
Received: 5 August 2026
Revised: 7 September 2026
Accepted: 10 September 2026
Published: 2 November 2026

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. 
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. 
This article is an open access article 
distributed under the terms and 
conditions of the Creative Commons 
Attribution (CC BY) license.

Article

Ephemeral Mobile Social Media Content and Switching 
Intentions in the Fitness Market: The Roles of Perceived 
Authenticity, Trust and Perceived Involvement
John Marumbwa *, Brian Mabuyana , Tatenda T. Chabata  and Gift Muresherwa 

Department of Marketing and Retail Management, College of Economic and Management Sciences, 
University of South Africa, Pretoria 0003, South Africa; mabuyb@unisa.ac.za (B.M.); 
echabatt@unisa.ac.za (T.T.C.); muresg@unisa.ac.za (G.M.)
*  Correspondence: marumj@unisa.ac.za

Abstract

Ephemeral mobile social media content has become a dominant marketing communication 
format. However, little is known about how such content influences consumer behaviour in 
mobile messaging environments such as WhatsApp, particularly among women consumers. 
Also, the challenge for brands using ephemeral mobile social media content is a lack of 
understanding of the precursors to consumers’ switching intentions across varied contexts. 
As a result, this study investigated the influence of ephemeral mobile social media content 
on the switching intentions of women consumers, particularly in the fitness market of 
a developing economy (Zimbabwe). The study adopted PLS-SEM to analyse data and 
test the proposed hypotheses grounded in uses and gratifications theory (UGT) and the 
stimulus–organism–response (S-O-R) framework. The findings, based on a sample of 
358 consumers, confirm that ephemeral content significantly influences switching intention 
and enhances consumers’ perceptions of authenticity and trust, which are key explanatory 
mechanisms linking ephemeral content to behavioural outcomes. Perceived involvement 
strengthens the trust pathway, although its moderating effect on the authenticity pathway 
is not supported. This study helps practitioners to develop effective ephemeral content 
capabilities and enables fitness marketers to target women appropriately, preventing costly 
and unproductive short-lived WhatsApp content advertising.

Keywords: authenticity; ephemeral content; fitness market; mobile social media content; 
perceived involvement; switching intentions; trust

1. Introduction
Marketers are capitalising on the rise of digital culture to attract potential customers 

through ephemeral content marketing on mobile social media. Ephemeral content is visible 
only for a limited time before vanishing (Dange et al., 2022; Wakefield, 2024). Lim et al. 
(2021) note that ephemeral content is transient and disappears after 24 h; examples include 
stories on Instagram, Facebook, and Snapchat. According to Barnea et al. (2023), the short 
lifespan of ephemeral content may prompt users to devote more mental effort to understand 
it before it vanishes, thereby influencing memory formation. Those exposed to ephemeral 
content often try to remember information from fleeting posts, which can improve advertis-
ing recall compared with more permanent formats (Lee et al., 2025). “Moment marketing” 
has amplified the use of ephemeral content, as experts have leveraged it to establish connec-
tions with trendy communities, engage customers, boost sales through limited-time offers 
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and maintain customer touchpoints (Dange et al., 2022). Social media platforms such as 
Snapchat, Instagram and Facebook have been maximising the use of ephemeral content to 
create brand awareness, generate interest, promote desire, and drive conversions.

Campbell et al. (2021) emphasise that this content format differs from traditional 
permanent posts and introduces a temporal dimension that may influence how consumers 
perceive and respond to marketing messages. Likewise, temporary posts frequently appear 
less planned and more impromptu, which may boost perceptions of brand authenticity in 
social media communications (Lopez et al., 2024). In online settings, where consumers rely 
on mediated interactions rather than direct brand encounters, authenticity and trust are 
closely linked to reducing consumers’ intentions to switch (Nguyen et al., 2026). Research 
also shows that consumers engage with ephemeral content for informational, social, and 
entertainment purposes, find it gratifying, and interact with digital messages (Chen & 
Cheung, 2019). Time-sensitive communication further boosts engagement because users 
recognise the urgency of content that will soon disappear and respond with immediacy 
(Haldborg Jørgensen et al., 2023).

Despite the numerous benefits derived from ephemeral content, the literature on its 
influence on consumer behavioural outcomes generally remains fragmented. The extant 
literature typically examines all consumer genders in general, isolated mechanisms, such as 
information processing, recall, authenticity or engagement, rather than integrating these 
processes with other contextual variables into a unified explanatory framework (Barnea 
et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2025; Lopez et al., 2024). The majority of the empirical work on 
ephemeral content has predominantly focused on platforms such as Instagram, Facebook 
and Snapchat (Bainotti et al., 2021; Lim et al., 2021; Villaespesa & Wowkowych, 2020), 
whereas mobile messaging environments with customer switching intentions on What-
sApp remain underexplored, despite its widespread use in emerging markets (Campbell 
et al., 2021; Nguyen et al., 2026; Wakefield, 2024). This gap is particularly relevant in Zim-
babwe, where WhatsApp serves not only as a communication tool but also as a marketing 
channel through which service providers, such as fitness entrepreneurs, share temporary 
promotions, workout tips, and motivational messages, particularly with women consumers.

Since 2020, at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been increased emphasis 
on health and wellness, particularly among women (Chabata, 2025; Fauzi & Sheng, 2021; 
Hou & Elliott, 2021). As physical movement was restricted, women resorted to home 
workouts, which later became an established fitness routine. Hence, the WhatsApp plat-
form dominates both peer-to-peer communication and business–consumer engagement. 
Yet scholarship on how ephemeral mobile social media content shapes women’s fitness-
switching behaviours remains limited. The rationale for focusing precisely on women 
consumers in this study is established by the convergence of social media, body-related 
self-evaluation, and fitness consumption that is becoming more prominent among women 
consumers. Visual fitness-related social media content is heavily consumed by women who 
may interact with it for body management, exercise information, inspiration, and social com-
parison. These claims are echoed by Mayoh and Jones (2021) who discovered that gender 
tendencies in fitspiration consumption were predominant among female participants. While 
males may be more driven by enjoyment or other exercise benefits, women’s fitness engage-
ment is more linked to weight control and body toning derived from short-lived clips on 
social platforms (Craft et al., 2014). Women’s assessments of current and rival fitness offers 
may consequently be influenced by fitness-related narratives, transient endorsements, mem-
bership promotions and transformation material. Additionally, recent research proposes 
that after being exposed to fitspiration content, women mostly have lower body-related 
self-evaluations and more self-criticism than male consumers (Czubaj et al., 2025; Limniou 
et al., 2025). Hence, concentrating on women offers a theoretically sound and contextually 
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limited foundation for investigating the relationship between switching intentions in the 
fitness industry and transitory WhatsApp ephemeral content.

