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I. Executive Summary  

Organizations are increasingly utilizing influencers as part of their marketing strategy to 

generate brand engagement. Despite significant practitioner interest, scholarly inquiry into 

how influencers foster brand engagement has transpired in the literature relatively recently, 

resulting in limited understanding of the concept to-date. This thesis addresses the gab in the 

literature by providing a model conceptualizing the various ways in which influencers influence 

buying behavior. Specifically, the research seeks to develop a model capturing the drivers for 

influencer loyalty, and how this concept in turn fosters brand engagement. In order to do so, a 

number of moderators are identified to test the relationship between these two concepts. The 

model is developed through an extensive literature review as well as an exploratory research, 

from which hypotheses are formulated and attempted falsified by collecting appropriate data 

in shape of a survey. Thus, the research strategy is deductive. By conducting both a simple- and 

moderated linear regression the relationship between the identified variables are determined. 

The research shows that influencers are highly effective in fostering brand engagement among 

their followers. The most prominent antecedents of influencer loyalty are identified as 

identification, engagement, trust, uniqueness and sense parasocial relationships. The findings 

did not support the notion of the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand 

engagement being dependent on certain identified moderators. However, these variables do 

play a significant role in driving brand engagement independently of influencer loyalty. This 

research contributes to a better understanding of the role of influencers in consumption. More 

specifically, it extends former knowledge on influencers and provides significant implications 

for theory on influencer- and brand engagement literature in general. Additionally, the findings 

have managerial implications as it offers guidelines for effective influencer marketing in terms 

of selecting appropriate influencers as well as strategy development. The research is limited to 

merely investigate females in the age of 18-35 years as well as influencers present on 

Instagram, which leaves a variety of opportunities for further research. This study is the first to 

conceptualize influencer loyalty and its correlation with brand engagement, which constitutes 

great value to the current knowledge on influencers.  
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1. Introduction  

Over the past years, consumers have come to rely more on influencers’ recommendations 

rather than brands’ marketing messages when making a purchase decision (Engingkaya and 

Yilmaz, 2014). Brands are thus lining up to be associated with popular social media personas 

in order to reach consumers, which caused the influencer marketing industry to have an 

estimated value of $4.6 billion in 2018 (InfluencerMarkertingHub, 2019). In spite of increasing 

marketer interest, the research on the concept of influencers is rather limited. It is thus 

important to further examine this area of marketing to comprehend how influencers affect 

buying behavior.  

 

Consumers’ attention span is continuously decreasing making it difficult to hold anyone’s 

attention very long (World, 2018). Additionally, as we get more inundated with marketing 

messages the trust in those types of messages tends to go down (Backaler, 2018; 11). In general, 

consumers are becoming increasingly skeptical of brands and their marketing techniques and 

they have a decreasing trust in marketing messages directly sourced from the brand (Forbes, 

2018). This creates significant challenges for marketers, whose job is to cut through the noise 

and meaningfully engage with consumers. Marketers are therefore obliged to apply new 

marketing techniques in order to reach customers. As a result, influencer marketing has been 

discovered as a possible solution to the problem. Influencer marketing consists of identifying 

and targeting influential online figures and stimulate them to endorse a brand or specific 

products through their social media activities (De Veirman et al., 2017). By doing so, marketers 

can locate and advertise directly to their target audience. Over the past decade, marketers have 

thus increasingly turned to influencers to create awareness and engagement around their 

products (Backaler, 2018).  

 

Influencers are known as today’s most prominent opinion leaders and are defined as 

“Individuals who have the power to affect purchase decisions of others because of their (real or 

perceived) authority, knowledge, position or relationship” (BusinessDictionary, 2019). Influencers 

have become highly impactful due to a new switch in consumers’ information search. Instead 

of being impacted by the mass media, consumers are now turning to social media to gather 
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information on which they base their decisions (Casaló et al., 2018). In fact, recommendations 

obtained through social media induced an average of 26 percent of purchases across all product 

categories (Bughin, 2015), indicating that recommendations play a critical role at the point of 

purchase. Thus, influencers have a great amount of influence on the decision making of other 

people and their attitudes. They are looked upon as non-traditional celebrities, or ‘digital’ 

celebrities, who appeal to a common reference group because they are perceived as experts 

within a specific field such as fashion, beauty, lifestyle etc. (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). 

Influencers’ product reviews have been found to be much more influential compared to 

traditional celebrities because they are perceived to be more authentic and accessible (Casaló 

et al., 2018). Where influencers value a particular brand or product, their followers are likely 

to be of the same opinion (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). They have therefore been widely 

recognized as crucial in transmitting new habits to other customers (Casaló et al., 2018) due to 

their ability to create awareness as well as their significant impact on consumer buying 

behavior. Hence, influencer marketing has become highly relevant for large multinational firms, 

small and medium sized companies, along with non-profit organizations in order to increase 

customer engagement. Thus, companies may benefit from a deeper understanding of the 

process by which consumers become attached to influencers as well as how these social media 

personas impact purchase decisions.  

 

Since influencer marketing has been widely recognized, increasingly more influencers are 

employed to endorse their products and brand, which might overwhelm consumers’ limited 

attention span, similar to what happened with traditional advertisement. Ultimately, it creates 

the risk of consumers becoming skeptical and rather immune to these marketing initiatives, 

which threatens the effectiveness of influencer marketing in the future. It is therefore crucial to 

understand the basis of consumers’ relationship with influencers as well as reasons why they 

engage with products or brands recommended by them. By understanding these dynamics, 

marketers have a better chance at succeeding with their influencer marketing strategies and 

thereby gain competitive advantage and increase profits. However, to the best of my 

knowledge, the literature conceptualizing the connection between influencers and brand 

engagement is limited. Consequently, there is a lack of overview of the intermediate 

mechanisms between influencers and brand engagement (Casaló et al., 2018). Taking this into 

account, there is both a managerial and an academic need to fully understand and anticipate 
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how influencers impact consumers’ engagement with brands. Former research suggests that 

perceived closeness with a media figure leads to lower resistance to a message (De Veirman et 

al., 2017) and, as such, the relationship between influencers and their followers is the main 

driver for brand engagement (Alperstein, 2013). However, a more comprehensive 

understanding of the underlying mechanisms of influencers’ impact on buying behavior is 

needed.  

 

1.1. Problem Statement  

The aim of this study is to examine how influencers foster brand engagement among their 

followers. The purpose is to create a deeper understanding of the role of influencers in 

consumption, in order to provide marketers with guidelines to effectively implement a 

successful influencer strategy. This thesis extends previous research on influencers’ impact on 

buying behavior and is designed with a twofold objective. First, the thesis seeks to examine 

factors causing consumers to form loyalty relationship with influencers. Second, it aims to 

understand how these relationships foster brand engagement. The purpose is to seek an 

explanation of the following research question:  

  

Which factors drive influencer loyalty and how does influencer loyalty in turn drive brand 

engagement?  

 

The thesis is organized as follows. First, the relevant literature on the subject will be presented. 

To further explore and extend the knowledge gained from the literature review, an exploratory 

research is conducted, which, combined with the literature review, creates the basis from which 

hypotheses are formulated and tested. Thus, this research applies a deductive research 

strategy. The thesis continues by outlining the methodological approach for the study and the 

research conducted. The subsequent section reports the study findings followed by a discussion 

of the theoretical and practical implications. Based on the findings, a conceptual model is 

developed.  

 

This study contributes to the literature by being, to my knowledge, one of the first studies that 

jointly analyzes the antecedents of influencer loyalty, and, in turn, how this fosters brand 
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engagement. Firstly, this research offers interesting results that highlight the underlying 

dimensions of consumers’ commitment and relationship to influencers. Secondly, the study 

emphasizes the various ways in which influencers influence buying behavior. The findings also 

constitute guidelines for effective influential marketing development. Based on the results, a 

number of recommendations are provided for companies as to how they might collaborate with 

influencers to generate better outcomes. Companies may benefit from a deeper understanding 

of the process by which consumers form relationships to influencers in order to know how to 

utilize influencers to foster brand engagement. Hence, this study contributes to the literature 

by offering both theoretical and managerial implications on the aspect of influencers.  

 

1.2. Limitations 

In order to endure the best results, the research is limited to examine influencers present on 

Instagram as this platform has been found to be the most important channel for influencer 

marketing (InfluencerMarketingHub, 2019). This is due to Instagram being the most used social 

media site by opinion leaders, which is a trend expected to continue in the near future (Casaló 

et al., 2018). Moreover, it is one of the most popular social networking sites and it currently has 

over 1 billion monthly active users and counting (Statista, 2018). Additionally, individuals spend 

more time on Instagram compared to other similar sites (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016), 

leaving the platform as highly relevant when exploring factors facilitating brand engagement 

as a result of influencer loyalty.    

 

Additionally, the research is limited to females in the age of 18-35 years, who actively follow an 

influencer on Instagram. This is the case since 68 percent of female Internet users use 

Instagram, whereas only 26 percent of male Internet users use Instagram (Omnicore, 2019). 

Additionally, users under 35 make up more than 70 percent of Instagram’s active accounts 

worldwide (Worthy, 2018). Lastly, it has been found that female users are more likely to 

purchase goods that become known to them via, or are used personally, by their favorite 

celebrities (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). Djafarova and Rushworth (2016) argue that women 

are more susceptible than men to social opinions and tend to follow the decisions of others 

whose opinion they trust or whose lifestyle they wish to imitate. Thus, female users on 

Instagram are found most relevant to research in relation to the purpose of the current thesis.  
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Please note that following terms will be used interchangeably throughout the thesis. 

influencer/opinion leader; endorsement/advertisement/recommendation/advice; 

Instagram/social media. 

2. Literature Review  

The literature introduced in this section will provide the reader with an overview of important 

elements in the field of influencer and brand engagement research and co-creation literature. 

The theories applied are subjectively chosen from the rationale that they all contribute and 

support the further understanding of the researched. The section includes a literature review 

of influencers, brand engagement, antecedents of influencer loyalty and moderating effects 

between the relationship of influencer loyalty and brand engagement. 

 

2.1. Defining influencers  

In recent years, there has been a rise in new types of ‘digital’ celebrity groups such as bloggers, 

vloggers and ‘insta-famous’ personalities, whom all go under the term ‘influencers’ (Djafarova 

& Rushworth, 2016). Casaló et al. (2018) define influencers as opinion leaders, who have a great 

amount of influence on the decision making of other people and their attitudes and behaviors. 

Influencers have influence due to their knowledge and expertise on a particular topic, and they 

have a large following within that niche, which means they are quite impactful in their ability 

to create trends (De Veirman et al., 2017).  

 

Today, consumers feel a sense of risk in terms of decision-making (Brown & Hayes, 2007). They 

therefore search for information via online reviews to reduce the perceived risk inherent in 

purchase decisions (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). Here, they tend to rely on their reference 

group, which is “a person/group of people who serve as a reference to an individual in forming 

value and attitudes, and in so doing provide consumers with a reference in their purchase 

decisions. ” (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016;2). Influencers have come to represent these 

reference groups due to their perceived knowledge and expertise within a specific field (Casaló 

et al., 2018), which causes people to look for influencers to guide their decision-making. 

Influencers are therefore highly impactful in terms of brand preferences among consumers, 

leaving them with a great deal of power.   
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Technology has changed the game of influence (Brown & Hayes 2007) and social media has 

become part of consumers’ daily activities (Tsiotsou, 2015). The increase of social media has 

impacted the public’s feeling of connection with celebrities because social media serves as a 

‘backstage’ access to celebrities’ lives (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). Casaló et al. (2018) confirms 

this notion by arguing that social media generates a sense of immediacy due to the direct link 

between influencer and followers, which creates an illusion of intimacy. Alperstein (2013) 

argues this social connection results in imaginary social relations and a sense of attachment. 

Additionally, through social media, influencers offer a line of identifiable touch points 

potentially causing followers to find them relatable, which further increases the imaginary 

relationship between the two peers (Alperstein, 2013). These relationships result in a great 

sense of loyalty as consumers continuously dedicate time and emotions to a specific influencer 

(Alperstein, 2013). The tight connection causes consumers to perceive influencers as 

trustworthy sources, which empowers them to have a significant impact on consumer 

behavioral intentions (Casaló et al., 2018). For the current thesis, influencer loyalty is 

considered emotional loyalty, which is demonstrated by favorable perceptions, opinions and 

recommendations (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016). Emotionally bonds sustain unshakable 

loyalty, and it is suggested that ‘emotionally’ loyal customers contribute to the bottom line 

through exceptional loyalty behaviors (Kim & Lee, 2010). That is, emotionally loyal consumers 

are likely to act upon their emotions in terms of buying behavior. 

