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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the role of social media governance in shaping users’ motivations for interacting with influencers’
sports advertisements. The research approach was qualitative and exploratory, interpretive, and thematic analysis was used to
analyze the data. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 19 participants, including 12 active social media
users and 7 experts and activists in the field of advertising and digital marketing in sports. Sampling was purposeful and with a
maximum diversity approach, and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached. After the interviews were
fully implemented, line-by-line coding was performed, and by combining similar codes, 77 basic themes were extracted and
organized into 9 organizing themes and 3 overarching themes. The findings showed that social media governance affects
engagement motivations through three main pathways: first, platform transparency and monitoring policies that strengthen or
weaken perceptions of advertising legitimacy and trust in the influencer; second, the role of content display algorithms that can
both increase engagement and create fatigue and pessimism by targeting, repeating, and cyclically reinforcing content; and
third, user experience management that affects engagement quality by controlling advertising saturation and providing the
ability to manage ad display. Also, trust and perceived credibility of sports advertising were identified as the intermediary link
between platform governance and engagement motivations. Finally, user engagement motivations were formulated into three
categories: informational, emotional, and social-identity. The results showed that the effectiveness of influencer sports
advertising is significantly dependent on platform governance mechanisms in addition to influencer and content characteristics.
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The Role of Social Media Governance in Shaping Users' Motivations for Interacting with
Influencers' Sports Advertising

Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent years, social media has become one of the most important communication, advertising, and cultural platforms in the
world, and their role in shaping consumer attitudes, preferences, and behaviors has increased significantly. The rapid
development of social platforms and the expansion of the culture of digital content production and consumption have led to
traditional advertising patterns gradually giving way to patterns based on interaction, trust, and quasi-social connections. In the
meantime, influencers, as key players in the social media ecosystem, have been able to influence the decisions and motivations
of audiences by using their social capital and perceptual credibility. Therefore, examining the role of social media governance
in shaping users' motivations for interacting with influencers' sports advertising can help fill the gaps in the research literature.
Such an approach allows for a deeper understanding of the interaction between platform structures, influencer characteristics,
and user motivations, and can serve as a basis for designing more effective media policies, marketing strategies, and regulatory
frameworks in the field of digital advertising. This research attempts to provide a conceptual framework to explain this
relationship, drawing on recent literature in the field of influencer marketing and social media governance studies, and to
analyze the role of governance variables in shaping user motivations for engaging with sports advertising.

Methodology

This research was conducted with a qualitative approach using thematic analysis. The research strategy was interpretive and
exploratory qualitative study, and semi-structured interviews were used to gain a deep understanding of experiences,
perceptions, and influential mechanisms. The research population consisted of two main groups: first, active social media users
who were continuously exposed to and interacted with sports advertising by influencers; second, experts and actors related to
the sports advertising ecosystem on social media, including digital marketing specialists, sports advertising managers or
experts, and individuals with direct experience of working with sports influencers. The research field was users and experts
residing in Iran, and the platforms mentioned in the interviews were the most widely used social media in Iran and the sports
space. Sampling was conducted purposively with a maximum diversity approach to cover a range of different perspectives and
experiences. The number of interviewees was determined to be 19, and theoretical saturation was also considered as a criterion
for stopping sampling in the data collection process. The sample composition precisely included 12 active social media users
and 7 experts in the field of advertising and digital marketing in the field of sports. Among the users, an attempt was made to
consider diversity in gender, age, and level of attachment to sports, and among the experts, diversity in the type of professional
role and level of experience in collaborating with influencer campaigns was considered.

Results

After the interviews were fully implemented, line-by-line coding was performed, and by combining similar codes, 77 basic
themes were extracted and organized into 9 organizing themes and 3 overarching themes. The findings showed that social
media governance affects engagement motivations through three main pathways: first, platform transparency and monitoring
policies that strengthen or weaken perceptions of advertising legitimacy and trust in influencers; second, the role of content

display algorithms that can both increase engagement and create fatigue and pessimism by targeting, repeating, and cyclically
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reinforcing content; and third, user experience management that affects engagement quality by controlling advertising

saturation and providing the ability to manage ad display. Also, trust and perceived credibility of sports advertising were
identified as the intermediary link between platform governance and engagement motivations. Finally, user engagement
motivations were formulated into three categories: informational, emotional, and social-identity. The results showed that the
effectiveness of influencer sports advertising is significantly dependent on platform governance mechanisms, in addition to
influencer and content characteristics.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study showed that users’ motivations for engaging with influencer sports ads are not simply a product of
the appeal of the message or the influencer’s personal characteristics, but rather are shaped within a structural context guided
by social media governance. Within this framework, three key domains emerged: platform governance mechanisms, trust and
perceived credibility of the ads, and individual and social motivations for engagement. Thematic analysis revealed that users
perceive their engagement not as a mechanical response to the ad, but as the result of a simultaneous assessment of
authenticity, transparency, and appropriateness; an assessment that ultimately leads to the formation or weakening of trust and
then activates or deactivates engagement motivations; Therefore, the findings confirm that platform governance can directly
affect trust-building mechanisms and indirectly affect engagement incentives by regulating rules, algorithms, and user
experience. Sports influencers viewed transparency as a strategy for maintaining trust capital, and by clearly explaining
advertising partnerships, they avoided hidden advertising and exaggeration, and even pointed out product limitations or
weaknesses, when possible, to enhance the perception of authenticity. It was also recommended that campaigns be designed in
a way that prevents advertising saturation and maintains a balance between non-commercial and commercial content, as
fatigue from repetition reduces engagement incentives and can lead to follower churn. Finally, policymakers and professional
bodies related to digital advertising developed guiding frameworks for transparency, accountability, and ethics of influencer
advertising, and through education and standardization, helped increase users' advertising literacy and reduce misleading

content to make public trust in sports advertising on social media more sustainable.
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