Therefore, grounded in the uses and gratifications theory (UGT), which seeks to ex-
plain how specific stimuli explain user behaviours and how communication is employed to 
meet needs (QuanHaase, 2012; Ruggiero, 2000), we adopted a dual focus on (a) the variables 
that motivate the use of WhatsApp ephemeral mobile content and (b) women using the con-
tent for fitness purposes to comprehend their trust, authenticity and switching intentions.

Ultimately, fostering authenticity and trust in switching intentions in ephemeral con-
tent is important, and several prior studies call for a deeper investigation of its related impact 
(D. Kim & Kim, 2023; Kucirkova, 2023). To the researchers’ knowledge, there has not been 
validation of authenticity and trust on switching intentions among women in the fitness 
sector within an emerging market context. Hence, we build on the extant literature by 
enhancing the understanding of how ephemeral communication shapes trust, authenticity 
and switching intentions, as well as the moderating role of perceived involvement in the 
fitness market. Closing the prevailing gap in the literature is crucial for both practitioners 
and the advancement of the literature. Thus, this study contributes to the growing body of 
literature on ephemeral mobile social media content by developing a comprehensive theoret-
ical framework that integrates cognitive, relational and behavioural insights. Consequently, 
the following is the research question that guided this study:

How does content ephemerality in WhatsApp-based marketing communication influ-
ence women consumers’ behaviour in Zimbabwe’s fitness sector?

The proposed sub-research objectives that supported the main research question were:
• To determine the influence of ephemeral content on perceived authenticity, trust and 

switching intention.
• To establish the mediating role of perceived authenticity and trust in the relationship 

between ephemeral content and switching intention.
• To empirically test the moderating effect of perceived involvement on the relationship 

between ephemeral content and perceived authenticity and trust.
The rest of this paper is divided as follows: The next section covers the study’s under-

pinning theories, followed by conceptual model and hypotheses development. Thereafter, 
the methodology guiding this study is presented. A thorough discussion is provided, along 
with the empirical findings, which is followed by theoretical and practical implications. 
Finally, we offer the conclusion, limitations and directions for future research.

2. Theoretical Framework
This study was based on two theories: the uses and gratifications theory (UGT) and 

the stimulus–organism–response (S-O-R) framework. These theories formed the theoretical 
foundation of the research and will be elaborated on in the following sections.

2.1. Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT)
The UGT, propounded by Katz et al. (1973), is based on the premise that individuals 

actively select specific media channels to satisfy psychological and social needs. According 
to Ruggiero (2000), consumers are active agents who intentionally seek media content that 
fulfils informational, entertainment, social interaction, escapism or self-expression needs. 
This contrasts with traditional media theories that portray audiences as passive recipients 
of information. The UGT is relevant in digital and social media environments because con-
temporary consumers possess greater control over media selection, interaction and content 
creation (QuanHaase, 2012). Recent studies applied UGT to explain engagement with social 
media platforms and transient digital content. In the same vein, the literature demonstrates 
that users consume ephemeral content because it offers immediacy, entertainment, social 
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connectedness and interactive gratification (Lopez et al., 2024; Haldborg Jørgensen et al., 
2023). In mobile-based environments such as WhatsApp, ephemeral content often creates 
heightened emotional engagement because users perceive disappearing messages as urgent, 
authentic and socially intimate (Martin, 2024; Nguyen et al., 2026). Similarly, Chen and 
Cheung (2019) argue that the temporary nature of ephemeral content stimulates consumer 
curiosity and enhances participation due to fear of missing out (FOMO). These gratifications 
may subsequently strengthen users’ trust and emotional attachment toward brands.

Despite its relevance, UGT is less explicit about the psychological mechanism through 
which exposure to selected media content produces subsequent behavioural outcomes. Its 
principal explanatory emphasis is on audience agency: individuals identify needs, select 
media and content expected to satisfy those needs, and evaluate the gratifications obtained 
from their use (Katz et al., 1973; Ruggiero, 2000). Although later refinements recognise 
that technological affordances can generate distinctive gratifications, UGT does not often 
specify a structured causal sequence connecting a digital cue to cognitive and affective 
appraisal and, subsequently, to behavioural response (Sundar & Limperos, 2013). Thus, the 
limitation is not that UGT ignores media characteristics or assumes that users are unaffected 
by content. Rather, it provides a comparatively stronger explanation of selective exposure 
and goal-directed media use than of the post-exposure psychological process through 
which ephemeral content shapes perceived authenticity, trust and switching intention. This 
distinction makes the S-O-R framework complementary to UGT.

2.2. Stimulus–Organism–Response (S-O-R) Framework
The S-O-R framework complements UGT by explaining the post-exposure psychologi-

cal process that connects a consumer’s engagement with digital content to a behavioural 
response. While UGT foregrounds the active user and explains why particular media or 
content are selected, S-O-R specifies how environmental cues, once encountered, alter inter-
nal cognitive and affective states that subsequently shape behaviour (Mehrabian & Russell, 
1974). In the present study, ephemeral mobile social media content constitutes the stimulus; 
perceived authenticity and trust represent organismic evaluations; and switching intention 
constitutes the behavioural response. This conceptualisation is consistent with applications 
of S-O-R in digital environments, in which technological and communication cues influence 
behaviour through intervening cognitive and emotional states (Eroglu et al., 2001).

The recent literature demonstrates the growing applicability of the S-O-R framework 
to explain consumer behaviour in social commerce and digital platform environments. 
For instance, characteristics of ephemeral content, such as temporality, interactivity and 
immediacy, may serve as stimuli shaping consumers’ emotional and cognitive evaluations 
of brands (Lee et al., 2025; Lopez et al., 2024). These evaluations often manifest through 
perceptions of authenticity and trust, which subsequently influence behavioural intentions 
(Patel, 2025). In fitness-related digital environments, where consumers continually seek 
motivation, emotional support and personalised interactions, the S-O-R framework offers a 
valuable explanation of how ephemeral WhatsApp content influences women’s responses 
to service providers.