 

Due to influencers’ significant impact on buying behavior, many companies are now employing 

influencers to endorsee their products among their followers and beyond (De Veirman et al., 

2017), which is similar to celebrity endorsement (Alperstein, 2013). Influencer branding is thus 

when the status of an influencer in society is used to promote a product, service or a charity 

(Kotler et al., 2016). Celebrity branding has through many years been proven to be highly 

effective as it can enhance both the company image and brand attitudes, which ultimately 

increases profits and sales (Kotler et al., 2016). Their high recognition can help companies 

overcome barriers in marketing communication which helps creating awareness as well as 

certain associations with a brand, much like celebrity branding (Kotler et al., 2016). They can 

make advertisement campaigns stand out of the clutter and draw increased attention from the 

audience. Compared to traditional celebrities, influencers are seen as more influential since 

they are considered to have more credibility (Casaló et al., 2018). Influencer endorsement is 
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interpreted as highly credible, as it is functions as word of mouth (WOM) advertisement rather 

than paid advertisement as they are often seamlessly woven into the daily narratives 

influencers post on their Instagram account (De Veirman et al., 2017). This is particularly 

desirable for brands as it appears to be more effective than traditional advertising tactics, due 

to higher authenticity and credibility (Casaló et al., 2018), which subsequently leads to lower 

resistance to the message (De Veirman et al., 2017). The commercial use of influencers is thus 

a growing marketing phenomenon due to their capacity to shape purchase decisions.  

 

For the current thesis, influencers are categorized in accordance to Backaler’s (2018) definition 

of ‘category influencers’, which are people who have genuine interest, expertise and enthusiasm 

within a specific field such as beauty, fashion, food etc. They have a certain involvement or 

expertise that make other people believe that they are reliable sources of information related 

to that topic. They may not be famous among a broad audience, but they have a sufficient 

amount of influence that can affect or change people within their niche attitudes, beliefs, and 

behaviors.  

 

2.2. Brand Engagement  

Brand engagement is a complex and rather elusive concept due to its emergence of several 

engagement sub-forms, including ‘customer engagement’, ‘customer brand behaviors’, 

‘customer brand engagement’ and so on (Hollebeek, 2011). The current thesis discusses 

engagement in relation to customer brand engagement adopting the definition from Hollebeek 

(2011), which is “the level of a customer’s cognitive, emotional and behavioral investment in 

specific brand interactions” (p. 555). It is thus a multi-dimensional concept involving relevant 

cognitive, emotional and behavioral dynamics during specific brand interactions (Hollebeek et 

al., 2014). Dessart et al. (2015) conceptualize brand engagement as the overall mental activity 

focused on something involving attention and absorption. They argue, affective engagement is 

composed of enthusiasm and enjoyment with regard to an engagement object and behavioral 

engagement represents the active manifestations of the concept, including sharing, learning 

and endorsing behaviors. Customer engagement is anticipated to contribute to the core 

relationship tenets of customer repeat patronage, retention and loyalty through affecting the 

customer experience (Verhoed et al., 2010), which ultimately drive profitability (Hollebeek, 
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2011). Additionally, Goldsmith (2012) argues that brand engagement evokes an interest, which 

directs consumers to devote time, money and energy into noticing and learning about the 

brand, shopping, buying, and sharing advice and information with others, indicating the 

significant advantages of having engaged customers. Brand engagement occurs when 

consumers are exposed to marketing stimuli to which they chose to partake in (Goldsmith, 

2012). Hollebeek et al. (2014) argues that engagement is a motivational state, which occurs by 

virtue of an individual’s focal interactive experiences with a particular object or agent. For this 

research, influencers represent the individuals that cause consumers to have these interactive 

experiences with brands. As mentioned, they are highly impactful in advertisement as their 

followers are likely to value the same objects as them (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). 

Additionally, according to Casaló et al. (2018), high level of attachment to an influencer has a 

significant impact on consumer behavioral intentions in terms of brand engagement. Their 

research found that consumers feeling a close relation to an influencer assess the 

advertisement higher and are more inclined to engage with products being endorsed. 

Moreover, Backaler (2018) argue that influencers potentially can evoke feelings and create 

meaning related to a brand, which elicit strong hedonic and experimental emotions among 

consumers towards the particular brand. Thus, examining brand engagement as a result of 

influencer loyalty appears highly relevant.  

 

2.3. Antecedents of influencer loyalty 

In the following section, the literature on the theory of antecedents of influencer loyalty is 

reviewed. Since the concept of influencers is an area with limited theoretical information, the 

current thesis draws on existing research on brand loyalty. Applying theory from the field of 

brand loyalty is found relevant, as influencers represent personal brands (Backaler, 2018). As 

with traditional celebrities, influencers are considered as brands themselves where they exist 

in the mind of the consumer in the same way packaged good’s brands do (Kotler et al., 2016). 

Thus, factors facilitating influencer loyalty are drawn from the literature examining brand 

loyalty. After a thorough literature review, six antecedents of influencer loyalty are identified. 

These include: Identification, engagement, trust, sense of community, uniqueness and parasocial 

relationships.  
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2.3.1. Identification 

Former research asserts that brand identification is an important driver for brand loyalty 

(Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Huang, 2017; He et al., 2017). The concept is defined by Lam et al. 

(2017) as “a consumer’s psychological state of perceiving, feeling and valuing his/her 

belongingness with a brand” (p. 307). According to social identity theory (Ashforth & Meal, 

1989), brand identification is the extent to which consumers perceive themselves as sharing 

the same self-definitional attributions with a brand, and such identification forms the primarily 

psychological state for the kind of deep, committed, and meaningful relationships that 

marketers increasingly are seeking to build with consumers (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). 

According to Bhattacharya and Sen (2003), consumers find a brand’s identity more attractive 

when it matches their own sense of who they are. This is due to brands transferring symbolic 

meanings, which helps consumers identify with their actual- and/or ideal-selves (Huang, 

2017). It occurs when a person’s beliefs about a brand become self-referential or self-defining 

and it cause people to become psychologically attached and care about the brand (Bhattacharya 

& Sen, 2003). Similarly, Belk (1985) argues consuming brands contributes to the enhancement 

and maintenance of a positive self-identity, as the brands we consume are a reflection of who 

we are. He examined the relationship between possessions and sense of self and found that our 

possessions are a major contributor to and reflection of our identities. Tuan’s (1980) 

arguments are similar as he says, “our fragile sense of self needs support, and this we get by 

having and possessing things because, to a large degree, we are what we have and possess.” (p. 

472). Brands thereby come to represent symbols that extend consumers’ identity, which, 

according to Belk (1985), is a self-definitional need every individual seeks to satisfy. Hence, 

much brand engagement is fostered by personal identity related motivations, emphasizing the 

importance of consumers perceiving coherence between their own and the brand’s identity. In 

relation, Bhattacharya & Sen (2003) found identification with a brand as crucial in order for 

consumers to feel a sense of belongingness, which is a key driver for brand loyalty. Similarly, 

Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen (2010) found that brand identification influence consumers’ brand 

love and subsequently their brand loyalty. In terms of social media usage, Boyd (2008) asserted 

that impression management and identity expression are important motivators of using social 

networking sites. In other words, people use these sites in order to enhance their self, which 

contributes to their self-fulfillment. Converting this theory to influencers, consumers must thus 

feel a certain degree of identification with an influencer in order for them to feel a sense of 
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relation, from which loyalty occurs. Casaló et al.’s (2018) research revealed that the higher 

congruence between contents on an Instagram account and consumers’ thoughts and 

personality, the greater psychological closeness between the consumer and the opinion leader. 

Influencers are moreover believed to be accessible, believable, intimate and thus easy to relate 

to as they share personal, usually publically inaccessible aspects of their life with their followers 

(De Veirman et al., 2017). By offering a number of identifiable touch-points, consumers become 

psychologically attached when identifying with an influencer, which may be a key driver for 

loyalty. Thus, this aspect is highly relevant to examine as an antecedent of influencer loyalty. 

 

2.3.2. Engagement  

Engagement in relation to influencer loyalty is conceptualized as behavioral engagement, which 

fosters emotional attachment (Kim et al., 2012). When examining influencer engagement, the 

present study adopts Keller’s (2009) definition of ‘active engagement’, which is ‘when 

customers are willing to invest time, energy, money or other resources in the brand beyond those 

expended during purchase or consumption of the brand’ (p. 145). Thus, it includes activities that 

go beyond the actual purchase. Examples of active engagement include WOM, visiting brand 

websites, and buying brand merchandise, which are activities that increase loyalty 

relationships (Keller, 2009). In terms of social media, consumer engagement is an important 

feature for brand attachment as it allows consumer-brand interactions. Specifically, social 

media enables consumers to partake in interactive experiences with brands beyond a simple 

purchase, creating more enduring and intimate relationships (Dessart, 2017). In terms of 

outcomes, social media engagement with brands is a trigger for continuous buying intensions 

and decisions (Brodie, et al. 2013). Additionally, Dessart (2017) found that brand related 

outcomes of brand engagement include brand trust and commitment, which ultimately results 

in loyalty. Converting this theory to influencer engagement, it arguably implies that active 

engagement with influencers via Instagram by visiting, liking, sharing or commenting on their 

activities, might result in influencer loyalty. Social media enables two-way communication 

where consumers directly can interact with influencers, creating the illusion of a more intimate 

relationship (Xiang et al., 2013). Kim et al. (2012) findings are similar to this notion as they 

discovered that engagement through social media breaks down a wall, which allows for a 

deeper relationship to occur. Additionally, Ren et al. (2007) argue that sharing personal 
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information increases the likelihood of interaction, which consequently results in the illusion 

of interpersonal bonds. Since most influencers are sharing personal information, it may 

increase followers’ intensions to engage with their content, which in turn might fosters a sense 

of emotional commitment. Thus, is appears relevant to capture the consequences of active 

engagement with influencers on Instagram as it might constitute a significant driver for 

influencer loyalty. 

 

2.3.3. Trust  

Trust has been widely studied in relationship marketing, as it has been recognized as a bridging 

effect on customers’ favorable responses, such as brand loyalty (Huang, 2017). Trust is 

therefore essential to examine in relation to loyalty as it is suggested that trust positively affects 

commitment and is the basis for loyalty (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999). Grégoire et al. (2009) 

refers to trust as confidence that a firm/person is dependable and can be relied on. Huang 

(2017) defines brand trust as the “feeling of security held by the consumer in his/her interaction 

with the brand, that is based on the perception that the brand is reliable and responsible for the 

interest and welfare of the consumer” (p. 917).  Thus, trust exists when one party has confidence 

in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity. Hess (1995) argued that brand trust is the 

central construct of any long-term relationship and is an important contributor in attaching an 

emotional commitment, which leads to long-term loyalty.  Research by Garbarino and Johnson 

(1999) confirmed this assertion as they found a significant connection between loyalty and 

brand trust in that there is a distinct need of trust in developing positive and favorable attitudes 

towards brands. Similarly, Huang (2017) found that brand trust is the main mechanism in 

shaping consumers’ attitudinal loyalty.  In the context of influencer loyalty, it is thus fair to 

assume that influencer loyalty partially depends on their perceived level of trustworthiness. 

According to Erdogan (1999), trustworthiness refers to the honesty, integrity and believability 

of an endorser. In relation, Friedman, et al. (1978) reasoned that trustworthiness is the major 

determinant of source credibility. According to Casaló, et al. (2018), influencers are influential 

due to their perceived level of knowledge and expertise within their specific field, indicating 

that they are considered as highly credible sources of information, which ultimately gives them 

a sense of trustworthiness. Additionally, in the context of social media, followers have a more 

direct interaction with influencers, which creates an illusion of friendship, which ultimately 
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increases their level of trust in them (Hartmann & Goldhoorn, 2011). Trust is thereby 

demonstrated in prior literature as an important mediator in the brand loyalty model as well 

as in terms of influencer bond, thus being selected for this study as a potential antecedent of 

influencer loyalty.  

