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Abstract

:

The rise of Instagram, as the fastest growing social network in Spain and Portugal, and its incorporation into the communication strategies of beauty and fashion brands have posed some risks for younger followers in relation to the development of identity and self-esteem. A physical appearance acceptance movement has also begun, based on interaction with images, on which the social network is also based. The purpose of this research was to determine how attention is paid to fashion promotion and to the awareness of physical appearance acceptance by curvy influencers in comparison with communications by fashion brands on Instagram. The quantitative and qualitative methodology is based on the use of a biometric eye tracking technique applied to a sample of 120 participants from Spain and Portugal, matching the profile of the main users of Instagram: urban university women under 25 years old with an interest in fashion, and a self-perception as a curvy woman. The results point to more attention focused on the imperfections for which curvy influencers are raising awareness than on the fashion they promote when these awareness factors are more visible, as well as more attention focused on the fashion accessories worn by curvy brand models than those worn by the influencers, with specific and significant differences between Spanish and Portuguese audiences.
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1. Introduction


Instagram has established itself as the fastest growing social network in Spain [1] and Portugal [2], with 45% and 50% penetration, respectively, and its frequency of use continues to increase, being the second social network to Facebook in the United States [3], Spain [4], and Portugal [2]. Globally, Instagram has 700 million users [5], of which 90% are younger than 35 years old and 75% live outside the United States [6], with Spanish users being fourth in the number of published stories. Instagram is one of 10 apps without which young people between 18 and 34 years of age from all over the world could not live [5]. Its audience is mostly female, urban, and between 16 and 25 years old, in the countries mentioned, with a preference for topics related to beauty, fashion, travel, and leisure.



The young profile of this social network’s audience, based on interactions with the publication of images and videos, is subject to some risk in relation to the topics of interest. Some authors highlighted the usefulness of the visual elements provided by Instagram for cognitive analysis [7] of the relationship between food and health, whereas the image concept only corresponds to the hashtags used in 10% of cases.



Therefore, confusion can result among younger followers, for whom Instagram can have a decisive influence on their lives, since they use their clothing as a means of communicating lifestyle, experiences, or feelings [8]. Photographs uploaded to Instagram can be used to predict some indications of depression [9] or a tendency toward thinness and body dissatisfaction among the female university audience if members of this group tend to compare themselves to other people [10]. People are motivated by three main factors to publish: self-approval, which is negatively related to self-esteem; belonging, related to being open to new experiences; and as a means of documentation, related to kindness and an extroverted character [11].



From a more positive point of view, Instagram has been associated with a movement for the acceptance of physical appearance in its relationship with beauty and fashion [12]. The rationale is that viewing self-acceptance images of other Instagram users, especially large-sized or curvy women [13], mitigates the negative impact that social networks have had on women’s satisfaction with their bodies [14], mainly when they have low self-esteem [15]. This positive effect partially compensates for the social isolation caused by the intensive use of social networks [16], which is lower in the case of social networks based on images [17], and the influence that models and celebrities can have on eating disorders through Instagram [18]. The root of the problem is that exposure to images of models on Instagram contributes to women’s body dissatisfaction [19].



In the context of responsible communication, increasing numbers of brands in the beauty and fashion sector have decided to replace extremely thin models in their advertising campaigns. Dove started the change in 2004 with its concept of “real beauty”, and low-cost brands such as H&M or Primark usually include models of various sizes, disabilities, or distinctive features in their communications.



It is among the youngest consumers that brands with a presence on social networks inspire more confidence, and 52% acknowledge having felt the influence of social networks in their purchases. Of the consumers, 75% recall having seen more brands’ actions through influencers [4]. Despite the profile of young Instagram users, who prefer to relate digitally to brands, celebrities have more influence on their buying behavior, although the persuasive power is much stronger in the case of influencers on Instagram, given their credibility and predisposition to interaction [20].



Success, in terms of the number of followers and engagement by these promoters, is essential, since users of social networks more easily accept the photographs that have received more likes [21]. When interacting with fashion brands on their official Instagram accounts, perceived hedonism affects satisfaction, interaction, and real consumer behavior [22].