The S-O-R framework offers greater explanatory power than UGT regarding the mech-
anism by which digital stimuli influence behaviour. While UGT emphasises consumer 
motivations for media use, S-O-R explains the causal pathway linking content exposure 
to behavioural responses through psychological processes. However, the S-O-R frame-
work is not without limitations. Critics argue that it may oversimplify consumer decision-
making by assuming linear relationships between stimuli, internal states and responses 
(Pandita et al., 2021). Additionally, the framework may underemphasise consumers’ agency 
in selecting media content, an issue that UGT addresses more effectively.

https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci16110531

https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci16110531


Adm. Sci. 2026, 16, 531 5 of 22

2.3. Theoretical Integration and Justification
UGT and S-O-R are integrated through a sequential and complementary division of 

explanatory labour. UGT explains the user-initiated stage of the process: women consumers 
actively attend to and engage with ephemeral WhatsApp content because they expect it to 
satisfy informational, social, emotional, or entertainment-related needs (Katz et al., 1973; 
Ruggiero, 2000). This perspective prevents exposure from being treated as entirely passive 
or environmentally determined. S-O-R then explains the post-exposure stage by specifying 
how the encountered content operates as a stimulus that is cognitively and affectively 
appraised before producing a behavioural response (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974).

Accordingly, S-O-R does not extend UGT by adding authenticity, trust, and switching 
intention to a gratification-based model. S-O-R complements UGT by supplying a different 
explanatory mechanism. UGT answers the question, “Why do consumers selectively engage 
with ephemeral WhatsApp content?”, whereas S-O-R focuses on the question, “through 
which internal evaluations do ephemeral content influence subsequent switching intention?” 
In the proposed model, ephemeral content is the external stimulus; perceived authenticity 
and trust are organismic states through which the stimulus is interpreted, and switching 
intention is the resulting behavioural response. Perceived involvement further captures 
variation in the strength with which consumers process the stimulus. Thus, consumers 
remain purposive media users, as proposed by UGT, while their responses remain contingent 
on their cognitive and relational evaluations of the encountered content, as explained 
by S-O-R.

This integration also addresses the respective limitations of the two perspectives. 
UGT may identify the needs and gratifications associated with media selection but offers 
less precision concerning the intervening psychological process linking exposure to post-
consumption behaviour (Sundar & Limperos, 2013). Conversely, S-O-R provides a clear 
stimulus–appraisal–response structure but can understate the agency consumers exercise 
when selecting content and determining the intensity of their engagement. Combining 
the two theories therefore produces a theoretically coherent account of both purposive 
content engagement and post-exposure psychological processing. They both explain how 
women consumers may actively engage with ephemeral fitness content and how that content 
subsequently influences switching intention through perceptions of authenticity and trust.

Importantly, the theories are integrated without conflating their constructs. Expected 
gratifications explain the motivational basis for engaging with ephemeral content, whereas 
authenticity and trust are treated as evaluations formed after the content has been encoun-
tered. This distinction prevents perceived authenticity and trust from being incorrectly 
represented as gratifications and clarifies their function as organismic mechanisms within 
the S-O-R sequence. The resulting framework consequently connects active media selection 
with stimulus-driven psychological appraisal while retaining the conceptual boundaries of 
both theoretical perspectives.

Building on this integrated theoretical foundation, the hypotheses translate the com-
plementary explanatory roles of UGT and S-O-R into testable relationships. UGT provides 
the motivational basis for understanding women consumers’ engagement with ephemeral 
WhatsApp content, whereas S-O-R specifies how this content functions as an external 
stimulus that shapes perceived authenticity and trust before influencing switching inten-
tion. The hypotheses therefore examine both the direct effect of ephemeral content on 
switching intention and its indirect explanatory pathways through authenticity and trust. 
Perceived involvement is further introduced as a boundary condition because consumers 
who are more involved with fitness-related content may process and respond to these 
stimulus–organism relationships more strongly. Collectively, the hypotheses operationalise 
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the progression from purposive content engagement to internal evaluation and, ultimately, 
behavioural response.

2.4. Conceptual Model and Hypotheses Development
Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model, which depicts the distinct paths and connec-

tions between the constructs under investigation.

Figure 1. Conceptual model. Source: Authors’ own compilation.

2.4.1. Ephemeral Content and Switching Intention
Switching intention refers to a consumer’s conscious inclination to discontinue an 

existing service relationship and move to an alternative provider. Such intention is more 
likely to develop when consumers become aware of an attractive alternative and perceive 
that it offers greater benefits than their current provider (Jones et al., 2000). In the present 
study, ephemeral content refers to temporary WhatsApp content communicated by an 
alternative fitness-service provider and encountered by consumers who currently use 
another provider. This competitive context is important because ephemerality alone does 
not necessarily produce switching; rather, it can make a competing provider and its offering 
more salient during consumers’ evaluation of available alternatives.

UGT suggests that consumers actively engage with short-lived content when it promises 
informational, entertainment, or social gratification. When an alternative fitness provider 
uses ephemeral WhatsApp content to communicate new programmes, time-sensitive promo-
tions, personalised support or desirable fitness outcomes, the content supplies information 
with which consumers can compare the alternative against their current provider. Such 
comparisons can reveal perceived deficiencies in the incumbent provider or increase the 
attractiveness of the competing offer, thereby weakening consumers’ willingness to main-
tain the existing relationship. Alternative attractiveness is relevant to switching because 
consumers are less likely to remain with their current provider when they perceive that a 
competitor offers a more desirable service experience (Jones et al., 2000).

From an S-O-R perspective, ephemeral content constitutes an external stimulus whose 
temporary availability heightens attention and encourages immediate behavioural ori-
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entation. Unlike permanent posts that can be reconsidered later, disappearing content 
compresses the decision window and creates temporal scarcity. Scarcity cues can increase 
the perceived desirability of an offer and accelerate consumers’ responses because delay-
ing action may mean losing access to information or opportunity (Aggarwal et al., 2011). 
Content ephemerality can also evoke fear of missing out, which increases engagement with 
brand content (Maar et al., 2023). More importantly for switching, fear of missing out can 
weaken loyalty to an existing option by making consumers reluctant to repeat their current 
experience when a potentially superior alternative appears available (Hayran et al., 2020).

The proposed direct relationship therefore captures an action-inducing pathway that 
is conceptually distinct from authenticity and trust mechanisms. Exposure to ephemeral 
content may increase switching intention before consumers have developed strong au-
thenticity or trust evaluations because the content simultaneously makes an alternative 
provider salient, facilitates comparison with the incumbent and signals that the opportunity 
to respond is temporary. In Zimbabwe’s competitive fitness market, where consumers 
can encounter alternative trainers, programmes and promotional offers through What-
sApp Status, these mechanisms may encourage consideration of, and movement towards, a 
competing provider. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1.  Ephemeral content positively influences switching intention.

