platforms. Overall, the 
findings highlight the importance of considering both 
content characteristics and platform-specific disclosure 
practices when planning influencer collaborations.

The findings should be interpreted in light of the 
relatively small, non-probability sample of 20 local 
and regional influencers and the observational 
design of the study. Other factors that may influ-
ence engagement, such as account size, content 
niche, and posting characteristics, were not con-
trolled. Future research could examine these rela-
tionships using larger and more diverse samples.
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