Influencers accumulate a large number of followers due to narratives based on their personal lives that create empathy and a connection with an audience with whom they have things in common. Those everyday experiences constitute the foundation of their publications, the purpose of which is to communicate information about the brands that they promote in a more subtle or explicit way [23]. Influencers with many followers are more influential when they, in turn, follow few accounts. The conversion of the earliest influencers into minor celebrities has meant that their original space has been occupied by second-generation micro-influencers with fewer followers, but with more specific common interests, and above all, with greater closeness and spontaneity. The consequence is that more engagement is provided when these requirements are met [24].



Although some authors continue to consider real friends to be those who are exclusively offline, regardless of whether that social circle was generated online or not [25], others differentiate between following people they know and people they do not know [26]. The curvy girl audience often finds greater understanding from these micro-influencers than their physical friends, since they transmit their social identity related to positivity and self-esteem, providing support to their community [27]. The social interaction and interpersonal persuasion exerted by influencers facilitate this task of promotion [28] to their followers. Therefore, this activity has aroused ethical concerns regarding the identification of a mere spontaneous promotion versus a promotional activity financed by a brand, for which a specific regulation of this activity has already been suggested [29], as has happened in other conventional media with regard to product placement.



The reviewed authors agree that collaboration with influencers is useful for brands when implementing their communication strategies on social networks [30], although there are divergent opinions regarding the positive or negative consequences for a young female audience due to their use of Instagram in relation to their self-perception and body satisfaction. Differences may exist in perception between Spanish and Portuguese audiences, as these are two markets that most fashion brands share within their communication strategies. Ribeiro-Cardoso et al. [31] concluded from a self-administered survey that university students in Porto (Portugal) showed a positive attitude toward fashion advertising, although less positive than the attitude shown by the influencers.




2. Materials and Methods


The purpose of this research was to determine how the attention to fashion promotion by curvy girl influencers is processed compared to communications by fashion brands through their Instagram accounts. To do this, eye tracking was used as a neuromarketing technique to determine how the influencer or fashion brand emitting the message affects the attention paid by the audience to the fashion clothing being exhibited, the physical appearance of the curvy girl, and to the awareness activity.



Fashion brands are increasingly relying on the promotion of influencers in social networks. However, does the image of the influencer, while consistent with the corporate culture of the brand, cannibalize the product and the brand? Is the visual attention that is focused on the clothes promoted by the brand greater when is it shown by influencers than when the brand does so through its official channels with models? Do curvy girls encourage attention to be focused on the clothes rather than on their physical appearance, the influencer’s own personality, or the environment of the images? Are there differences in the perception of the Spanish audience in comparison to that of the Portuguese?



2.1. Objectives


The main objective, for the purpose of offering answers to the abovementioned research questions, was to analyze the visibility of fashion brands on Instagram using, as a basis, the attention paid to such brands when presenting their products with the promotion of influencers compared to the use of models on their own accounts on the social network. The specific objectives were the following:




	
To determine the effects of curvy girl influencers on the attention paid to fashion products compared to that achieved directly by brands with their own communications;



	
To establish differences in the attention paid to curvy Spanish women and that paid to Portuguese women;



	
To analyze the degree of attention paid to physical appearance related to fashion within the existing acceptance movement on Instagram.









2.2. Research Instrument


Neuromarketing is a discipline specifically used to measure the cognitive processing and effectiveness of advertising and marketing campaigns that focus on brands’ target markets, based on a combination of neuroscience, psychology, and economics [32]. The main reason for its use is the limitations of individuals when consciously contributing information about their behavior through surveys, focus groups, or in-depth interviews [33]. The biometric eye tracking technique provides information about an individual’s visual attention [34], based on eye movements toward areas of interest that take precedence over those that are transitory, or others that are ignored. To achieve this, the eye trackers model TOBII X3-120 and model X2-60 were used in Portugal and Spain, respectively. The attention triggers cognitive and affective processes, indicating the preferences of the audience, with a positive correlation between the attention observed by the eye tracking technique and memory [35,36,37,38,39]. These characteristics have led to a new term for this field of study, more adapted to the particularities of brand communication: neurocommunication [40].