2.4.2. Ephemeral Content and Perceived Authenticity
Perceived authenticity has become a central determinant of consumer evaluations 

in social media environments, particularly where users seek genuine and relatable brand 
communication (Kanjer & Doshi, 2026; Yang et al., 2021). Ephemeral content often con-
veys spontaneity because it is temporary, less polished, and perceived as less curated than 
permanent posts (Bainotti et al., 2021). This creates an impression of real-time interaction, 
enhancing perceptions of authenticity. UGT suggests that users derive gratifications from 
content that appears personal, transparent, and socially meaningful (Hoang et al., 2024). A 
recent study by Hasan et al. (2024) indicates that ephemeral communication formats foster 
stronger perceptions of authenticity because users associate temporary disclosures with 
honesty and reduced commercial manipulation. In fitness markets, where trust in personal 
trainers, gyms, and wellness brands is relational, authentic communication can strongly 
influence evaluation of alternatives (Wang et al., 2024). As such, ephemeral content is re-
garded as an important input for perceived authenticity, justifying the following hypothesis:

H2.  Ephemeral content positively influences perceived authenticity.

2.4.3. Ephemeral Content and Trust
Trust is a critical relational mechanism in digital consumer decision-making be-

cause it reduces uncertainty associated with service evaluation and switching decisions 
(Mattathil et al., 2026). Generally, in the S-O-R framework, ephemeral content may serve 
as a stimulus shaping trust as an organismic response. Temporary updates may increase 
trust by signalling immediacy, transparency, and ongoing engagement, thereby reducing 
the perceived distance between the brand and the consumer (Kesar, 2026). Recent social 
commerce studies demonstrate that interactive and dynamic content strengthens trust 
formation by enhancing perceptions of responsiveness and social presence (Herzallah et al., 
2025; Sarkis et al., 2026). For women consumers in fitness services, such trust is particularly 
salient because service choice often involves concerns about personal well-being, privacy, 
and long-term commitment (Paschalidou et al., 2023; Yiapanas, 2025). Consequently, ex-
posure to ephemeral content may strengthen trust in alternative providers and encourage 
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reassessment of current service relationships. Considering the consistent relationship 
between ephemeral content and trust, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3.  Ephemeral content positively influences trust.

2.4.4. Perceived Authenticity and Switching Intention
Authenticity influences consumer behaviour by shaping confidence in brand claims 

and reducing scepticism (Poulis et al., 2026; Virkus & Klein, 2026). Within UGT, authentic 
content satisfies users’ need for credible and socially meaningful information, while in S-O-R 
it represents an internal evaluative state that influences behavioural outcomes (Bui et al., 
2025). When consumers perceive a competing fitness provider’s content as authentic, they 
are more likely to view the provider as credible, reliable, and aligned with their personal 
values (Na et al., 2023). This can weaken attachment to current providers and increase 
switching intention. Literature confirms that authenticity significantly predicts behavioural 
outcomes such as purchase intention, brand engagement and migration to alternative 
service providers, particularly in digital social environments where trust cues are limited 
(Hasan et al., 2024). In the Zimbabwean fitness context, where consumer relationships are 
often socially embedded, authenticity may serve as a decisive signal for switching. Based 
on these findings, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H4.  Perceived authenticity positively influences switching intention.

2.4.5. Trust and Switching Intention
Trust is widely recognised as a crucial factor shaping consumer behavioural intentions, 

especially in digital and service-oriented contexts (D. Kim & Kim, 2023; Lyu et al., 2026). 
When consumers cultivate trust in a brand or service provider, they develop favorable expec-
tations concerning reliability, credibility, and performance. This tendency often mitigates 
perceived risks and uncertainties, particularly in decision-making processes. Nabwire et al. 
(2026) affirm that trust enhances the effectiveness of persuasive communication, thereby 
increasing the probability of behavioural change. It enhances customer loyalty and may 
even incentivise switching behaviour, particularly when competing brands are perceived as 
more dependable (Iqbal & Elahi, 2024; Na et al., 2023).

The literature suggests that it directly influences users’ willingness to engage with 
and transition to new offerings, particularly when trust in alternative options exceeds 
that in current providers (Joshi, 2025). Recent scholarship suggests that trust mitigates 
switching barriers by diminishing perceived risk and bolstering confidence in decision 
outcomes (Hipólito et al., 2025). In highly competitive markets where multiple alternatives 
are readily available, consumers are more inclined to transition to brands that exhibit higher 
trustworthiness (Abdelkader & Mohamed, 2017). Therefore, trust serves as a dynamic 
evaluative mechanism, enabling consumers to reassess their current choices and consider 
superior alternatives. It is hypothesised that promoting risk reduction, elevating confidence 
and reinforcing consumers’ willingness to adopt more credible alternatives will positively 
influence switching intentions. Consequently, the following hypothesis is hereby proposed:

H5.  Trust positively influences switching intention.

2.4.6. Mediating Effects of Perceived Authenticity
Ephemeral content, by its transient, less-curated nature, enhances perceptions of au-

thenticity (Nguyen et al., 2026). This, in turn, shapes consumers’ cognitive and emo-
tional evaluations of brands. Research confirms that authenticity functions as a signifi-
cant mediator between digital content characteristics and consumer behavioural outcomes 
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(Kothari et al., 2025). In digital marketing contexts, perceived authenticity mediates the 
relationship between message appeal and behavioural intentions (Papadopoulou et al., 
2025). As a result, it reinforces its role as a key explanatory mechanism in consumer 
decision-making. When consumers perceive content as authentic, they are more likely to 
trust the brand, identify with it and reconsider their current choices, thereby increasing 
their propensity to switch (J.-Y. Kim et al., 2024; Lyu et al., 2026). Thus, it is posited that 
ephemeral content influences switching intentions indirectly through perceived authenticity, 
which transforms transient content exposure into meaningful behavioural outcomes.

H6.  Perceived authenticity mediates the relationship between ephemeral content and switching 
intentions.

2.4.7. Mediating Effects of Trust
Ephemeral content enhances interactivity, immediacy and perceived credibility, thereby 

contributing to the development of consumer trust (Sardar & Rousseau, 2025). This trust 
subsequently shapes behavioural outcomes by reducing uncertainty and increasing confi-
dence in alternative brands. Empirical evidence demonstrates relationships between social 
media stimuli and consumer decision-making outcomes (Prasetyo et al., 2025), and be-
tween social media marketing activities and consumer intentions, including purchase and 
repurchase behaviours (Alrwashdeh, 2025). Digital content formats, particularly short-
form and dynamic media, significantly influence consumer trust (Pal, 2024), which in turn 
drives behavioural intentions. In line with the stimulus–organism–response framework, 
ephemeral content acts as the stimulus, trust as the internal psychological state (organism), 
and switching intention as the behavioural response. Therefore, it is posited that ephemeral 
content indirectly influences switching intentions through trust, as it transforms exposure to 
transient content into meaningful behavioural change by enhancing credibility and reducing 
perceived risk.