 

2.3.4. Sense of community 

The need to belong is considered a fundamental human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In 

this regard, Hsu and Liao (2007) discovered that community feeling motivate participation in 

brand communities as it satisfies the need for belongingness. Hence, it is necessary for brands 

to build a connection with users and fostering a sense of belonging for customers in order to 

foster long-term relationships (Engingkaya & Yilmaz, 2014). Relationship marketing, which 

focuses on creating and maintaining long-term customer relationships instead of emphasizing 

individual transactions, was thus introduced as a competitive advantage and strategic resource 

for companies (Webster, 1992). Since maintaining one-to-one relationships with customers is 

not efficient and easy to manage, brand communities were introduced as a solution for creating 

a sense of belonging (Laroche et al., 2012). Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) define a brand 

community as a ‘specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structural set of 

social relations among admires of a brand’ (p. 412). Brand communities execute important tasks 

on behalf of the brand. For instance, they provide social structure to customer-marketer 

relationships and greatly influence customer loyalty (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Consumers’ 

motivations for joining brand communities are driven by social needs in terms of expressing 

who they are and what group they align themselves with (Elliot & Wattanasuwan, 1998). Brand 

communities thereby contribute to consumers’ perception of their identity, which relates to the 

notion of social identity theory (SIT), as this theory constitutes that ‘a person’s sense of who they 

are based on their group membership’ (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 277). They argued that identity is 

developed in relation to one or more groups. Once part of a group, a connection and affiliation 

to the community is established. Individuals start to compare themselves with other groups in 

order to maintain or enhance own self-esteem, which creates a sense of loyalty towards ones 

in-group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Loyalty towards a brand is therefore strongly connected with 

the level of affiliation a consumer feels towards a community, which emphasizes the significant 

role of a brand community. Due to the digital age and consumers becoming increasingly adept 
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at using social media, brand communities primarily take place on a social media platform 

(Laroche et al., 2012). The interactive nature of social media plays a key role in developing 

online brand communities (Casaló et al., 2018), and it causes members feel a great sense of 

belonging and trust (Laroche et al., 2012), which, according to SIT, enhances their sense of 

loyalty towards the group. Additionally, Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen (2010) found that 

community membership may influence consumers’ brand love and subsequently their brand 

loyalty. In this regard, influencers have emerged as creators and leaders of influential online 

communities (Casaló et al., 2018). Here, the influencer represents the central figure of the group 

with whom people affiliate. A research conducted by Casaló et al. (2018), revealed that 

consumers might achieve an aspirational self-image as portrayed by influencers by following 

their advice. Similarly, Djafarova and Rushworth (2016) found that consumers’ self-esteem is 

increased when buying products that have been previously recommended by an influencer on 

social media. This indicates that the community an influencer represents has a significant 

influence on followers’ identity and it implies that the community might represent a sense of 

aspirational self.  Algesheimer et al. (2005) found that communities formed for the purpose of 

sharing information rather than for mere commercial reasons exert the greatest influence on 

members’ opinions and purchase intentions. This indicates that an influencer community might 

have a significant impact on the followers buying behavior. Former theory in terms of 

communities thereby indicate the importance of these communities as it functions as an 

antecedent for the creation of loyalty relationships as well as an important factor affecting 

purchase intentions. Thus, sense of community appears highly relevant in the context of 

influencer loyalty. 

 

2.3.5. Uniqueness  

Today, consumers are confronted with increasing commercialization, an overflow of fake, and 

an omnipresence of meaningless market offers (Boyle, 2004). As a consequence, consumers are 

now seeking brands that are original, genuine and authentic as well as brands that establish 

relevance (Moore & Reid, 2008). This refers to brands with certain freshness that positively 

distinguishes from other brands. According to Moolla & Bisschoff (2014), brands with messages 

that are more complex and meaningful are able to establish more effective brand relevance as 

it creates a sense of authentic newness or individuality, which is argued to be a key component 

ensuring brand loyalty. Perceived uniqueness of a brand is therefore crucial in order to 
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differentiate from competitors as well as generating relevance in the eyes of the consumer. 

Converting this theory to influencer loyalty, influencers must be perceived as unique in order 

to stand out and for consumers to become loyal. According to Casaló, et al. (2018), the perceived 

originality and uniqueness of an influencer are key factors that lead influencers to be perceived 

as opinion leaders. Uniqueness involves how a person can differentiate oneself from others and 

have behaviors others pay attention to (Casaló et al., 2018). Additionally, Djafarova and 

Rushworth (2016) found that the images posted by influencers, as well as their profile in 

general, must infer a sense of attractiveness and quality in order for consumers to find them 

appealing and follow them. Similarly, Goldsmith (2012) argues that loyalty is not just a result 

of quality or satisfaction, but also a result of consumers perceiving a brand to be special and 

differentiate from other brands in some way. Based on this, influencers’ perceived level of 

uniqueness appears highly relevant to examine as an antecedent of influencer loyalty. 

 

2.3.6. Parasocial Relationships  

Parasocial relationships explain the relationship between media personalities and media users. 

Parasocial interaction was first introduced by Horton and Wohl (1956), whom described it as 

an individual’s “illusion of face-to-face relationship with a media personality” (p. 188). Parasocial 

behavior is both a psychological and a media phenomenon referring to the relationships that 

media consumers develop with media personas (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Parasocial 

relationships occur by consuming media and information about a person, which allows 

individuals to experience them on a personal level and feel like they genuinely know them 

(Erdogan, 1999). It has been considered as a one-sided pseudo-intimate relationship between 

the audience and media personalities (Rubin & Step, 2000). However, due to the emergence of 

social media, individuals can now form more meaningful attachment to the media figure 

beyond merely consuming information about the particular person (Alperstein, 2013). Social 

media requires a higher level of disclosure on the part of the media figure, and it requires 

interactions that hold out the possibility of actual connection (Alperstein, 2013). Hartmann & 

Goldhoorn (2011) found that in the context of social media, followers tend to develop an 

impression of friendship with influencers they admire, albeit often a one-sided relationship, 

due to the possibility of direct interactions. In a sense, followers of an influencer ‘meet’ with 

influencers by watching their content on social media. According to Xiang et al. (2013), these 
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meetings cause the followers to form a feeling of intimacy with the influencer as if they were 

close friends in real life. As the number of ‘meetings’ increase, the imaginary closeness 

enhances, and the follower deliberately maintains this online friendship (Rubin et al., 1985). 

Alperstein (2013) refer to parasocial relationships as imaginary social relationships. He argues 

that the development of social media allows these imaginary relationships with celebrities to 

proliferate and become part of consumers’ everyday lives. The possibility of achieving a 

personal connection to media personalities through social media causes consumers to develop 

deep feelings, which are most likely to be enduring (Alperstein, 2013). Similarly, Tsiotsou 

(2015) found a correlation between parasocial relationships with media figures and loyalty. 

More specifically, she found that parasocial interactions through social media increase 

consumers’ intentions to continue their following and recommend the page to others, which in 

turn increases their loyalty towards a brand page, which is a theory that arguably translates to 

relationships with influencers. Parasocial relationships have also been proven to have 

significant impact on consumers’ willingness to replicate the behaviors of influencers as well 

as adopt their product choices (Audrezet et al., 2018). Based on this, it is found necessary to 

examine the role of parasocial relationships in triggering consumers’ sense of loyalty towards 

influencers.  

 

2.4. Moderators  

In the following section, the literature on the theory of factors expected to moderate the 

relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement is reviewed. These factors 

include perceived fit, personal usage, remuneration and perceived sponsor overload.  

 

2.4.1. Perceived Fit 

Consumers expect influencers to express unbiased, original, and trustable content (Audrezet, 

et al., 2018). In this context, perceived fit between influencer and the brand being endorsed has 

been proven to be of significant importance (Erdogan, 1999; Djafarova and Rushworth, 2016; 

Casaló et al., 2018). Fit, which also has been referred to as congruence, similarity, and relevance, 

has its marketing origin in the brand extension literature where it refers to the degree of 

similarity or consistency between the parent brand and the brand extension (Aaker & Keller, 

1990). In the influencers endorsement literature, products reviews are now much more 
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influential than others as they are perceived to be more authentic and accessible (Djafarova & 

Rushworth, 2016). In this regard, Erdogan (1999) found that celebrity endorsers are more 

effective in generating desirable outcomes when companies utilize celebrities whose public 

persona matches the brand and product. Additionally, Casaló et al.’s, (2017) study suggested 

that companies must take into account the match between the lifestyle and content usually 

published by an influencer and their own image when they want to involve them in an 

advertising campaign in order for the endorsement to appear authentic. Similarly, Djafarova 

and Rushworth (2016) discovered the essential in influencers being in line with the brand, and 

the way in which it is portrayed to the audience, in order for the influencer’s advice to seem 

genuine. Thus, the effectiveness of an influencers’ endorsement is highly dependent on the 

perceived fit between them and the brand. Furthermore, consumers will feel a greater level of 

psychological closeness to the opinion leader if a higher congruence between the brand 

endorsed and the influencer exists, which is likely to result in positive behavioral intensions 

(Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). If no congruence exists, the effect of the endorsement can be 

counterproductive as the motive behind the endorsement then appears to be merely driven by 

economic incentives, which negatively affect the perception of both the influencer and brand 

(Erdogan, 1999; Kotler et al., 2016). Thus, the endorser’s credibility increases when a perceived 

congruence between brand and influencer exists (Xiao et al., 2018), which positively impact the 

credibility of the endorsed brand (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). Perceived fit is therefore 

necessary to examine as moderating effect in the relationship between influencer loyalty and 

brand engagement as it appears crucial in impacting buying behavior. 

 

2.4.2. Personal usage  

Influencers portraying personal usage of the products or brands they promote have been 

proven to increase trust in an influencer’s promotional statement (Brown & Hayes, 2007) and 

enhance the perceived level of authenticity (Audrezet, et al., 2018). According to Kotler et al. 

(2016), consumers must trust a celebrity’s motives for endorsing a product or service in order 

for the advertisement to be believed, in which context personal usage plays a significant role 

(Audrezet, et al., 2018). As influencers’ endorsements are highly personal and interwoven into 

the constant stream of textual and visual narration of their personal lives, they will likely be 

perceived as the influencer’s unbiased opinions and may have relevant persuasive power (De 
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Veirman et al., 2017). However, in order for the endorsement to be perceived as the influencer’s 

genuine attitude, the influencer must portray personal usage of the product. In this regard, 

Brown and Hayes (2007) argue that experience confers authority as it implies an influencer has 

source credibility. They found if someone uses the product being endorsed then that gives them 

credibility in providing an opinion. Thus, by portraying personal usage, influencers infer 

credibility due to their experience and it demonstrates a genuine believe in the product. 

Similarly, Djafarova and Rushworth (2016) found that trust in a celebrity’s review is developed 

from their experience and knowledge of the endorsed product. According to Bhattacharya and 

Sen (2003), organizational trustworthiness is a key determinant of various positive attitudinal 

and behavioral intensions such as positive attitudes towards advertisement and brand as well 

as intensions to purchase. Converting this theory to influencers, it indicates that influencers 

with a high level of perceived trustworthiness positively affect consumers’ intentions to engage 

with the product being endorsed. In addition to trustworthiness, authenticity has been found 

as key determent in affecting consumers’ shopping preferences (Audrezet, et al., 2018), as 

consumers increasingly desire authenticity from their product and brands (Chronis & 

Hampton, 2008). The concept revolves around what is true, genuine or real (Beverland & 

Ferrelly, 2010). Authenticity improves message receptivity, enhances perceived quality and has 

been proven to increase purchase intentions (Audrezet, et al., 2018). Authentic brands are 

those whose marketers appear to be in business because it is enjoyable and provide hedonic 

value (Audrezet, et al., 2018). Inauthentic brands, on the other hand, are those whose marketers 

are thought to be in business simply to increase profits and prestige via increased sales and 

market share. In the context of influencer promotion, personal usage thus becomes essential as 

it creates the perception of influencers genuinely believing in the products being promoted, 

which enhances consumers trust in the review, and ultimately increases their intention to 

purchase (Brown and Hayes, 2007). Thus, personal usage becomes essential to examine in 

relation to influencers’ ability to foster brand engagement among their followers. 

 

2.4.3. Remuneration   

Remuneration has been widely examined in the former literature in relation to employee 

performance (Calvin, 2017). According to Maicibi (2005) remuneration is referred to as pay or 

reward given to individuals for work done. He argued that remuneration was an important 
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factor especially in affecting performance in most organizations. However, remuneration can 

also be referred to as monetary or financial benefits in form of bonuses, incentives, allowances 

and benefits that is accrued or given to an employee as a result of commitment to the company 

(Calvin, 2017). According to reinforcement theory (Gerhart et al., 1995), which is based on 

Thorndike’s Law of Effect, a response followed by a reward is more likely to recur in the future. 

Buchan et al. (2000) suggest that behavior can be modified if individuals receive reward at the 

time they exhibit the desired behaviors. Thus, remuneration can function as a motivational 

factor, which can modify desired behaviors. Remuneration for the current research involves 

participating in online communities with the purpose of seeking rewards and benefits (e.g. 

economic incentives such as coupons and promotions), which are constantly shared and 

distributed through social media (Tsai & Men, 2013). This motive has been found to be the 

driver of contributing to online communities (Muntinga et al., 2011). Tsai and Men’s (2013) 

research revealed that consumers primarily were driven by utilitarian reasons when engaging 

with a brand page through social media, which includes economic benefits. Some consumers 

are thus engaging with brands due to incentives. Converting the theory on remuneration to 

influencers, it might play a prominent role in terms of their endorsement activities. When 

promoting a brand or product, influencers are often offering a promotional code, giveaway, or 

other incentives, to their followers in order to motivate their followers to engage with the brand 

being endorsed. Consumers are thereby rewarded in one way or another if they act upon the 

influencer’s recommendation, which, according to reinforsement theory, should motivate their 

current behavior and positively reinforce their intentions for future behavior (Gerhart et al., 

1995; Buchan et al., 2000). Drawing on this, it seems that remuneration is a necessary factor to 

investigate in relation to influencers’ ability to foster brand engagement, as it is likely to 

function as a moderator for consumers’ motivation to engage with brands recommended by an 

influencer. 