2.3. Sample and Data Collection


In the study, 120 subjects voluntarily participated between the months of May and July 2018—these are the months when body image concerns play a central role—with their profiles matching the main users of Instagram: women between 18 and 25 years old, university students, and living in urban areas. The inclusion criteria included an interest in fashion, considering oneself a curvy woman, and having used Instagram in the previous week. Two study groups were organized: one was Portuguese (50%) from the University of Aveiro (Group 1, G1), specially chosen because it offers numerous postgraduate courses in which students from the most populous cities in Portugal, Porto and Lisbon, converge, and the second was Spanish (50%), involving students who were studying at Complutense University of Madrid (Group 2, G2).



A review of the scientific literature related to eye tracking studies placed the number required for a valid study sample between 15 and 50 participants [41,42,43]. Hence, the 60 participants in this research constitute an adequate sample.



The stimuli used were two publications on Instagram in 2018: from a curvy micro-influencer (@elenadevesa) with 80,300 followers (data as of 22 June 2018), far fewer followers than the big fashion influencers in Spain, like @dulceida (with 2.6 million followers), and from a low-cost fashion brand. Primark was chosen (5.8 million followers, as of 22 June 2018) because it shares the same target audience and has integrated curvy models into its communications, along with other profiles traditionally unrelated to fashion brands. The stimuli were presented randomly among others that were innocuous, with a maximum duration of 5 s, creating two groups that allowed for a comparative analysis of @elenadevesa and @primark. The first group consisted of stimuli in which the model or influencer did not expressly show the beautiful imperfections that are part of the acceptance awareness they promote, despite these being peripherally present. The second group included stimuli in which the model or influencer appeared in a bikini, with the physical details that serve as the basis for this awareness being fully visible. With this perspective, areas of interest (AOIs) were delimited in the four stimuli analyzed (Figure 1) to compare images in bikinis with images using street clothes, attention to the face, different pieces of clothing, and the imperfections for which these curvy models try to raise awareness.




2.4. Data Analysis


The dependent variable was the level of attention paid to the stimuli presented. The independent variables were the origins of the participants (Spain or Portugal), all of whom were in the same age range and had an interest in fashion, and the type of stimuli issuer (influencer or fashion brand). Visual attention is an essential element in the recognition and preference for a brand promoted through advertising, and young people can most easily focus their attention on the relevant information that is transmitted [44]. For this reason, we quantitatively evaluated the fixations count (FC); the duration (in number of seconds) for each fixation, or fixation duration (FD); the elapsed time from the appearance of the stimulus until the first fixation, known as time from fixation (TFF); and the total number of seconds of attention paid to the area of interest, or total fixation duration (TFD). Qualitatively, we evaluated the heat maps. The data obtained were processed statistically using SPSS v.25. All the research followed the protocols of the Research Ethics Committee of the Department of Theories and Communication Analysis at the Faculty of Media and Communication Studies at Complutense University of Madrid.





3. Results


Qualitatively, heat maps (Figure 2) revealed that the attention paid to the imperfections of which the influencer raises awareness was greater than to the fashion that they prescribe when the subject appears in a bikini, whereas attention was more focused on fashion and less on imperfections when the subject appeared in street clothing. For Primark, both in street clothes as well as in bikinis, the attention was more distributed amongst all of the elements of the image, whereas more attention was focused on the imperfections when dressed in swimsuits, which also occurred in the case of the influencer. We also observed that the non-curvy model attracted the least amount of attention.



From a quantitative point of view, at least half of the AOIs registered an attention rate higher than 90% for all of the participants (Table 1), and all the stimuli, including the face, the bust, and the abdomen. The skin folds, or ‘flank ridges’, in the words of the influencer, had an attention rate greater than 50% in the stimuli with bikinis for the influencer, who emphasized this area in the text description, registering an attention rate of 78.30% of the participants, and a rate of 100% for street clothes, as shown in E2. The different aspects of fashion exhibited by the Primark model received an attention rate of more than 95% of the participants for the dress and bag category, whereas shoes remained at 72.50%.



A comparison of the AOIs with similar content in the four stimuli presented to all the participants shows that the attention paid to the face of the model or influencer was significantly different depending on the stimulus presented (Table 2). Less time was required to fix the first attention on the face of the curvy brand models than on that of the influencer (p = 0.036), even though the attention time for the AOI (p = 0.000) and the number of fixations was lower (p = 0.000), without the median duration of each fixation showing significant differences (p = 0.729). For the thin model, the delay in the first fixation was greater (TFF = 1.72), the viewing time of the AOI was shorter (TFD = 0.59; p = 0.000), and the number of fixations was lowest (FC = 1.57; p = 0.000), despite obtaining a non-significant second-highest average duration in each setting (FD = 0.37; p = 0.729). There was no evidence, however, that the appearance of the influencer or the model wearing either a bikini or street clothes affected the attention on her face when comparing influencer and brand.