H7.  Trust mediates the relationship between ephemeral content and switching intentions.

2.4.8. Moderating Role of Perceived Involvement
Perceived involvement is a critical boundary condition shaping how consumers in-

terpret and respond to ephemeral content in the Zimbabwean fitness market. Consumers 
with high levels of involvement are more cognitively attentive and emotionally invested in 
the content they consume, leading them to engage in more extensive information process-
ing and evaluation (Ahmed et al., 2024). Consequently, they are more likely to recognise 
and appreciate the distinctive characteristics of ephemeral content, including spontaneity, 
immediacy, transparency, and real-time interaction, which serve as important signals of 
authenticity and credibility. In contrast, consumers with lower levels of involvement typi-
cally engage in less intensive processing and rely more heavily on peripheral cues, reducing 
the extent to which ephemeral content can strengthen perceptions of authenticity and trust 
(Sansome et al., 2025).

The moderating role of involvement is well supported in the digital marketing literature. 
Previous studies have demonstrated that involvement enhances consumers’ responsiveness 
to marketing stimuli by increasing both engagement and interpretive depth (Khan et al., 
2022; Loureiro et al., 2019). When consumers are highly involved, they devote greater cog-
nitive effort to evaluating marketing messages, thereby forming richer and more favourable 
perceptions of authenticity (Shkeer et al., 2024; Yang & Su, 2026). Similar evidence from 
social media and influencer marketing contexts suggests that involvement shapes how au-
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thenticity cues are interpreted and transformed into meaningful attitudinal and behavioural 
responses (Hasan et al., 2024; Lu et al., 2025; Roth-Cohen et al., 2025).

The same logic extends to trust formation. Highly involved consumers are more 
likely to critically assess the informational and relational cues embedded in ephemeral 
content, thereby strengthening their confidence in the credibility and reliability of the 
message source (Dirwan, 2023). Research on ephemeral media further suggests that the 
temporary and real-time nature of such content encourages deeper cognitive engagement 
among involved users, amplifying its influence on trust perceptions (Allison, 2024; Lee et al., 
2025). Conversely, consumers with low involvement are less likely to engage with these 
cues, weakening the capacity of ephemeral content to generate trust. Therefore, perceived 
involvement enhances the effectiveness of ephemeral content by strengthening consumers’ 
interpretation of authenticity and trust cues (Elsotouhy et al., 2025). As involvement 
increases, the positive influence of ephemeral content on perceived authenticity and trust 
becomes more pronounced, resulting in stronger attitudinal and behavioural outcomes 
(Lee et al., 2025; Haider et al., 2025; Vazquez, 2019). Thus, perceived involvement serves 
as an important moderator that intensifies the authenticity and trust-building effects of 
ephemeral content within social media environments. Hence, the following hypotheses 
are proposed:

H8.  Perceived involvement moderates the relationship between ephemeral content and trust.

H9.  Perceived involvement moderates the relationship between ephemeral content and perceived 
authenticity.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Research Design and Data Collection

In this study, the researchers utilised a quantitative, cross-sectional survey to examine 
a moderated mediation model linking ephemeral content to switching intention, mediated 
by perceived authenticity and trust in the fitness market. Proponents of the survey method 
contend that it is particularly effective for capturing latent constructs, validating theoretical 
propositions, and investigating the complex relationships outlined in the research framework 
(J. F. Hair et al., 2021). Before the main data collection, the questionnaire was pre-tested 
with 20 women whose characteristics corresponded with those of the target population. 
The pre-test assessed the clarity of the survey instructions and items, the logical sequencing 
of the sections, the readability of the online format, and the approximate time required for 
completion. Participants generally found the questionnaire understandable and relevant 
to their experiences. Nevertheless, their feedback resulted in minor editorial revisions. 
Complex or potentially ambiguous expressions were simplified; instructions preceding 
the measurement scales were clarified; wording was standardised to ensure consistent 
references to ephemeral WhatsApp content and fitness service providers; and the sequence 
and presentation of some questions were adjusted to improve the questionnaire’s flow and 
readability. No construct or measurement item was deleted, and the substantive meanings 
of the validated scales were not altered. The revised questionnaire was reviewed by the 
research team before being distributed for the main survey. Data obtained from the 20 
pre-test participants were not included in the final sample of 358 respondents.

A non-probability convenience and self-selection sampling approach was employed 
because a complete sampling frame of women who used WhatsApp to engage with fitness-
related information in Zimbabwe was unavailable. The survey link was distributed through 
multiple active public WhatsApp groups accessible to the four researchers after permission 
had been obtained from the respective group administrators. The recruitment message 
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specified the study’s eligibility criteria, namely that participants had to be women aged 18–55, 
reside in Zimbabwe, and use WhatsApp to access or engage with fitness-related information. 
Participation was not limited to the customers or followers of any particular fitness brand 
or service provider. To broaden the pool of potential respondents and reduce dependence 
on a single online network, the questionnaire was circulated across the different groups 
available to the research team. Responses were subsequently screened for completeness 
and conformity with the eligibility criteria before analysis.

Nevertheless, the recruitment approach could not eliminate selection bias. Women who 
were members of the selected WhatsApp groups, regularly active online, interested in fitness-
related content, or more willing to participate in research may have been overrepresented. 
Conversely, eligible women who were not members of these groups, had limited internet 
access, or used WhatsApp less frequently had a lower likelihood of inclusion. No statistical 
weighting or probability-based correction was applied. Therefore, the final sample should 
not be interpreted as statistically representative of all women in Zimbabwe’s fitness market, 
and the findings should be cautiously generalised.

The population comprised over 1 200 women in Zimbabwe’s fitness market, aged 
18 to 55, who use WhatsApp to access and engage with fitness-related information. As 
recommended by J. F. Hair et al. (2021) and Chabata (2025), a target sample size of 
300–500 was considered for PLS-SEM. After removing incomplete responses during the 
data screening stage, the study yielded a final usable sample of 358 participants.