 

2.4.4. Sponsor overload 

One of the negative consequences of the information age is information overload (Bettis-

Outland, 2012). Consumers have a limited cognitive capacity, which affects their ability to 

effectively process information (Lee & Lee, 2004). Information overload is a common term for 

receiving too much information that the human brain cannot process and handle (Swar et al., 

2017). Beyond a given threshold, additional information begins to have deleterious effects in 



 

 19 

which the information is either ignored or, if it is considered, causes unintended confusion 

(Bettis-Outland, 2012). Bawden et al. (1999) argue information overload “occurs when 

information received becomes a hindrance rather than a help when the information is potentially 

useful” (p. 249). The term thus refers to the situation where consumers receive excess supply 

of information, which exceeds their capacity to process received information, resulting in 

diminished decision quality (Swar et al., 2017). Information theory suggests that at the onset 

of information overload there is a gradual reduction in the ability of the receiver to decode the 

information (Bawden et al., 1999). As a result, people have a tendency to either ignore or throw 

away excess information quality (Swar et al., 2017). Swar et al. (2017) found that people on 

social media find it difficult to process too many media messages because it requires continuous 

cognitive efforts the resources for which have limited capacity. Influencers are widely 

recognized as crucial in transmitting new habits (Casaló et al., 2018) resulting in companies 

utilizing them as marketing tools, which results in a high amount of sponsored posts, potentially 

exceeding consumer’s ability to obtain the information. Consequently, it might limit 

influencers’ ability to influence consumer behavioral intentions. In this regard, Erdogan (1999) 

argues that celebrity endorsement is more effective when companies utilize celebrities who 

have not endorsed products previously. This is the case because the endorsement then appears 

more authentic and it signals the endorser’s actual believe rather than an attempt to earn 

money. Thus, perceived sponsor overload may constitute negative effects on consumer 

behavioral intentions as it exceeds their cognitive capacity to process the information given as 

well as appears inauthentic and shallow. It is therefore highly relevant to examine sponsor 

overload as a mediating force between the relationship of influencer loyalty and brand 

engagement as it might negatively affect influencers’ ability to foster brand engagement.  
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3. Exploratory Research  

As mentioned, prior studies on influencers are limited due to the relative recent emergence of 

the concept, resulting in a limited understanding of the concept to-date. Hence, this section 

serves the purpose of extending the knowledge gained from the literature review by conducting 

an exploratory research, which allows for diverse viewpoints to cast light upon the topic.  

 

To explore the aim of the current thesis, a research method with limited preconceptions is 

beneficial as it enables an exploration of the unique motivational patterns that governs 

influencer loyalty and its effect on brand engagement. A qualitative research method allows for 

deeper insights into individuals’ experiences and thoughts in terms of influencers and brands, 

which is valuable knowledge when testing the factors of the model (Sofaer, 2002), which 

generates new ways of seeing the existing data deduced from the literature review. The 

qualitative research brings subjective elements into play, which invites opportunities to get in 

depth details from the respondents (Sofaer, 2002). Additionally, this method should allow for 

a systematic analysis of the data to be undertaken and to compare the findings of the pre-

existing knowledge derived from the literature. An exploratory qualitative research is therefore 

conducted in order to draw nearer a conceptualization of influencers’ impact on buying 

behavior. The process of this particular research approach is thus inductive in that abstractions 

and concepts are drawn from the details obtained from the interviews (Blaikie, 2010).  

 

The qualitative research method has been subject to much skepticism, as it is not merely 

perceived as fostering valid and reliable data due to researchers’ bias and interference in the 

interview situation as well as ambiguity of data (Atieno, 2009). In order to accede to this 

skepticism, and overcome problems of bias and validity, the data from the qualitative study is 

merely assessed as guidance for the main research approach where it is subjected to 

hypothetical testing. The main data collection for the current thesis is thus derived from a 

quantitative research method, which is introduced in section 5. The findings gained from this 

research are therefore merely looked upon as contributing knowledge to support the further 

understanding of the researched. In other words, the exploratory research plays a 

supplementary role in helping to design the study and interpret results.   
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3.1. Data Collection 

The study is divided into two parts. First, the respondents were interviewed by adopting an 

open-ended approach allowing them to speak freely from their experiences with follow up 

questions. According to Sofaer (2002), a qualitative interview will only succeed if it is based on 

a well-structured guide. Thus, for the second part of the interview, the questions were more 

orchestrated by following an interview guide based on the findings from the literature review. 

This permits for a conservative assessment of whether consumers shared the conception of 

influencer loyalty and variables converting brand engagement drawn from the literature 

review. The interview guide can be found in appendix A.  

 

The study employs 6 respondents. These were selected on the basis of their level of 

involvement with a particular influencer. More specifically, they had to have a certain sense of 

commitment to an influencer, whose recommendation they have based a purchase decision on. 

This was done to ensure results that contribute to the researched. Thus, the participants were 

initially instructed to select an influencer within any niche to whom they felt a greater 

attachment to as well as has taken advice from in the past in terms of brand usage. The purpose 

was to explore the respondents’ connection to a particular influencer and how it has affected 

their brand preferences and buying behavior. Furthermore, for comparison reasons, the 

respondents were asked to describe an influencer whom they follow, but whom they do not feel 

a certain connection to and whose recommendations they have not adopted. Hence, at this 

point the interview is rather open ended. For the second part of the interview, the respondents 

were asked questions in relation to the findings from the literature review in order to directly 

compare these findings with the respondents’ experiences and thereby determine if any 

correlation exists as well as deduce whether other tendencies exists.  

 

3.2. Data processing  

The data was assessed by a qualitative data analysis, which is a method for systematically 

describing the meaning of qualitative data (Schreier, 2014). The purpose was to reduce the 

amount of material, which enables the researcher to focus on selected aspects that relate to the 

overall research question. The reduction of data was done by assigning successive parts of the 

material to categories of a coding frame.  The coding frame for the current thesis contains 
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aspects derived from the literature review. Since the purpose of the exploratory study was not 

only to confirm the findings from the literature review, but also to explore potential other 

aspects that relate to influencer loyalty and its effect on brand engagement, the set of frame 

was not definite. Rather, it was viewed upon as flexible, which ensured the coding frame 

provided a valid description of the material (Schreier, 2014). Thus, the qualitative content 

analysis was flexible in that the coding frame was modified in accordance to the material.  

Further, to ensure validity, the data analysis required an examination of every single part of the 

material that was in any way relevant to the research question. By systematically analyzing the 

content of each interview, one gained a sense of how different parts of the material compare 

and relate to each other. Furthermore, the method counteracts the danger of looking at the 

material only through the lens of one’s assumptions and expectations (Schreier, 2014). The 

material derived from the interviews is assessed twice in order to test the quality of the 

category definitions, which also is referred to as double coding (Schreier, 2014). Double coding 

ensured a correct assessment of the data by testing whether this analysis yielded results similar 

to the first coding. The material that did not appear clear and unambiguous was excluded from 

the final data findings. 

 

3.3. Findings  

This sections divides the findings into two categories: 1) antecedents of influencer loyalty and 

2) moderators for the path between influencer loyalty and brand engagement.  An overview of 

the findings and key respondent quotes is provided in Table 1.  

 

3.3.1. Antecedents 

As observed from Table 1, the audio-recorded findings suggested that consumers 

predominantly connect with influencers, and feel a sense of loyalty towards them, because they 

identify with and trust them as well as find them unique (Table 1). Engagement was not as 

determinant of a factor for influencer loyalty as expected from the literature review. However, 

one respondent argued that being able to engage with the influencer gave her the impression 

that the influencer cared, which caused the respondent to like her more (Table 1). Engagement 

is therefore still considered a key antecedent of influencer loyalty. Sense of community did not 

appear as a significant antecedent of influencer loyalty. However, two respondents replied that 
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they did feel part of a community because the influencer interacts directly with her followers 

by updating them about her life as well as asking for inputs. One respondent said that she felt 

like being a part of something ‘bigger’. Though this factor did not appear as significant as 

expected, it will still be subjected to further research. Lastly, all the respondents revealed they 

had the impression of knowing the influencer on a deeper, more personal level due to the 

person sharing personal information, which had a positive effect on their perception of the 

individual. When asked if they could see themselves being friends with the particular 

influencer, the majority answered yes, which emphasizes the importance of parasocial 

relationship in relation to influencer loyalty.  

 

3.3.2.  Moderators  

In terms of factors causing consumers to engage with brands being recommended by the 

influencer, the research revealed that perceived fit and personal usage are perceived as crucial 

factors in order to be persuaded.  Remuneration did not have the importance as anticipated 

from the literature review. However, many of the respondents argued that economic incentives 

might function as motivational factor to purchase something that had already been considered, 

which causes remuneration to be considered relevant in terms of moderating the relationship 

between influencer loyalty and brand engagement. In terms of sponsor overload, the majority 

of the respondents revealed that an overload of sponsored post were perceived as outright 

annoying and that it decreased the trustworthiness of the influencer as well as diminished their 

authenticity. One respondent said that she “(…) thinks it’s a little annoying when you can see that 

some brand is being greedy with promoting a new launch of a product where suddenly twenty 

influencers are promoting the same thing, which just seems fake”. The respondents additionally 

argued that their tendency to buy a brand or product became progressively smaller if many 

sponsored posts occurred. Some of the respondents highlighted the importance of influencers 

applying a critical approach to the sponsored posts in order to seem authentic. The exploratory 

research therefore revealed that a high level of sponsored posts is very likely to have a negative 

effect on consumers’ tendency to buy the products or brands being promoted by an influencer.  

 

Apart from obtaining diverse viewpoints on the aspects recovered from the literature, two 

additional moderators affecting influencers’ ability to foster brand engagement were retrieved. 
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These two factors are transparency and expertise. Transparency was derived from the research 

as moderator because all the respondents argued for the importance of influencers exposing 

themselves with a sense of honesty in terms of being down to earth and open about aspects of 

their everyday lives that are less desirable. All respondents argued that they found influencers 

with unpretentious attitude involving humor as well as a willingness to reveal deeper aspects 

of their life by discussing emotional topics or, in some cases, subjects to taboo, more relatable. 

One respondent said “The reason why I follow her is because of this unpretentious and crazy 

aspects of her, which seems very attainable”. Another argued that she identifies with the 

influencer because “(…) you follow her everyday life and not this polished life”. The importance 

of an influencer portraying an obtainable lifestyle was by one respondent described as “crucial” 

because it enables her to identify with the influencer and thus relate to her more. The 

respondent further argued, “(…) if I didn’t identify with her then I wouldn’t find her 

recommendations interesting”. When describing the influencers whom the respondents 

disassociated themselves from, they all argued that these influencers portrays an unrealistic 

picture of their lives by posting content indicating that every aspect of their lives is perfect, 

which they perceived as rather arrogant and shallow. Ultimately, the respondents found them 

less relatable causing their recommendations to appear useless. Thus, over-promotion of a 

perfect life can act counterproductive, which causes these influencers to be less effective in 

fostering brand engagement. Arguable, the perceived shallowness of the influencers carries the 

perception that something is being hidden from the public, which undermines the credibility 

and sincerity of the influencer. This emphasizes the importance of transparency as it reflects 

honesty, which ultimately results in consumers trusting the statements of influencers. 

Transparency is therefore additionally considered as a moderator significantly affecting the 

path between influencer loyalty and brand engagement. 

 

The aspect of expertise was additionally derived from the exploratory research as potential 

significant moderator. Many of the respondents revealed they followed an advice from an 

influencer due to their perceived level of expertise. One respondent said that she bought a 

product upon an influencer’s recommendation because she perceived the influencer as having 

a high level of know-how within her field, which created “a sense of authority. (…) The 

recommendations she gives are professional, which I definitely trust”. Another respondent said 

that she bought the product recommended by the influencer because “(…) her skin looked so 
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good, and then she writes that she would recommend this facemask from Origins”. The statement 

implies that the visibility of the influencer’s good skin indicated a certain level of expertise 

within the field of skincare, which served as a convincing effect in terms of the respondent’s 

buying behavior. Casaló et al. (2018) supports this notion by arguing that opinion leaders are 

regarded as key forces in diffusion of new trends, as they are perceived possessing knowledge 

and expertise, causing them to be considered a reliable source of information. Influencers are 

thereby thought to have more knowledge and expertise in relation to a specific topic, which 

creates a sense of credibility. As a consequence, followers might be more prone to adopt their 

advice, which the respondents also indicated. Thus, for the following research, perceived level 

of expertise is considered as a significant factor contributing to influencers’ ability to foster 

brand engagement among their followers.  