When comparing the skin fold voluntarily shown by the influencer as part of her awareness endeavor, which was stressed in the text accompanying the image, with that of the model of the bikini brand (Table 3), the first fixations occurred earlier in the images where it was most visible (TFF = 2.32; p = 0.000), with a greater total duration (TFD = 0.85; p = 0.000) and a higher number of fixations (FC = 2.32; p = 0.000), although the duration of each attention span was similar (FD = 0.37; p = 0.097). In this respect, the influencer in a bikini and the brand model in a bikini produced similar records, without significant differences.



However, when we analyzed the attention paid to the arm skin fold of the influencer in a bikini and of the curvy model in a bikini from the brand (Table 4), for whom it was much more discreet than in the previous image, the first received a first fixation significantly faster (TFF = 2.52; p = 0.000), although there were no differences in the TFD, FC, and FD records.



With regard to the attention paid to the bust in a bikini compared to clothes with a print on the bust (Table 5), the thin model once again had the lower records (TFF = 2.11, p = 0.000; TFD = 0. 37, p = 0.000; FC = 1.55, p = 0.000), despite an average fixation in line with the other stimuli (FD = 0.25, p = 0.638). However, whereas the influencer received faster attention, greater intensity, and greater duration for the shirt with the print on the bust (TFF = 0.45; TFD = 1.89; FC = 7.93; FD = 0.24) compared to the bikini (TFF = 1.29; TFD = 0.84; FC = 0.56; FD = 0.24), the bikini brand model received a higher number of fixations (FC = 2.66 versus 2.17), a greater total duration of these fixations (TFD = 0.64 versus 0.53), and the same average duration of each fixation (FD = 0.25), whereas the first fixation occurred earlier for the printed dress than for the bikini (TFF = 0.15 versus TFF = 1.22).



Regarding the attention attracted by the abdomen (Table 6), the influencer in a bikini captured the first fixation (TFF = 1.25; p = 0.123), the greatest total time (TFD = 1.79; p = 0.000), the highest number of fixations, which was very high (FC = 7.02; p = 0.000), but with a lower duration of each fixation (FD = 0.25; p = 0.009) than that of the brand models. The influencer also received more attention on the abdomen in a bikini than when promoting street clothes (TFF = 1.72; TFD = 0.40; FC = 1.68; FD = 0.25). In the case of the Primark brand, the dressed model received the first attention the quickest (TFF = 0.38), with the longest duration (TFD = 0.71), and with the highest number of fixations (FC = 2.60), although with a shorter attention span (FD = 0.26) compared to the brand models in a bikini. There were hardly any differences in attention between the curvy brand model in a bikini and the thin brand model.



The comparison between the shirt that the influencer was promoting and the dress and accessories shown by the Primark model (Table 7) significantly demonstrate that the influencer captured less attention regarding the garment, in total time (TFD = 1.89; p = 0.000), the high number of fixations (FC = 7.93; p = 0.000), and the average duration of each fixation (FD = 0.24; p = 0.003), although with a shorter time until the first fixation appeared (TFF = 0.45; p = 0.000), in relation to that obtained by the dress promoted by the Primark model (TFF = 0.59; TFD = 2.61; FC = 8.98; FD = 0.29). The attention paid to the clothes shown by the Primark model reveals that users move their gaze from top to bottom, in the order in which the garments appear after the dress (belt, bag, and shoes), and with proportionally increasing attention until they reach the shoes, with the latter having the best record of the three fashion elements (TFF = 2.85; TFD = 1.02; FC = 2.25; FD = 0.29).