3.2. Measurement Instrument
All latent constructs within the model were evaluated using validated multi-item 

reflective scales, selected from the existing literature, and adapted to the context of mobile 
social media. The measurement employed a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Perceived ephemerality was conceptualised 
using Bayer et al. (2016)’s framework for ephemeral media. It was operationalised by 
Haldborg Jørgensen et al. (2023), emphasising features such as disappearing content, 
temporality, visibility, and limited duration. Perceived authenticity was assessed using 
a four-item scale by Morhart et al. (2015), including a representative item: ‘This fitness 
brand communicates honestly with consumers.’ The perceived involvement construct 
was adapted from (Zaichkowsky, 1994), originally developed for advertising messages 
and focusing on importance, relevance, interest, appeal and meaning. Perceived trust in 
the fitness brand was evaluated using a four-item scale developed by Morgan and Hunt 
(1994), which addressed trust, reliability, confidence, and the capacity to fulfil promises. 
Switching intention was measured using a four-item scale from Bansal et al. (2005), covering 
considerations for switching, the likelihood of switching, propensity to try a different brand, 
and the probability of abandoning the current brand for alternatives.

3.3. Ethical Considerations
The data collection process complied with established ethical standards for research 

involving human participants. Ethical clearance was granted by the relevant Ethics Review 
Committee under protocol number 13576. Before accessing the questionnaire, every po-
tential participant was presented with an electronic information and consent statement 
explaining the purpose of the study, the nature of participation, the intended academic 
use of the data, the voluntary nature of participation, the right to discontinue participation 
without penalty, and the measures adopted to protect confidentiality. Participants were 
required to indicate their informed consent before proceeding to the questionnaire. The 
survey was configured so that individuals who did not provide consent could not continue, 
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and only responses from participants who provided electronic consent were included in 
the analysis.

No direct identification information was requested. Specifically, the questionnaire did 
not collect participants’ names, telephone numbers, WhatsApp account details, email ad-
dresses, or other direct personal identifiers. The survey link was circulated in the approved 
groups without requiring participants to disclose their identity to the researchers, and the 
researchers did not extract contact details from WhatsApp group membership records. The 
resulting dataset was therefore analysed anonymously. Data were retained exclusively for 
academic research and stored in password-protected electronic files accessible only to the 
research team.

3.4. Data Analysis Procedure
The researchers utilised a structured, multi-layered analytical approach, employing 

SmartPLS (version 4.1.1.7) to analyse the data. Both direct and indirect relationships were 
examined through partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM). Given 
the objective of investigating an integrated model encompassing direct, mediated, and 
moderated relationships among multiple latent constructs, PLS-SEM was considered ap-
propriate. PLS-SEM was also selected because of its capacity to support explanatory and 
prediction-oriented studies (J. Hair & Alamer, 2022) that aim to extend rather than confirm 
theory (Chabata, 2025; J. F. Hair et al., 2021). The research adhered strictly to established 
PLS-SEM guidelines for evaluating reflective measurement models (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). 
To assess indicator reliability via factor loadings and internal consistency using Cronbach’s 
alpha and composite reliability, a threshold of ≥0.70 was adopted. Convergent validity was 
established with an average variance extracted (AVE) of ≥0.50, while discriminant valid-
ity was evaluated employing the Fornell–Larcker criterion and the heterotrait–monotrait 
ratio (HTMT < 0.9). Multicollinearity among observed variables was examined using 
the variance inflation factor (VIF), with values below 5 indicating the absence of multi-
collinearity. The structural model was assessed utilising standardised path coefficients (β), 
bootstrapping with 5000 resamples, and metrics such as R2 , effect size (f2 ) and predictive 
relevance (Q2 ).

4. Results
Since the predictor and outcome variables were obtained from the same respondents 

at a single point in time, common method bias (CMB) represents a potential threat to the 
validity of the results. To minimize this risk, several procedural remedies were implemented 
during the design of the study, including the use of anonymous responses, the separation 
of predictor and outcome items within the questionnaire, and the interspersion of scale 
items to reduce the likelihood of patterned responding. Moreover, CMB was addressed 
through a comprehensive collinearity assessment, which revealed internal VIF values below 
5. This result indicated that common-method bias did not substantially influence the 
interpretation of the structural estimates. This was complemented by Harman’s single-
factor test conducted on all 21 measurement items that were entered simultaneously into an 
unrotated factor analysis. Five factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 emerged, collectively 
explaining 70.18% of the variance. The first factor accounted for 34.73% of the total variance, 
below the recommended 50% threshold, suggesting that CMB was unlikely to be a serious 
concern in this study.

4.1. Measurement Model Assessment
The measurement model was evaluated by examining indicator reliability, internal 

consistency, convergent validity, discriminant validity, and multicollinearity.

https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci16110531

https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci16110531


Adm. Sci. 2026, 16, 531 13 of 22

Table 1 shows that all indicator loadings exceeded the minimum recommended thresh-
old of 0.50, ranging from 0.557 to 0.892, indicating satisfactory reliability. Although TR4 
had a relatively low loading (0.557), its removal was considered but not warranted. Indica-
tors with loadings between 0.40 and 0.70 may be retained when their exclusion does not 
meaningfully improve composite reliability or AVE (J. M. Hair et al., 2022). As the construct 
met the recommended reliability and convergent validity thresholds, TR4 was retained to 
preserve its conceptual coverage.

Table 1. Reliability analysis and multicollinearity tests.

Construct Indicators Outer 
Loadings VIF Cronbach’s 

Alpha
Composite

Reliability (CR)
Average Variance 
Extracted (AVE)

Ephemeral
content (EC)

EC1 0.779 1.671

0.848 0.898 0.687
EC2 0.829 1.975
EC3 0.873 2.362
EC4 0.832 1.907

Perceived
authenticity (PA)

PA1 0.873 3.042

0.811 0.881 0.655
PA2 0.580 1.107
PA3 0.892 3.715
PA4 0.850 2.547

Perceived
involvement (PI)

PI1 0.743 1.993

0.780 0.837 0.508
PI2 0.696 2.160
PI3 0.698 2.089
PI4 0.695 1.314
PI5 0.730 1.179

Switching
intention (SI)

SI1 0.789 1.778

0.820 0.881 0.649
SI2 0.819 1.807
SI3 0.814 1.713
SI4 0.801 1.721

Trust (TR)

TR1 0.837 1.935

0.712 0.820 0.539
TR2 0.816 1.893
TR3 0.691 1.382
TR4 0.557 1.278

Internal consistency was also confirmed, with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from 0.712 
to 0.848 and composite reliability (CR) from 0.820 to 0.898, all exceeding the standard 
of 0.70 (Chabata et al., 2024). Evidence of convergent validity was shown by average 
variance extracted (AVE) values ranging from 0.508 to 0.687, all exceeding the 0.50 threshold. 
Multicollinearity was not a concern since all variance inflation factor (VIF) values were 
below the recommended 5.0 threshold (Chabata et al., 2024).