 

Table 1  

Respondents’ quotes derived from the exploratory interviews  

Antecedents of influencer loyalty 
Identification 
 
If I can identify myself with her I would definitely be more prone to buy the products she is 
promoting (Respondent 2).  
Everything she does advertisement for works on me because I can identify with her and relate 
to her everyday life (Respondent 4).  
I can relate to her and in that way it recommendations also becomes more realistic to my 
own life (Respondent 5). 
 

Engagement 
 
I feel like I have this friend relationship with her because it seems like she is interested in my 
opinion and that causes me to like her more (Respondent 4). 
I actually think that it’s a great opportunity that I can engage with her because she actively 
utilizes people’s questions and in that way you become part of her content. It makes me feel 
like she cares about the ones who are following her (Respondent 6).  
 

Trust 
 
It is important to me that I receive advice from someone I trust (Respondent 2). 
I feel like she said that she can stand by what she advertises for, which is important as I 
otherwise wouldn’t buy what she is recommending (Respondent 3). 
I trust what she is saying and that causes me to perceive her as real, but it also gives me the 
feeling that she wants the best for those who are following her  (Respondent 5). 
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Sense of Community 
 
The influencer is crazy good at creating a community between her and her followers. Even 
though she is really famous, she does not create the sense of seeming more important or better 
than others. We are more equals (Respondent 5) 
She really engages herself in her followers and how they are feeling and that kind of creates an 
‘us-feeling’ rather than a ‘me-feeling’. She does not put herself on a pedestal, but is very down 
to earth, which I think creates more credibility and then I feel like I want to follow her 
(Respondent 6). 
I guess I feel I am a part of a community because she talks directly to her followers through 
Instagram and cares about that her followers know what is happening in her life. In that way, 
I guess I feel like I am a part of something ‘bigger’ (Respondent 1).  


Uniqueness 
 
She posts some really beautiful pictures (…) and that’s just really nice to look at (Respondent 
1). 
It’s very much the visual look of her profile that I’m attracted to because it’s beautiful and 
colorful  (Respondent 3). 
She definitely stands out from everyone that I’m following (…) and that makes me think that 
it’s interesting to keep up with her (Respondent 5). 
 
Parasocial Relationship 
 
Because I feel like I know her it makes me trust what she is saying (Respondent 4). 
I think that the fact that I feel like i know her has a positive effect on me and it causes me to 
remember her profile better because there are certain things to hold on to, which doesn’t only 
concern products but also a more personal angle (Respondent 2).  
It the fact that I feel like I know her makes it more fun to follow her and it makes me look 
forward to her next move (Respondent 5). 
 
Moderators  
Perceived Fit 
 
It definitely makes it more trustworthy that the overall impression of her has coherence. You 
know, that her image matches the products she is recommending (Respondent 2). 
Personal Usage 
 
I think that it has a positive effect when I’m able to see her use the products she is 
recommending and that they are a part of her“(Respondent 1).  
There has to be use of the products being recommended in order for the recommendation to 
come off as credible. (Respondent 2).  
She wrote in her post that she was really happy about the product, which made her 
recommendation seem more genuine (Respondent 3).  
It was her personal experience that convinced me about the product. She said that she had 
been using it for a 100 years and that it had changed everything for her (Respondent 4).  
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If she wouldn’t use the product herself it the promotion wouldn’t seem like her honest 
opinion, but more because there was money involved (Respondent 5).  
If she chooses to use it, it has to be because they the brand is good and that makes me think 
that the brand lives up to its claims (Respondent 6). 


Remuneration 
 
It remuneration is not the overriding reason for buying the product, but I actually think I 
would buy more, if I could get economic benefits. (Respondent 1).  
It remuneration would definitely work as a catalyzer if it was a product I had had my eye on 
for a while. Then the economic benefits would be the final push (Respondent 2).   
It remuneration makes a difference for those things I’m already interested in. It might tip the 
scale for me to say,” alright, let me try it out”. But there has to be some kind of initial interest 
(Respondent 5). 


Transparency 
 
I can identify myself with her because she’s so down to earth and unpretentious. She has 
publicly shared that she sometimes deals with loneliness (…)and that causes me to realize 
that she also just is a normal human being (Respondent 1).  
It is exciting to follow her and I think it’s really cool that she shares her personality including 
her ups and downs. (Respondent 3).  
You get an insight into her life including all the behind the scenes aspects, which makes it all 
less shallow. (Respondent 4).  
If she thinks something is bullshit (…), or if she’s sad, she’s open about it. There are no aspects 
of her that she is trying to hide and I think that’s really cool. It causes it all to get a little bit 
deeper and more personal and realistic (Respondent 5).  
She the influencer whom she disassociates with portrays this unrealistic life and if you feel 
like you in no way have any similarities with the person, it doesn’t necessarily seems like you 
would be happy about the same things she is happy about. (Respondent 6). 


Expertise 
 
I follow her because she is a make-up artist and I therefore feel that she has some sort of 
authority. (…) The advice she is giving are professional, which makes me trust it more. I have 
to believe that it works before I’m buying the product (Respondent 2).  
She is trying the products herself and gave an in-depth review about how it the product 
smells and how it feels on the skin – that she has been using for this long, what it has done for 
her and what aspects you should pay attention to, when using the product. It really seemed 
like her authentic opinion of the product (Respondent 5). 


Sponsor Overload 

 

It ruins her credibility when she makes so many commercial posts (…) and I get so annoyed 
every time I see many sponsored posts, which makes me consciously skip them because I don’t 
want to buy into that (Respondent 1).  
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As long as she maintains her critical sense I don’t mind it. I actually just think it is nice that 
someone gets the opportunity to try out something new to give their honest opinion. 
(Respondent 2).  
I wouldn’t take her advice that serious if the majority of her posts were sponsored. It gets a 
little annoying with all the sponsored posts because it does not reflect their influencers’ real 
taste or honest opinion (Respondent 4).  
It an overload of sponsored posts definitely has an effect on my tendency to buy the product 
because I don’t perceive the review as an expression of her true opinion. It doesn’t seem very 
authentic (Respondent 5).  
Many sponsored posts makes me feel like it’s all a little too much and that it doesn’t make 
sense and I reject that because it the recommendation doesn’t seem realistic. (Respondent 
6).  
 

 

 Based on the literature review and exploratory research findings, hypotheses are formulated 

and tested by collecting appropriate data in shape of a survey. These hypotheses are introduced 

in the following section.  

4. Hypothesis 

In accordance with applying the deductive research strategy, hypotheses are tested by 

matching it against data in order to answer the research question. This section thus introduces 

the hypotheses that this thesis seeks to test. In order to draw closer to the scientific truth, 

Popper believed that every research must begin with the formulation of bold hypotheses based 

on observations, which can be falsified by evidence (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013). The aim is 

to see if the data collected match the hypotheses, which ideally enables the researcher to 

develop theories that matches the reality (Blaikie, 2010). The observations of the current thesis 

are drawn from the literature review as well as qualitative data collection from which a 

conceptual model is developed. From these theoretical propositions, hypotheses are deduced 

and tested with the aim to refute the hypothesis in order to draw nearer the truth (Parvin & 

Meadowcroft, 2013).  

 

4.1. Formulation of hypotheses  

Drawing on the literature review and empirical findings derived from the exploratory 

interviews, following 13 hypotheses are examined:  

 



 

 29 

The thesis rests upon the assumption that influencers can foster brand engagement. The 

research therefore initially seeks to test the relationship between these two factors. Influencer 

loyalty is expected to have a positive effect on brand engagement. Influencer loyalty is defined 

as consumers’ psychological state of positive attitudes towards the influencer, as well as 

feelings linked to behavioral outcomes such as willingness to follow the influencer and to 

provide positive recommendations (Kotler et al., 2016). Brand engagement refers to the 

cognitive, emotional and behavioral attachment to a brand (Hollebeek et al., 2014), which leads 

to long-term loyalty towards the brand. Influencers are in this context believed to have a 

significant impact on brand engagement. Influencers are opinion leaders who exert great 

amount of influence on the decision-making of other people and on their attitudes and 

behaviors (Casaló et al., 2017). Ultimately, it has been found that opinion leadership increases 

consumer intention to follow advices given (Bao & Chang, 2014) (Bao & Chang, 2014), 

indicating they have a great impact on brand engagement. Alperstein (2013) argues that 

individuals form attachments to opinion leaders as they serve as mentors or role models. In 

order to extend this attachment, consumers tend to buy the brands influencers represent and 

promote. Purchasing brands recommended by an influencer thereby becomes a symbolic act 

with the purpose of confirming the loyalty towards the influencer (Alperstein, 2013), indicating 

that the loyalty relationship plays a significant role in fostering brand engagement. Backaler 

(2018) argues, that consumers feeling a sense of loyalty towards an influencer tend to perceive 

this person as a trusted and familiar person. Receiving recommendations from this particular 

person therefore appears more credible, which increases their tendency to engage with the 

brand recommended (De Veirman et al., 2017). Influencer loyalty is therefore anticipated to 

have a direct impact on consumers’ willingness to engage with a brand. Thus, it is proposed 

that:  

 

H1: A significant, positive effect exists between influencer loyalty and brand engagement 

 

The conceptual model is two-folded including the concept of influencer loyalty as well as 

anticipated moderators between influencer loyalty and brand engagement. Following section 

first introduces on antecedents for influencer loyalty followed moderators. 
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4.1.1. Antecedents 

Consumers perceiving a high level of identification with influencers are expected to feel a sense 

of loyalty towards the influencer in question. It is connected to the extent in which consumers 

find themselves as having similarities in terms of qualities, beliefs and life situation, with an 

influencer (Bergami & Bagozzi, 2000). Belk (1988) argues, “our fragile sense of self needs 

support” (Tuan, 2980, p 472). Furthermore, he asserts, that our possessions become a major 

contributor to and reflection of this self. That is, our possessions become a reflection of our 

identities as they symbolically extend who we are. In terms of brands, he argues that the 

perceived characteristics of the brand we own becomes/aligns with the perceived 

characteristics of the self (Belk, 1988). Brands are thereby utilized for self-definitional needs. 

However, the extended self is not limited to external objects and personal possessions, it also 

includes persons, places, and group possession. This could indicate that the influencers 

followed on Instagram also become a part of the extended self, which serves consumers’ self-

definitional needs. Similarly to Belk, Bhattacharya and Sen (2003) argue that consumers find 

brands more attractive if there is a perceived fit between their identity and the brand’s identity 

as it satisfies their self-definitional needs. Brand identification occurs when an individual’s 

beliefs about a relevant brand becomes self-referential or self-defining. The more the consumer 

identifies with the brand, the greater the brand attachment is, which helps foster long-term 

relationships between consumer and brand. Converting this theory to influencer loyalty, it is 

assumed that the more consumers identify with an influencer, the higher sense of loyalty they 

feel towards the particular influencer. Additionally, it has been found that ‘a person like me’ 

was ranked the highest credible source of information because their experience is likely to be 

similar to ours (Brown & Hayes, 2008). This notion is supported by the findings of the 

exploratory interviews, which revealed that the respondents’ level of identification with the 

influencer had a significant impact on their reason to follow the influencer. Thus, it is expected 

that identification with an influencer is positively related to influencer loyalty. To test this 

theory, the following is anticipated:  

 

H2: Perceived identification with an influencer is positively related to influencer loyalty 

 

Consumers engaging with an influencer are expected to feel a sense of loyalty towards the 

influencer in question. Engaging involves consumers ‘tending to draw favorable attention’ to a 
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specific influencer (Goldsmith, 2012) as well as their interest in spending energy, effort and 

time on influencer activity (Brodie et al., 2011a). Specifically, it refers to the behavioral aspect 

of engagement in terms of looking, liking, sharing and commenting on influencers’ activities on 

Instagram, thus taking an active part in consuming content created by an influencer. It is 

connected to the extent in which consumers tend to follow the news and talk about the 

influencer as well as their frequency to actively follow the activities of the influencer on 

Instagram (Hollebeek et al., 2014). Active engagement arguably causes consumers to feel an 

emotional attachment to an influencer, which cause them to form relationships with the 

particular person (Goldsmith, 2012). Solem’s (2016) (Solem, 2016) findings provide empirical 

support for this argument as she found that when customers engage emotionally, cognitively 

and/or intentionally in certain brand activities and with content on a brand’s social media 

platform, they show more interest in participating with the brand. Additionally, Brodie et al. 