When we compared the same stimulus for both the thin and curvy models, both of whom were wearing bikinis, we first observed that the attention received by the slim model was lower. The U Mann–Whitney test involving pairs allowed us to detect significant differences between the models’ faces—the curvy model’s face was viewed sooner (TFF = 0.82; p = 0.000), for a longer total period of time (TFD = 0.65; p = 0.059), and more frequently (FC = 2.17; p = 0.000), though for a shorter time for each fixation (FD = 0.30; p = 0.000), when compared to the thin model (TFF = 1.72; TFD = 0.59; FC = 1.57; FD = 0.37). With regard to the bust of the models, the curvy model also received greater attention, with the first fixation occurring faster (TFF = 1.22; p = 0.000) and lasting longer with regard to total length of time (TFD = 0.64; p = 0.769), with a higher number of fixations (FC = 2.66; p = 0.000), and had the same average duration for each fixation (FD = 0.25), when compared with the thin model (TFF = 2.11; TFD = 0.37; FC = 1.55; FD = 0.25).



When comparing the attention paid to the belly of the curvy model compared to the thin model, we observed that the former received a significantly higher number of fixations (FC = 2.62; p = 0.000) compared to the latter (FC = 1.40), although with a nearly identical duration for each ocular fixation (FD = 0.29 and 0.30, respectively). The thin model also received the attention first (TFF = 2.71; p = 0.000) and faster than the curvy model (TFF = 3.64). The attention registered on the lower abdomen was similar for the curvy and the thin models, with p-values between 0.263 and 0.763. The curvy model received an average FC of 1.43 for this area of the body, well below the number of ocular fixations received on other parts of the body, whereas the thin model obtained a FC of 1.38, a figure similar to the number of fixations received by other parts of the body. The duration of each fixation in both cases was similar to that obtained in other areas.



Regarding differences between the participants, Group 2 fixed its first attention on the face of both the influencer and the curvy Primark model (Table 8) earlier than Group 1 in all cases, with the only significant difference being for the influencer, both in a bikini (TFF = 0.95; p = 0.007) and in street clothes (TFF = 1.08; p = 0.018). In the case of imperfections, the skin fold was seen earlier by Group 2 in a non-significant way, both for the bikini influencer (TFF = 3.16; p = 0.158) and the curvy bikini model (TFF = 3.14; p = 0.198). However, Group 1 paid significant attention to the skin fold of the influencer in street clothes (TFF = 2.03; p = 0.038). Attention to the abdomen was fixed earlier in Group 1, both in a bikini (TFF = 1.14; p = 0.271) and in street clothes (TFF = 1.33; p = 0.101). However, attention to the curvy Primark model in street clothes was focused earlier for Group 2 (TFF = 0.35; p = 0.808), but not in a bikini (TFF = 2.86; p = 0.276). In none of these cases were the differences significant. There were also no significant differences between the two groups in fixing their attention for the first time on the bust in a bikini or in street clothes.



The total average duration of fixation on each AOI (Table 9) was significantly longer in Group 2 in the case of the influencer (TFD = 1.01; p = 0.023) and the curvy model (TFD = 0.66; p = 0.804), both in a bikini, whereas with street clothes, the influencer also received more attention in Group 2 (TFD = 1.23; p = 0.302), as did the Primark model in Group 1 (TFD = 1.00; p = 0.001). Greater attention was paid to the skin fold of the influencer in street clothes in the publication in which she mentioned it expressly, with a greater incidence in Group 1 (TFD = 0.91; p = 0.343), although Group 2 paid significantly prolonged attention to the skin fold of the bikini influencer (TFD = 0.57; p = 0.019). Although no significant differences were observed between the groups, the abdomen notably attracted greater attention for the influencer in a bikini with respect to street clothes, with the opposite being true for the curvy Primark model. The only significant difference between the groups regarding the time they spent in relation to clothes was with the bag worn by the Primark model in street clothes, with a longer duration in the case of Group 2 (TFD = 0.95; p = 0.024).



The average number of eye fixations (Table 10) was much higher in the case of the influencer, especially when dressed in street clothes, although the only significant difference between both groups occurred on the face of the curvy model in street clothes, with more fixations by Group 1 (TFD = 2.40; p = 0.001).



Regarding the average duration of each of these eye fixations (Table 11), Group 2 had a longer average duration on the face, skin fold, and belly of the influencer in the two stimuli, whereas Group 1 had the same with the curvy Primark models, with the differences being non-significant, except in the case of the curvy brand model wearing street clothes (FD = 0.28; p = 0.050). The average duration of attention to the bust of the influencer in a bikini and to the shirt was equal in both AOIs and both groups (FD = 0.24). The average duration of attention was scarcely higher without a significant difference in Group 1 with respect to the curvy Primark models. However, the accessories (belt, bag, and shoes) registered longer durations in Group 2, with significant differences in the case of the bag (FD = 0.45; p = 0.048).