Discriminant validity was evaluated through both the heterotrait–monotrait ratio 
(HTMT) and the Fornell–Larcker criterion. Table 2 shows that HTMT values ranged 
from 0.331 to 0.829, all under the 0.90 threshold. While the HTMT value of 0.829 be-
tween perceived involvement and switching intention is relatively high, it remains be-
low the recommended thresholds of 0.85 and 0.90 for assessing discriminant validity 
(Henseler et al., 2015). Thus, the result indicates that the two constructs are related but 
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remain empirically distinct. Furthermore, Table 3 shows that the square root of each con-
struct’s AVE was higher than its inter-construct correlations, providing additional evidence 
of discriminant validity. Overall, these findings confirmed that the measurement model 
had good reliability and validity, making it appropriate for future structural model analysis.

Table 2. Discriminant validity—HTMT ratios.

Constructs Ephemeral Content Perceived 
Authenticity

Perceived
Involvement Switching Intention

Perceived authenticity 0.611
Perceived involvement 0.609 0.754
Switching intention 0.546 0.544 0.829
Trust 0.331 0.422 0.495 0.526

Table 3. Discriminant validity—Fornell-Larcker criterion.

Constructs Ephemeral 
Content

Perceived
Authenticity

Perceived
Involvement

Switching
Intention Trust

Ephemeral content 0.829
Perceived authenticity 0.514 0.809
Perceived involvement 0.498 0.716 0.713
Switching intention 0.457 0.449 0.676 0.806
Trust 0.260 0.319 0.402 0.410 0.734

4.2. Structural Model and Hypotheses Testing
The structural model was assessed using the bootstrapping procedure (see Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Structural model.
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The results in Table 4 revealed that ephemeral content exerted significant positive 
effects on switching intention (β = 0.272, t = 3.969, p < 0.001), perceived authenticity 
(β = 0.220, t = 3.662, p < 0.001) and trust (β = 0.183, t = 2.409, p = 0.016). In turn, both 
perceived authenticity (β = 0.225, t = 3.278, p = 0.001) and trust (β = 0.268, t = 5.396, 
p < 0.001) had significant positive effects on switching intention.

Table 4. Structural model results and indirect effects.

Path Relationships 𝛃 t p-Values f2 Decision

Direct effects
H1 EC -> SI 0.272 3.969 0.000 0.080 Supported
H2 EC -> PA 0.220 3.662 0.000 0.056 Supported
H3 EC -> TR 0.183 2.409 0.016 0.021 Supported
H4 PA -> SI 0.225 3.278 0.001 0.053 Supported
H5 TR -> SI 0.268 5.396 0.000 0.095 Supported

Mediation effects
H6 EC -> PA -> SI 0.049 2.318 0.021 - Supported
H7 EC -> TR -> SI 0.049 2.257 0.024 - Supported

Moderation effects

H8 PI × EC -> TR -> 
SI 0.023 2.033 0.042 - Supported

H9 PI × EC -> PA -> SI 0.002 0.363 0.717 - Not supported

The mediation analysis further showed that perceived authenticity significantly me-
diated the relationship between ephemeral content and switching intention (β = 0.049, 
t = 2.318, p = 0.021). A similar mediating effect was observed for trust (β = 0.049, t = 2.257, 
p = 0.024), indicating that both constructs served as significant indirect pathways through 
which ephemeral content influenced switching intention.

With respect to moderation, perceived involvement did not significantly moderate the 
relationship involving the authenticity pathway (β = 0.002, t = 0.363, p = 0.717), thus H9 
was not supported. However, its moderating effect on the trust pathway was statistically 
significant (β = 0.023, t = 2.033, p = 0.042), resulting in H8 being supported.

The model accounted for 54.6% of the variance in perceived authenticity, 18.4% in trust, 
and 33.5% in switching intention. Furthermore, Table 5 shows that the positive Q2  values 
for all endogenous constructs indicate that the model had adequate predictive power.

Table 5. Explanatory and predictive indices.

R2 Q2 

Perceived authenticity 0.546 0.531
Switching intention 0.335 0.367
Trust 0.184 0.157

5. Discussion
The findings demonstrate that ephemeral mobile social media content is a significant 

driver of consumers’ switching intentions within Zimbabwe’s fitness market, exerting both 
direct effects and indirect effects through perceived authenticity and trust. The positive asso-
ciation between ephemeral content and perceived authenticity is consistent with emerging 
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research suggesting that the transient, spontaneous and less curated nature of ephemeral 
content enhances perceptions of genuineness, transparency and credibility among con-
sumers (Lopez et al., 2024). In the context of fitness-related social media communication, 
disappearing content appears to create a sense of immediacy and realism that strengthens 
consumers’ perceptions of authentic brand interactions. The results further indicate that 
ephemeral content positively influences consumer trust. This finding aligns with prior 
studies demonstrating that ephemeral social media formats foster more intimate and cred-
ible brand–consumer relationships by encouraging real-time engagement and reducing 
perceptions of excessive commercialisation (Campbell et al., 2021; Nguyen et al., 2026). As 
a result, consumers are more likely to develop confidence in the messages conveyed through 
such content.

In addition, both perceived authenticity and trust had significant positive effects on 
switching intention. These findings support previous research showing that authenticity 
serves as a key evaluative mechanism through which consumers interpret brand communi-
cations and develop behavioural responses (Hasan et al., 2024; Papadopoulou et al., 2025). 
Similarly, the positive influence of trust is consistent with evidence indicating that trust re-
duces uncertainty and strengthens consumers’ willingness to act on brand-related decisions 
(J.-Y. Kim et al., 2024; Na et al., 2023; Prasetyo et al., 2025). The significant mediation effects 
further suggest that the influence of ephemeral content on switching intention is transmit-
ted, at least in part, through enhanced perceptions of authenticity and trust, corroborating 
studies that identify these constructs as critical psychological mechanisms linking social 
media marketing activities with consumer behaviour (Lyu et al., 2026; Yang & Su, 2026).