(2011b) found that consumer engagement relational consequences may include, commitment, 

trust, self-brand connections, emotional attachment to brands, and loyalty. Brand engagement 

thus causes emotional attachment as though consumers have an emotional relationship with it 

(Goldsmith, 2012). Converting these theories to influencer engagement, consumers arguably 

feel emotionally attached to an influencer when engaging with their content, which 

consequently causes a sense of loyalty. Thus, engagement with influencers’ content is expected 

to generate loyalty towards the influencer. To test this theory, following is anticipated:   

 

H3: Engagement with an influencer is positively related to influencer loyalty 

 

Trust has been regarded as being important in establishing relationships and has been found 

to positively affect commitment as well as being the basis for loyalty (Bisschoff & Moolla, 2014). 

An authentic, trusted relationship with the followers is crucial to influencers success (Backaler, 

2018). It is connected to the extent in which the influencer is perceived as trustworthy and 

honest as well as consumers’ tendency to rely on their recommendations (He et al., 2012). Trust 

in an influencer’s persona and reviews are developed from their expertise and knowledge 

within their specific field (Casaló et al., 2018; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016) and it has been 

found to be the main mechanism in shaping consumers’ attitudinal loyalty (Huang, 2017). As 

derived from the exploratory interviews, influencers that are honest and transparent are 

perceived as figures with high trustworthiness, which was related to the respondents feeling a 
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closer connection to them as it made them more relatable (Table 1). Trust is furthermore a 

major contributor to influencers’ power to influence decision-making (Backaler, 2018) as it 

causes consumers’ to have confidence in influencers’ reliability and integrity (Hess, 1995) If 

consumers do not perceive influencers as trustworthy sources of information, their statements 

have no value and appear useless and their recommendations will not be followed. It 

emphasizes the importance of trust as it has a significant impact on both the perceived 

relationship to influencers as well as consumers’ willingness to follow their recommendations. 

More specifically, it determines influencers’ level of appeal and power (Djafarova & Rushworth, 

2016). Trust in influencers is therefore expected to have a significant impact of consumers’ 

loyalty towards them. To test this theory, following is anticipated: 

 

H4: Trust is positively related to influencer loyalty 

 

Sense of community is expected to be a key antecedent of influencer loyalty because it has been 

regarded as key in fostering brand loyalty as it influences consumers’ brand love (Bergkvist & 

Bech-Larsen, 2010). It is connected to the extend in which consumers feel like they belong to a 

‘club’ when following an influencer as well as their level of identification with other followers 

of the influencer (Bergkvist & Bech-Larsen, 2010). Consumers’ level of identification with a 

brand community is of great importance as increased identification with community members 

leads to greater involvement with the brand (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2006).  It refers to people’s 

essential need to feel a sense of belongingness and their need for cognition with those who have 

shared norms, values and interests (Laroche et al., 2012). Additionally, it is believed that 

consumers’ motivation to join brand communities is driven by self-definitional needs (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979; Belk, 1985; Laroche et al., 2012). Consumers search for symbols or signs in 

communities that help them decipher who they want to be and how they really want to be 

identified by others (Laroche et al., 2012).  In this regard, social media plays a significant role 

as people can follow platforms they identify with, which might contribute to their self-

definitional needs. For this thesis, influencers are expected to represent central figured of their 

own communities, where individuals follow them due to similar interests. Social media allows 

influencers to interact directly with their followers and, subsequently, the followers can 

interact directly with them. Thus, influencers can encourage their followers’ engagement in 

their community to reach a deep and intimate level of connection (Tardini & Cantoni, 2005), 
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which, as derived from the exploratory interviews, might create a sense of ‘we-feeling’. Thus, 

satisfying the sense of belonging. As with brand communities, it might enhance consumers’ love 

towards the influencer, which ultimately serves as an antecedent for loyalty (Bergkvist & Bech-

Larsen, 2010). Consumers’ sense of community associated with an influencer is therefore 

expected to have a significant impact on their loyalty towards an influencer. To test this, 

following is proposed:  

 

H5: Sense of community is positively related to influencer loyalty 

 

Uniqueness has been considered as a state in which consumers perceive the influencer as 

different from other peers and it involves using behaviors that others pay attention to (Casaló 

et al., 2018). It is connected to the extent in which these behaviors are perceived as one of a 

kind as well as standing out (Franke & Schreider, 2008). Perceived originality and uniqueness 

has a positive effect on influencers being perceived as opinion leaders as it carries more 

meaning (Moolla & Bisschoff, 2014) and creates a sense of relevance (Casaló et al., 2018). It has 

furthermore been found to be a key component in ensuring brand loyalty (Moolla & Bisschoff, 

2014). In terms of Instagram, creativity and being unique seem crucial in the context of visual 

content in order to seem appealing (Casaló et al., 2018). Furthermore, Gentina et al. (2014) 

found that as a result of being perceived as unique, a personal image might be created that is 

admired by others. Perceived uniqueness also distinguishes an opinion leader from others, 

which enhances their social image (Casaló et al., 2018). Consumers must therefore perceive the 

influencer as unique in order for to form favorable relationships with them. This notion is 

supported by the findings from the exploratory interview, which revealed that the visual 

uniqueness of influencers’ Instagram profile had a significant impact on why the respondents 

were continuously following an influencer as they argued it made it interesting to keep up with 

the person (see table 1). The degree of perceived uniqueness of an influencer is therefore 

positively related to influencer loyalty. Thus, following is proposed:  

 

H6: Perceived uniqueness is positively related to influencer loyalty 

 

Parasocial relationships have been regarded as being important in constructing a relationship 

to influencers, which, in turn, may lead to loyalty towards the specific person.  It is connected 
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to the extent in which consumers find the influencer relatable, down-to-earth as well as the 

degree to which they feel they have personal knowledge about the person (Rubin et al., 1985). 

Parasocial relationships are relationships formed with someone the individual does not 

actually know based on knowledge about the stranger. By consuming this knowledge, 

individuals feel they know the specific person, which creates an imaginary relation (Alperstein, 

2013). This concept particularly relates to celebrities to who fans feels a sense of connection 

due to the broad public knowledge about them. Because of social media, people are now able 

to consume a significant amount of knowledge about celebrities, and in particular influencers. 

By creating short-form content, influencers provide their followers an insight into their 

personal, everyday lives, their experiences and opinions. Thus, influencers are sharing highly 

personal information. By doing so, influencers are believed to become more accessible, 

believable, intimate and thus easy to relate to as they share personal, usually publically 

inaccessible, aspects of their lives with their followers (De Veirman et al., 2017). Additionally, 

they do so through social media, which is a platform that generates a sense of immediacy due 

to the direct communication between influencer and followers, which can cause a strong and 

close attachment to occur (Casaló et al., 2018). For this thesis, it is supposed that consumers 

feel a deep sense of connection with influencers because they share a significant amount of 

personal information with their followers, which causes influencers to appear more relatable. 

Additionally, because of the possibility to interact with influencers through Instagram, 

consumers get a sense of intimacy, which further strengthens the perception of personally 

knowing the influencer (De Veirman et al., 2017). The perception of having a close connection 

to an influencer arguably strengthens the perceived relationship. Parasocial relationships are 

therefore expected to have a significant impact on consumers’ loyalty towards an influencer. 

To test this, following is anticipated:     

 

H7: Perceived parasocial relationship is positively related to influencer loyalty 

 

4.1.2. Moderators 

A perceived fit between influencer and brand being endorsed is expected to constitute 

mediating effects on the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement. It is 

connected to the brand’s perceived relevance to the influencer’s values, interests and 
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personality (Lee et al., 2012). Congruence between the image of a product/brand being 

endorsed and the image of the influencer must exist in order to seem authentic and for the 

consumer to perceive the brand as a good fit (Casaló et al., 2018), which has been referred to 

as the match up hypothesis (e.g. Kamins, 1990). A perceived fit also increases consumers’ 

perception of the brand endorsement being genuine (Djafarova & Rushworh, 2016). No 

alignment between influencer and endorsed brand the can have vital consequences for both 

influencer and brand as the endorsement thus is perceived as shallow and an attempt to receive 

financial compensation (Backaler, 2018). Furthermore, it has a decreasing effect on influencers’ 

ability to foster brand engagement as it jeopardizes their authenticity (Backaler, 2018). Former 

research reveals that the more authentic an influencer is perceived, the more consumers are 

willing to follow the influencer as well as the recommendations given (Casaló et al., 2017). The 

findings of the exploratory research confirm this assertion as it was found that perceived fit 

increases the trustworthiness of the endorsement. Thus, perceived fit between influencer and 

brand is expected to exert significant moderating effects between influencer loyalty and brand 

engagement, as the recommendation thus seems genuine.  Therefore, following is anticipated: 

 

H8: Perceived fit has mediating effects on the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand 

engagement 

 

Personal usage of the product being endorsed is expected to have mediating effects on the path 

between influencer loyalty and brand engagement. It is connected to consumers’ perception of 

the endorsement being credible and authentic. Consumers must trust a celebrity’s motives for 

endorsing a product or brand in order for the advertisement to be believed (Kotler et al., 2016). 

In this context, portraying personal usage is expected to increase the perception of the 

endorsement being genuine. Bergkvist et al. (2016) found that an important factor in celebrity 

endorsements is consumers’ attribution of motives for the celebrity endorsement. When an 

endorser was found to be merely motivated by money, this rendered less positive brand 

evaluations than when s(he) was seen as being motivated not only by money but also by 

product quality. It was furthermore derived from the exploratory interviews that portraying 

personal usage of the endorsed product had a positive effect on the perceived credibility of the 

endorsement and it increased the respondents’ intention to buy the specific product (Table 1). 

This could indicate that personal usage signals a genuine believe in the product, which creates 
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a sense of authenticity around the endorsement. It furthermore conveys the perception of 

influencers expressing their personal experiences and feelings associated with the product, 

which works as WOM recommendations, which has been proven to have strong effects on 

consumer decision making (Goldsmith & Clark, 2008). In addition, consumers are seeking to 

minimize risk when making a purchase decision (Brown & Hayes, 2007). By offering honest 

and personal reviews, influencers convey a sense of security, which acts as a reasonable 

statement of trust as well as helps minimize the risk of purchasing. It furthermore conveys the 

impression of the influencer endorsement being highly personal and interwoven into the 

stream of narration of their personal lives, leading to the advertisement being perceived as the 

influencer’s unbiased opinions, which may have relevant persuasive power (De Veirman et al., 

2017). The effectiveness of influencer endorsement is therefore expected to partially lie in the 

perception of them personally using the product, as it thus functions as a WOM 

recommendation, which has been proven to effectively catalyze consumers’ tendencies to act 

upon the recommendation (Goldsmith & Clark, 2008). Furthermore, influencers using the 

product being endorsed convey a sense of credibility in providing an opinion. Thus, portraying 

personal usage positively effect consumers’ intention to engage with the brand being endorsed. 

To test this theory, following is anticipated:  

 

H9: Personal use has mediating effects on the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand 

engagement 

 

Remuneration is expected to exert moderating effects on the relationship between influencer 

loyalty and brand engagement. It is connected to consumers’ intention to buy an endorsed 

product if they are offered economical payoff such as discount, free trials or gifts (Tsai & Men, 

2013). Being offered remuneration is a key driver for engaging in online communities 

(Muntinga et al., 2011). Consumers are therefore sometimes driven by prospects of financial 

benefits or gifts when engaging with brand online. According to reinforcement theory (Gerhart 

et al., 1995), a response followed by a reward is more likely to recur in the future. Based on this, 

consumers being offered economic incentives upon completing a purchase might be motivated 

to repeat this purchase due to the prospect of receiving additional benefits. In this context, 

influencers are often given promotional codes by brands in order to encourage consumers to 

engage with the brand being endorsed. This offer might motivate followers act upon the 
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recommendation and buy the product being endorsed. As such, consumers might partially 

engage with brands due to incentives. In this context, the exploratory interviews revealed that 

the respondents had been motivated to engage with a brand upon being offered remuneration. 

Many argued that it only worked as a motivational factor in cases where they already had 

initiated an interest in the brand. Thus, remuneration is anticipated to partially function as 

moderating force between influencer loyalty and brand engagement. To test this, following is 

proposed:  

 

H10: Remuneration has mediating effects on the relationship between influencer loyalty and 

brand engagement 

 

A potential important factor in influencer endorsement is perceived transparency of an 

influencer. It is connected to the extent in which consumers perceive influencers to be, open, 

honest and down-to-earth about both the positive and the negative aspects of their lives as well 

as relatable. Audrezet, et al. (2018) argue, that transparent authenticity should be viewed as an 

opportunity to maintain trustworthy relationships. Transparency is highly connected to trust 

(Leitch, 2017) and it has been found to be one of the basic conditions in establishing positive 

relationships between consumers and corporations (Kang & Hustvedt, 2014). It was found in 

the exploratory study that influencers perceived as transparent and unpretentious were valued 

higher that influencers portraying a rather shallow profile, which positively affected their 

perception of the recommendations given (Table 1). Thus, by being transparent in both positive 

and negative aspects, consumers arguably find influencers to be more honest and trustworthy, 

which might cause consumers to feel a deeper sense of connection to them. According to 

Veselinova and Samonikov (2018), transparency positively affects consumers’ perception of 

brands’ authenticity. More specifically, they argue that the concept of radical transparency in 

business gives companies the opportunity to thrive as it creates well-shapes relationships with 

stakeholders due to the establishment of trust (Samonikov & Veselinova, 2018). Kang and 

Hustvedt (2014) found that consumers’ perception of a corporation’s effort to be transparent 

in their actions directly affected these consumers’ trust and attitudes toward the corporation 

and indirectly affected their intentions to purchase from and spread positive WOM about the 

corporation. Transparent influencers can thereby exert great influence on brand engagement. 