4. Discussion


Communication in organizations revolves around their stakeholders, and social networks have allowed their value to be created through mutual interaction and integrated communication, shaping a permeable system that can be decentralized within the organization [45]. The growth experienced by Instagram and its wide influence as a social network that has common interests with the female population under 25 who are interested in topics such as beauty and fashion, has promoted its integration into the communication strategies of brands, which have found a method of conveying greater credibility and proximity in their messages by using the power of influencers.



These influencers are primarily young women, as were the participants in this research, as observed in their everyday personal life narratives, which improves the credibility to the message they deliver [23]. This is why promotion by influencers with many followers, who have reached a celebrity status, decreases the perceived uniqueness of a brand [24]. Conversely, influential citizens offer trust, sympathy, similarity, and familiarity by exerting that influence on their followers in terms of fashion issues through Instagram [46].



In qualitative research, participants acknowledge that by publishing self-photographs on Instagram they are concerned about how others perceive their appearance, and they compare their image with those of others and the likes they received [47]. Along these lines, neuroscience has shown that young people prefer photographs published by others on Instagram that have a higher number of likes [21], with the added danger that teenagers more positively value manipulated self-photos than the originals [48], with no differences in body dissatisfaction when being exposed before models, peers, or classmates [19]. Narcissism has been reported as one of the reasons for showing intense activity on Instagram, whereas its use is perceived as “cool”. Its use is aimed at seeking social approval and allows for a comparison with other people with a high level of social activity [49].



However, some vulnerabilities with social media usage are related to the creation of personal identity and self-esteem, which are put at risk by the activity generated on Instagram by its users. Although, specifically regarding the visualization of images in cases that have been treated as eating disorders, some authors stated that body dissatisfaction is predictive of this type of disorder [50], in which the female community is usually the only one studied. The few authors who compared male and female stimuli with eye tracking found no significant differences in attention [51]. In this regard, the curvy girl movement has promoted increased acceptance of large women in relation to the image that beauty and fashion brands have traditionally communicated, which is consistent with the idea that the mere repeated exposure of a person to a stimulus improves one’s attitude toward it [52].



Some fashion brands have joined this action by including models of various sizes as well as by using curvy influencers in their communication campaigns. Studies with eye tracking have shown that visual attention to a product focused on the elements of the brand is related to greater efficiency in advertising [41] and that fashion brands are recognized mainly through accessories [53]. Other research has confirmed that the appearance of large models in advertisements improves the attractiveness of the brand to women of all sizes, as opposed to men [54], and that the display of idealized images on social networks negatively influences women’s body image [55].



Although the scientific literature indicates greater recall of and persuasive power exerted by influencers who recommend fashion when compared to communications by the fashion brands themselves, due to the former’s credibility, spontaneity, and interaction, the results indicate that when a curvy influencer appears in a bikini, attention is first focused on the imperfections about which she is raising awareness before the fashion she is promoting, contrary to what occurs when the model appears in another type of clothing.



The results are consistent with other eye tracking studies, which have revealed the tendency to look at unattractive areas rather than areas that are attractive, comparing one’s own body to that of others [56,57,58,59], which is associated with a lower satisfaction with one’s own body [60]. The areas with the highest number of glances and the longest glance duration were the following: the abdominal region (for the majority of all the groups), groin and lower ribs [61], chest [62], buttocks, upper legs, and, in general, the parts of the body without clothes [63], because patients with eating disorders, on which these references are focused, spend more time looking at parts of the body with which they are most dissatisfied [64]. In other words, the influence of cognitive biases on levels of dissatisfaction is evident in all body image research [65].



The attention paid to models of the low-cost fashion brand Primark was distributed more evenly throughout all the elements of image, as much on the clothes as on the accessories and imperfections, whether they were promoting street clothes or bikinis. Both the influencer and the fashion brand model received attention fixations on the main garments, t-shirt, and dress, which were close to 100% of the participants, reflecting the potential of both.