The moderation analysis yielded mixed results. Perceived involvement significantly 
strengthened the trust pathway but did not significantly moderate the authenticity pathway. 
Fitness marketers can strengthen the trust pathway by using interactive and personally 
relevant ephemeral content, such as workout challenges, polls, and tailored fitness tips, to 
increase consumer involvement. When such content is credible, consistent, and responsive to 
consumer needs, greater involvement can reinforce trust and strengthen the effectiveness of 
ephemeral fitness marketing. Authenticity judgments may rely more on cues of genuineness, 
credibility, and consistency than on consumers’ involvement level. Thus, involvement may 
shape how deeply consumers process ephemeral content without necessarily changing 
their authenticity evaluations. The significant interaction effect involving trust is consistent 
with research suggesting that highly involved consumers devote greater cognitive attention 
to marketing stimuli and are therefore more likely to develop trust-based evaluations 
from ephemeral content (Khan et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2025). However, the non-significant 
moderation effect may reflect factors beyond uniform authenticity of perceptions. Limited 
variation in perceived involvement, sample characteristics, or measurement sensitivity 
may have reduced the ability to detect interaction effects. Thus, the non-significance does 
not necessarily imply that perceived involvement is theoretically unimportant within the 
proposed pathway.

However, the absence of a significant moderating effect on authenticity contrasts with 
studies that position involvement as a key boundary condition influencing authenticity 
perceptions (Lee et al., 2025; Vazquez, 2019). This divergence suggests that the authenticity-
enhancing properties of ephemeral fitness content may operate relatively uniformly across 
consumers, regardless of their level of involvement. In contrast, the development of trust 
appears to be more contingent upon the extent to which consumers actively engage with and 
process the content. Collectively, these findings highlight the distinct roles of authenticity, 
trust and involvement in shaping behavioural responses to ephemeral social media content 
within fitness services.
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6. The Study Implications
This study makes several important theoretical contributions to the uses and grati-

fications theory (UGT) and the stimulus–organism–response (S-O-R) framework within 
the context of ephemeral mobile social media content. First, the findings extend UGT by 
demonstrating that consumers do not merely use ephemeral content to satisfy informational, 
social and experiential needs; rather, the unique characteristics of such content generate 
important psychological evaluations that influence behavioural outcomes. Specifically, 
the study identifies perceived authenticity and trust as key mechanisms through which 
ephemeral content shapes switching intentions, thereby broadening the explanatory scope 
of UGT beyond traditional gratification outcomes. Secondly, the findings strengthen and 
refine the S-O-R framework by empirically validating a process in which ephemeral content 
functions as the stimulus, perceived authenticity and trust operate as organismic states, and 
switching intention represents the behavioural response. The significant mediation effects 
confirm the central role of internal psychological evaluations in translating marketing stim-
uli into consumer behaviour. Furthermore, the moderating role of perceived involvement 
on the trust pathway suggests that consumers differ in how they process ephemeral content, 
adding a boundary condition to the traditional S-O-R sequence. Collectively, these find-
ings contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how ephemeral social media content 
influences consumer decision-making in online environments.

The findings offer several practical implications for fitness brands, marketers and digi-
tal content creators operating in Zimbabwe’s increasingly competitive fitness market. The 
significant influence of ephemeral content on perceived authenticity, trust and switching 
intention suggests that organisations should strategically utilise short-lived content for-
mats, such as stories and status updates, to enhance consumer engagement. Content that 
appears spontaneous, timely and less commercialised is more likely to be perceived as 
authentic and trustworthy. The results further indicate that authenticity and trust are critical 
drivers of behavioural responses. Consequently, fitness brands should prioritise transpar-
ent communication, behind-the-scenes content, real-time updates, customer testimonials, 
and genuine interactions that reinforce credibility. Since trust was found to mediate the 
relationship between ephemeral content and switching intention, managers should focus 
on building consistent and reliable digital experiences that strengthen consumer confidence. 
The moderating effect of perceived involvement on the trust pathway also underscores 
the importance of audience engagement strategies. Marketers should encourage active 
participation through interactive content, polls, feedback requests, and personalised com-
munication to deepen involvement and strengthen trust. These initiatives can enhance the 
effectiveness of ephemeral content campaigns and improve consumer responsiveness to 
fitness-related offerings while reducing switching intentions.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
Despite its contributions, this study is subject to several limitations that should be 

considered when interpreting the findings. Since consumer perceptions change over time, 
the use of a cross-sectional research design implies that observed relationships should be 
interpreted as associative rather than strictly causal. Using non-probability recruitment 
through public WhatsApp groups often limits the representativeness of the sample. This 
approach may have introduced coverage and self-selection bias by disproportionately 
reaching women who were active WhatsApp users, interested in fitness content, and willing 
to complete an online questionnaire. Although the survey was circulated across multiple 
groups and responses were screened against the eligibility criteria, these measures could 
not eliminate selection bias. Accordingly, the findings are most directly applicable to 
women with characteristics similar to those of the respondents rather than to all women 
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in Zimbabwe. Future research could employ stratified, cluster, or venue-based sampling 
across different provinces, age categories, and types of fitness participation.

The cross-sectional design precludes establishing temporal precedence and limits 
causal inference. Accordingly, the observed relationships should not be interpreted as 
definitive causal effects. Future research should employ longitudinal designs to assess 
changes in ephemeral content perceptions, trust, authenticity, and switching intentions 
over time. Experimental designs could provide stronger causal evidence by manipulating 
ephemeral content characteristics and assessing their effects on consumer responses.

Moreover, consumer responses to ephemeral content vary across contexts; therefore, 
the use of the Zimbabwean fitness market may limit the broader applicability of the findings. 
Future research should examine ephemeral content marketing in other service industries 
and geographical contexts to assess the generalisability of the findings. Comparative studies 
across social media platforms may also provide deeper insights into whether the effects of 
ephemerality vary by platform characteristics. Future studies may further explore additional 
psychological mediators and boundary conditions that influence consumer responses to 
ephemeral content, thereby extending current understanding of digital consumer behaviour.

7. Conclusions
The study set out to examine the influence of ephemeral mobile social media content 

on switching intention and the intervening roles of perceived authenticity and trust in 
Zimbabwe’s fitness market. The results demonstrate that ephemeral content significantly 
influences switching intention both directly and indirectly through perceived authenticity 
and trust. The findings further show that ephemeral content enhances consumers’ percep-
tions of authenticity and trust, which, in turn, increases switching intention. The mediation 
analysis confirms that perceived authenticity and trust are key explanatory mechanisms 
linking ephemeral content to behavioural outcomes. In addition, perceived involvement 
strengthens the trust pathway, although its moderating effect on the authenticity pathway is 
not supported. Overall, the study provides empirical evidence that ephemeral content is an 
effective marketing stimulus that shapes consumer perceptions and behavioural intentions 
through distinct psychological processes.
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