Perceived transparency of influencers is thus expected increase these trustworthiness, which 
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ultimately allows them to exert greater impact on buying behavior. To test this, following is 

anticipated:  

 

H11: Perceived transparency has mediating effects on the relationship between influencer loyalty 

and brand engagement 

 

Perceived level of expertise is expected to have an impact on consumers’ tendency to engage 

with the brand recommended. Expertise is the extent to which a communicator is perceived to 

be a source of valid assertions. It refers to the knowledge, expertise and/or skills possessed by 

an endorser (Erdogan, 1999), which determines an influencer’s source credibility (Djafarova & 

Rushworth, 2016). It is connected to the extent in which consumers perceive an influencer as 

having the knowledge, qualifications and ambitions required to be an authority within their 

field. According to Casaló et al. (2018), influencers have been regarded as key to the diffusion 

of new trends, as they are perceived as reliable sources of information due to their knowledge 

and expertise within their field. Similarly, De Veirman et al. (2017) argue that endorsers should 

be perceived as credible in order to have positive effects on brand evaluations. In this regard, 

they refer to source credibility, which is driven by perceived expertise and trustworthiness of 

the communicator, which enable influencers to influence consumers’ attitudes. Expertise is one 

of two dimensions of source credibility in the classic source credibility model (the other 

dimensions is trustworthiness) (Bergkvist et al., 2016), which argues that communication from 

a high-credible source has greater persuasive effects that communication from a low-credibility 

source. According to the source credibility model, credible sources have both direct effects on 

people’s willingness to accept messages and indirect effects on attention and comprehension 

(Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). Thus, in order for influencers to exert impact on consumers’ purchase 

decisions, they must convey a certain sense of expertise. Similarly, Djafarova and Rushworth 

(2016) argue that trust in a celebrity’s review is developed from their experience and 

knowledge of the endorsed product. Influencers’ expertise thereby generates a sense of 

trustworthiness on a subject area. The findings from the exploratory study support this notion, 

where respondents argued that they were affected by the influencers’ recommendations due to 

their level of knowledge within the specific product area as it conveyed a sense of authority. In 

line with this, is it expected that influencer expertise have a positive effect on brand 

engagement. Expertise is therefore expected to constitute a significant factor in moderating the 



 

 39 

relationship between influencer loyalty and brans engagement. To test this, following is 

anticipated:  

 

H12: Perceived expertise has mediating effects on the relationship between influencer loyalty and 

brand engagement 

 

Perceived overload of sponsored posts is expected to exert negative impact on influencers 

ability to foster brand engagement among their followers. It refers to the extent in which 

consumers feel burdened by the level of sponsored posts, which might cause irritation and 

shorter attention span (Otondo et al., 2008; Chen et al., 2009). Sponsor overload is connected 

to information overload, which occurs when more information is presented than the ability of 

information seekers to process and handle the information (Swar et al., 2017). Bogart (1995) 

maintained, “readers, viewers, and listeners have a built-in capacity for selective inattention” (p. 

76). Indicating that consumers have the ability to actively avoid marketing messages. A study 

conducted by Lipowski (1970) found that “an overload of attractive stimuli and alternatives is a 

form of stimulus overload that (…) exerts a profound effect on the experience and behavior of 

individuals” (p. 274). Individuals thus have limited processing capacity, which can become 

cognitively overloaded if they attempt to process too much information in a limited time 

(Malhotra, 1984). Arguably, this indicates that consumers can feel overwhelmed by an extensive 

number of sponsored posts, which exceeds the amount of information they can process without 

experiencing dysfunctional consequences of overload. These consequences include decreased 

attention, confusion as well as disregard (Malhotra, 1984). The exploratory study additionally 

revealed that consumers could experience annoyance when being exposed to too many 

sponsored posts (Table 1). This indicates that consumers might find an overload of sponsored 

posts by an influencer intrusive and disruptive leading them to bypass these advertisements. 

In line with this, this study proposes that perceived sponsor overload exerts negative effects on 

consumers’ tendency to engage with brands endorsed by influencers. Therefore, it is 

anticipated that:  

 

H13: Perceived overload of sponsored has negative mediating effects on the relationship between 

influencer loyalty and brand engagement  
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Bases on above, a research model conceptualizing antecedents of influencer loyalty and factors 

moderating the path between influencer loyalty and brand engagement is developed (Model 1). 

The research model is summarized below.  

  

Model 1. Research Model  

 

Note: The full-line represents expected positive effect, the dotted line represents expected 

negative effect. 

 

Model 1 contends that influencer loyalty depends on a certain level of identification, 

engagement, trust, sense of community, uniqueness and parasocial relationships. Furthermore, 

the effectiveness of influencer endorsement depends on perceived fit between influencer and 

brand being endorsed, visual personal usage, remuneration, transparency and level of 

expertise.  
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5. Methodology 

The following section describes how the research question is investigated, which involves the 

techniques used to identify, select and analyze the information applied to understand the 

subject matter. It highlights the research strategy chosen as well as the philosophy of science.   

 

5.1. The Role of Theory 

Theory is an explanation of a patterns or regularities that has been observed, the cause or 

reason for which needs to be understood (Blaikie, 2010). Good research is supposed to involve 

the use of theory in some way (Blaikie, 2010). Similarly, Popper believed that the collection of 

any kind of data requires the use of some theoretical ideas as it provides a frame of reference 

for the research (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013). He disputed the view that science begins with 

an observation. On the contrary, he believed that science begins with the proposal of theories 

concerning particular problems (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013). He argued, that scientists could 

not merely create: they need some context of ends, which can guide them. Theory thus 

“dominates the experimental work from its initial planning up to the finishing touches in the 

laboratory” (Popper 1935/2007a; 90 (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013)). The theory for the 

current thesis is utilized in accordance with Popper’s notion where it serves as point of 

departure and provides the inspiration to pursue the research in a particular way (Blaikie, 

2010). That is, the theories applied provide a context of ideas, which are the source of the focus 

and direction for the research. Theory and research in the current thesis is thereby linked in 

accordance with Layder’s idea of adaptive theory (Blaikie, 2010). Adaptive theory is accretive 

and focuses on “the construction of novel theory in the context of ongoing research by utilizing 

elements of prior theory in conjunction with theory that emerges from data collection and 

analysis” (Layder 1998; 27 (Blaikie, 2010; 147)).   

 

Deriving the concepts and ideas for the current research from existing theory in the literature 

ensures a level of quality and credibility of the study. To further ensure source reliability and 

credibility, only articles registered as having A*, A or B level of quality on the ABDC Journal 

Quality List are utilized for theory reference, with few exceptions of C quality. Global expert 

panels have validated the ABDC Journal Quality List-ratings, which guarantees a certain quality 
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threshold level. The basis of the research developed for the current thesis is therefore evaluated 

as valid due to the credible point of departure. 

 

5.2. Strategy 

The research strategy applied to answer the research question is the deductive research 

strategy, which derives its ontological and epistemological assumptions from Critical 

Rationalism, which was first presented by Karl Popper (Blaikie, 2010).   

 

According to the traditional view, science is an inductive process based on a theoretical 

background from which universal and generalizable laws of nature from specific, observable 

facts can be derived. Scientific theories are thus proven by appropriately observed facts, and 

scientific progress is driven by the growth in the number of such theories (Parvin & 

Meadowcroft, 2013). The more the theory can explain in this way, the more important it is 

considered. Popper believed that this traditional understanding of science was fundamentally 

flawed as he argued that “no rule can ever guarantee that a generalization inferred from true 

observations, however often repeated, is true” (Popper, 1963/2007b;71 (Blaikie, 2010)). Hence, 

repeated observations of a particular event under particular circumstances cannot prove 

inconclusively that it will always occur in the way we expect it to (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013). 

He emphasized that any theories developed can never be scientifically proven. Instead, they can 

only be falsified, which derives forward the process of scientific discovery, and increases our 

aggregate knowledge of the world. Science thereby becomes characterized as a trial and error 

process of conjecture and refutation and, if the theories have empirical content, they can and 

should be subjected to tests, which may falsify them (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013). This notion 

created the basis of falsificationism, also known as deduction.  

 

Popper acknowledged the fact that data collection is selective and that it involves interpretation 

of the observer: “Observations are always selective. It needs a chosen object, a definite task, an 

interest, a point of view, a problem” (Popper, 1963/2007b;61 (Parvin Meadowcroft, 2013)).  

Additionally, observations cannot evolve from an isolated incidence; they need a frame of 

reference that provides direction for data gathering. Thus, academic theories provide a 

springboard for the scientific discovery of the current thesis as it provides guidance as to what 
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and how questions about the subject matter should be asked. From this, hypotheses are 

deduced. Popper emphasized the importance of constant rigorous and critical evaluation of any 

theory proposed (Blaikie, 2010). Rather than looking for supporting evidence, scientists must 

refute their own hypotheses in order to draw nearer the truth (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013). 

For the current thesis, the concepts in the hypotheses are therefore measured in order to 

explore whether or not a hypothesized relationship exists. If the theories cannot be falsified, 

they remain tentative as they are expected to be subject to an ongoing process of critical 

evaluation.  

 

The purpose with a deductive research is to identify a potential causal explanation for an 

association between two concepts (Blaikie, 2010). The aim of the current research is to test and 

explain the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement. The thesis abides 

to the deductive research strategy by conducting a model based on a literature review as well 

as a qualitative research, from which hypotheses are formulated and attempted falsified by 

collecting appropriate data in form of a survey. If the test fails to reject the hypotheses, the 

theory is considered temporarily valid until potentially falsified by future research. The results 

of the data analysis are thus not considered as general laws of nature. Rather, they are used to 

deduce whether or not the particular theory can be correct given what is currently known about 

influencers and brand engagement (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013), which will provide a 

possible answer to the research question. The results of this research are therefore considered 

as representative for the current reality if not falsified. However, they are only perceived as 

temporarily true until potentially falsified, in which case they are abandoned. Thus, the thesis 

develops and test a number of hypotheses that are possible to refute in order to draw closer to 

the scientific truth. 

 

5.2.1. Paradigm 

Simplified, a paradigm is a set of fundamental principles that determine the area of research, 

also known as the philosophy of science. The paradigm of this research is critical rationalism, 

which is an epistemological philosophy advanced by Karl Popper. Critical ratioanlism offers a 

philosophy of science based on rationality defined in terms of deductive logic (Parvin & 

Meadowcroft, 2013). Popper did not seek to apply his philosophy of science to society and 
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politics; rather, he sought to provide a general explanation of the process by which 

understanding of the world might be gathered (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013).  

 

According to Popper, science cannot, and should not, seek to establish theories, which verify 

the truth of a statement or claim. Rather, it should seek to eliminate error in those falsifiable 

theories, which currently exist. This came to be critical rationalism, which is “the free discussion 

of theories with the aim of discovering their weak spots so that they may be improved” (Parvin & 

Meadowcroft, 2013). Hence, theories must never be considered as the final truth; rather, they 

merely represent the temporary truth until falsified. In other words, scientists must always 

seek refutation based upon what it currently known in order to draw closer to the truth. In 

addition, Popper emphasized the crucial importance of scientists adopting a critical approach 

to scientific findings. He argued, that critical rationalism fundamentally is an attitude of 

admitting that “I may be wrong and you may be right, and by an effort, we may get nearer to the 

truth” (Popper, 1945/2006b;249 (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013)). Popper thereby believed, 

that the growth of knowledge is explained by individuals’ constant critical approach to theories. 

Scientific theories, and any other claims to knowledge, must thus always be rationally criticized. 

The current thesis adopts this perspective on science by applying a critical approach to the 

existing theory on the subject matter as well as a critical approach to the findings of the data 

analysis. 