Regarding attention paid to the influencer or to the brand model, the persuasive impact of the fondness for the influencer who is habitually followed is notable, since her face captures more lasting and intense attention from the participants, despite the face of the brand model receiving the initial attention. Regarding attention to imperfections, there were no significant differences between the influencer and the brand model; as such, both can raise awareness successfully, without ignoring the importance of the more positive attitude that followers have toward influencers than to fashion advertising. These imperfections receive more and faster attention in the images where they are more visible. The participants focused more attention on influencers and curvy models than on thin models, even sharing the same image, although the points of interest were similar in both cases, which could diminish the negative effects of repeated exposure to ideal photographs [21,56], which endorses the greater attractiveness of large-size models in advertisements for all groups of women [54]. When both were wearing street clothes, Primark’s model captured more attention that lasted longer and was more intense compared with the main fashion garment heavily promoted by the influencer.



The comparison of a curvy model to a thin model, both in bikinis, allowed us to verify that the face, bust, and abdomen of the curvy model received considerably more attention than those of the thin model, with no significant differences detected in the attention paid to the lower abdominal area. Various researchers [66,67,68] have observed that young women feel worse after being exposed to women who are toned, though not only because they are thin, as was the case in previous decades. In addition, these researchers have stated that the curvy ideal is not harmed by being displayed next to the slim ideal, as this research confirms. The slim model received less attention by appearing next to the curvy model, though this does not necessarily imply an improvement in the perception of one’s own body image, since women who have internalized the slim ideal are more vulnerable in their body appraisal [69]. In this sense, mediation in the area of body acceptance, such as that conducted by the curvy influencers on Instagram, increases young girls’ resilience toward the thin ideal [70].



Although there were no major differences between the two groups, the one from Spain showed significantly faster attention (TFF) with longer duration (TFD) toward the face of the influencer, both in clothing and in a bikini, which seems to be a logical consequence, since most of the Spanish participants already know the influencer, whereas the Portuguese participants demonstrated a significantly higher number of fixations (FC) and a longer total duration (TFD) on the face of the Primark model in street clothes. Regarding imperfections, the Spanish group also provided faster attention (TFF), and longer duration (TFD) to the skin folds for which the influencer in a bikini aimed to raise awareness, whereas the Portuguese group differed significantly by registering a longer average duration of each attention fixation (FD) to the abdomen of the curvy Primark model in a bikini and that of the brand model dressed in street clothes. In relation to clothing, the Portuguese group paid significantly greater attention (TFD) to the bag of the Primark model in street clothes, although the Spanish group registered a longer average duration in each fixation (FD).




5. Conclusions


We conclude (Figure 3) that even though the influencer received more attention than the curvy Primark models, both received more attention than the thin brand model, which reflects the affinity of the audience. This attention was focused more on the imperfections about which awareness was being raised, rather than on the clothes they were promoting, contrary to what occurred in the brand communications.



5.1. Recommendations


The results show that brands should reconsider some of their strategies in relation to the decision to use curvy influencers, depending on whether their communication objectives consider social responsibility in the creation of identity in social networks, or only the promotion of their product or fashion brand, both of which are compatible issues, as demonstrated by some low-cost brands like Primark. Thus, the main recommendation for management is to consider a diversity of model sizes in brand communication campaigns. From the area of cognitive processing, this research has contributed to the consolidation of the change in the literature on positive body image that has evolved [71].




5.2. Study Limitations


The main limitation of the research was in the sample size (60 participants per group). However, the sample size was higher than that of other studies based on eye tracking (between 15 and 50 participants). There was also a cultural bias in having conducted the study in two culturally similar countries, which is necessary in a context of a globalized brand strategy [72]. Although the use of social networks may be similar across cultures, the reasons why they are used are not. Thus, less individualistic countries, such as those in Europe, on which this research was based, use Instagram more oriented toward social interaction than self-promotion, as is the case in the United States [72]. Finally, the selection of participants was consistent with the main user profile of Instagram, and although the research was conducted in two specific universities, these institutions were characterized by a diversity of students from all over the country.




5.3. Future Research Opportunities


Future research should expand the results obtained in this research by recording the emotions that these stimuli arouse in participants, for which it will be necessary to incorporate the galvanic skin response (GSR). In addition, the results should be contrasted with those that can provide participants with geographical, cultural, gender, or age diversity.
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