 

5.2.2. Ontology  

Ontology concerns what we believe constitutes social reality. The ontological assumption of the 

current thesis is in accordance of critical rationalism, which adopts a realistic approach to 

reality. Thus, the reality is regarded as having an independent existence (Blaikie, 2010). Claims 

of truth of the current thesis are considered as hypothetically true, or potentially true, until 

these claims are potentially falsified by future research (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013). A 

cautious and critical attitude towards the research findings is therefore adopted. 
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5.2.3. Epistemology  

Epistemology involves the knowledge-gathering process and is concerned with how reality can 

be described, and particularly, how it can be explained.  More specifically, it involves the 

development of new theories that are better than other theories.  

 

As mentioned, according to critical rationalism, science is a deductive process in which it begins 

with the proposal of theories concerning particular problems to which scientists propose 

resolutions to resolve them (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013). The current thesis is thus adopting 

the epistemology of falsification from which the knowledge-gathering process happens through 

the formulation of bold hypotheses based on observations, which are attempted falsified by 

evidence (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013). In order to draw closer to the scientific truth, 

hypotheses that are possible to refute are therefore developed and tested, which will reveal the 

temporary truth concerning influencer loyalty and how this concept drives brand engagement. 

The theories that are corroborated from the testing of the hypotheses are considered as 

tentative as they may be replaced by future research (Blaikie, 2010).  

 

5.2.4. Researcher’s stance 

“Observations are always selective. It needs a chosen object, a definite task, an interest, a point of 

view, a problem” (Popper, 1963/2007b;61, (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013)). Popper argued, that 

scientific discoveries arise in those conjectures, guesses and prejudices, indicating that no 

research is objective. But scientific objectivity does not depend upon the psychology of the 

individual scientist; rather, it is the “public character of science and its institutions which imposes 

a mental discipline upon the individual scientist, and which preserves the objectivity of science and 

its tradition of critically discussing new ideas” (Popper 1957/2005;144, (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 

2013)). That is, knowledge grows as a consequence of public debate, which ensures honesty. 

Thus, by deriving the basis of the research from a literature review and an exploratory study, 

the current research attempts to bias. However, while the aim of the deductive research 

strategy is to search for the truth, it is recognized that presumption-less data collection is 

impossible. Thus, it is necessary to take the stance of a detached observer, which is of the 

traditional scientific stance (Blaikie, 2010). Here, the researcher is regarded as an uninvolved 

spectator, which should prevent subjective thoughts and prejudice. In order to ensure reliable 
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knowledge is produced from the current research, the research has its point of departure in the 

academic literature and primary data collection, thus detaching subjective bias. The 

knowledge-gathering process of the current research is therefore cautiously and critically 

carried out.  

 

5.3. Data Collection 

Following section provides an overview of how the main research of the current thesis is 

carried out.  

  

5.3.1. Measurement items  

With only a few exceptions, scales for the independent and the dependent variables were 

adopted from the extant literature due to their relevance to the study’s context and past 

measurement reliability (Appendix B). All the measures utilized are adapted to fit the 

influencer loyalty and brand engagement context. Because few studies have discussed 

influencers and influencer loyalty, two measurement scales were developed by the author on 

the basis of the suggestions made in the quantitative interviews, together with information 

gleaned from the extant literature. Content validity for all the instrument scales is thus 

established through both the literature review and the quantitative interviews. As it was not 

possible to find two out of 14 well-established measures, the validity of these will be taken into 

consideration when analyzing as well as concluding on these.  

 

The survey assessed influencer loyalty, which was measured using scales from Brakus et al. 

(2009) assessing future loyalty and recommendation to others. Brand engagement is measured 

using scales developed by Hollebeek et al (2014), which assesses the level of cognitive 

processing, affection and activation in relation to the use of a specific brand. Level of 

identification with the influencer was measured using parts of the measurement scale 

developed by Tsiotsou (2015), which assesses identification with an individual through social 

media platforms. Level of engagement with the influencer was measured based on suggestions 

by Keller (2003), which merely focuses on the behavioral aspect of engagement. The items used 

to measure sense of community are based on scales developed by Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 

which also are based on suggestions by Keller (2003). The study measured level of trust using 
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four items from Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001). The measurement scale of perceived 

uniqueness is adapted from Franke and Schreier (2008). In assessing parasocial relationship the 

PSI-Scale developed by Rubin et al. (1985) is employed, which examines the cognitive, affective 

and behavioral aspect of parasocial relationships. The scale consists of 20 items and was 

originally developed to capture reactions toward television newscasters. The wording is 

therefore adjusted to reflect the purpose of the current study. In addition, 11 items from the 

scale were eliminated because they did not apply to the purpose of this study. The scale to 

measure perceived fit of the influencer and the product/brand being endorsed is adapted from 

Lee et al. (2012). Remuneration is measured in accordance with Tsai and Men’s (2013) 

measurement scale, which investigated motivation for consumer engagement. To assess 

expertise, the 18 items scale developed by Gamain and Tejeda (2012) is adopted. The scale was 

initially developed to measure the expertise level of employees. 12 items are therefore 

eliminated due to its irrelevance to the current study. Sponsor overload refers to the effect of 

sponsored posts by an influencer on consumer behavioral intentions to buy an endorsed 

product. Perceived sponsor overload is therefore measured by adopting measurement scales 

from the information overload literature, which includes scales developed by Otondo et al. 

(2008) and Chen et al. (2009). The scale is a seven-item instrument. However, since the current 

study only focuses on the level of perceived sponsor overload as well as its effect of consumer 

behavioral intentions, the research only focuses on two items of the measurement scale: 

Perceived information overload and behavioral intentions. To the best of my knowledge, no 

appropriate scale has been developed on the literature to measure the concept of personal 

usage and transparency. The scales to measure these two concepts are therefore developed on 

the basis of the exploratory interviews. In order to measure personal usage, the scale includes 

aspects of trustworthiness and credibility. In terms of transparency, the respondents are asked 

to evaluate their perception of the influencers’ level of arrogance, unpretentiousness, and 

likability as well as how relatable they find the influencer. The survey items consist of closed 

questions, which were rated on seven-point Likert-scales from ‘Strongly Disagree’ through 

‘Strongly Agree’. In the Liker-scale, participants were asked to rate their level of agreement with 

the statement made in the survey.  
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5.3.2. Survey 

The current thesis bases its findings on extensive data collection to support the testing of the 

constructed hypotheses. In order to collect appropriate data, to investigate and test the 

proposed tentative hypothesis, a survey was found suitable. Surveys allow for variables to be 

tested in relation to each other.  As noted by Berends (2006), survey research can be used for 

“monitoring important trends in society, testing our theoretical understand of social processes, 

providing information to firms through market research (…), and provide key indicators of what 

is going on in our society” (p. 623). Thus, surveys provide information about a population group 

characteristic, opinions, attitudes, or previous experiences, which researchers can generalize 

to the larger population (Brewer et al., 2015).   

 

The survey is a self-administered questionnaire, conducted either online or onsite in order to 

reach a sample group as diverse as possible. The online survey was conducted by sharing the 

questionnaire via Facebook and encouraging friends and family to share it among their 

acquaintances. The onsite survey was conducted at Copenhagen Business School over two days 

as well as at Frederiksborg High School stretching over one day where the survey was send to 

the participants via link. These two locations were found relevant in order to reach the 

demographic the current thesis is examining. Because the goal was to capture the long-term 

effect of influencer endorsement (i.e. brand engagement), it was deemed more appropriate to 

conduct a survey on respondents who had an existing relation to an influencer, whose 

recommendations they had based a purchase on. By studying real scenarios, and not 

hypothetical ones, ‘temporal myopia’ is avoided, which tends to study ‘short-run answers to 

short-run stimuli’ (Laurent, 2013). Instead, the accumulated effect of influencer endorsement 

on brand engagement over a longer term is captured. By doing so, the research ensures an 

appropriate data collection that reflects respondents’ true experiences. As an incentive to 

participate in the study, a competition to win one out of three gift cards to Amazon was set as 

an option in the survey upon giving their email address. Mini-sweets were handed out as a 

thank you when participating.  

 

The data collection is of convenience sampling (i.e. non-probability), which relies on data 

collection from population members who are conveniently available to participate in the study. 

The link to the survey was send to 119 respondents at Copenhagen Business School over two 
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days whereas only 98 where completed. This gives a response rate of 82,3 percent of the total 

pool. At Frederiksborg High School 52 survey links were send out whereas as only 18 were 

answered completely, leaving a significantly lower response rate of 34,6 percent of the total 

pool. Finally, the survey shared on Facebook retrieved a total response number of 42 completed 

surveys. In order to minimize error in the data collection, unfinished results were deleted from 

the reported results. The total sample number is thus N = 158. The descriptive statistics of the 

sample can be found in Table 2 below.  

 

Table 2  

Descriptive Statistics of Sample (N = 158) 

Gender Frequency Percentage 

Female 158 100 

Age Frequency Percentage 

18-20 25 15.8 

21-25 54 34.2 

26-30 46 29.1 

31-35 33 20.9 

Location Frequency Percentage 

University 98 62 

High School 18 11.4 

Online 42 26.6 

  

The survey was conducted using the eSurvey Creator1, which is an online tool reporting real 

time results.  

 

5.3.3. Data processing 

Once the data collection was completed, total sample N = 158 were prepared by inserting the 

answers in Excel in order to insert it in in SPSS Statistics v. 24 for further analysis. The Likert-

scale was denoted with numbers starting from 1 (‘Strongly Disagree) through 7 (‘Strongly 

Agree’). First, the data was analyzed to check the composite reliabilities of all the reflective 

constructs in the survey, which is elaborated in the next section. As the model for the current 

thesis is two-folded, both simple linear regression and moderated linear regressions were 

                                                        
1 Link to survey: https://www.esurveycreator.com/s/e37df01 

https://www.esurveycreator.com/s/e37df01
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utilized to process the data. Overall, the purpose of linear regression was to predict the value 

of an outcome variable based upon the values of one independent variable. Simple linear 

regression is a statistical method that allows an examination of the relationship between two 

variables: One variable is regarded as the predictor (i.e. independent variable) and the other 

represents the outcome variable (i.e. dependent variable) (Field, 2013). Moderated linear 

regression is a method used to determine whether the relationship between two variables 

depends on (i.e. is moderated by) the value of a third variable (Field, 2013). The method used 

to analyze the data in relation to antecedents of influencer loyalty was simple linear regression. 

Here, a single independent variable is used to predict the value of the outcome variable (e.g. 

identification and influencer loyalty). Simple linear regression was chosen as it allows for the 

building of a model that contains one variable that operate to explain the variation in the 

dependent variable (Field, 2013). The method used to process the data in terms of moderators 

for influencer loyalty to foster brand engagement was moderated linear regressions. Here, the 

relationship between a continuous dependent variable (i.e. brand engagement) and continuous 

independent variable (i.e. influencer loyalty) was examined by investigating the significance of 

a moderator (e.g. perceived fit). Moderated linear regressions were thus chosen to analyze the 

data as it allows determining whether a moderating effect exists (Field, 2013). In order to 

conduct the data processing, all the variables of each component were initially computed into 

new variables in order to allow for a linear regression to be conducted be able to run. This is 

done so all the corresponding items are represented by one variable (e.g. brand engagement as 

a variable consists scores of cognitive processing, affection and behavioral intentions computed 

into one variable). 

 

5.3.4. Reliability  

The reliability of the subscales is checked in order to ensure that the measures in the survey 

consistently reflect the constructs that it is measuring (Field, 2013). The constructs of the scale 

were thus subjected to Cronbrach’s alpha, , which essentially is an estimate of internal 

consistency indicating the reliability of the composite scores. Cronbrach’s  is a coefficient and 

it can range from .00 to 1.0, .00 indicating no consistency in measurement and 1.0 indicating 

perfect consistency in measurement. In order to ensure good reliability and good consistency 

for each subscale,  should be higher than 0.7 (Field, 2013). The equation for Cronbach’s  is 
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𝛼 =  
𝑁2

𝑐𝑜𝑣

∑ 𝑠2
𝑖𝑡𝑒𝑚 +∑ 𝑖𝑡𝑒𝑚𝑐𝑜𝑣

, where the top half of the equation indicate the number of items (N) squared 

multiplied by the average covariance between items. The bottom half is the sum of all the item 

variances and item covariances. The composite reliability of each variable is summarized in 

Table 3 below.  

 

Table 3  

Reliability of questionnaire items with the use of Cronbach’s  test 

Variable Composite Reliability 

Influencer Loyalty 0.727 

Brand Engagement 0.922 

Identification 0.836 

Engagement 0.811 

Trust 0.790 

Sense of Community 0.868 

Uniqueness 0.892 

Parasocial Relationship 0.905 

Perceived Fit  0.825 

Personal Usage  0.844 

Remuneration - 

Transparency 0.876 

Expertise 0.863 

Sponsor Overload 0.859 

 

As shown in Table 3, each subscale scores  higher than 0.7, providing their internal 

consistency, which indicates a good reliability. However, reliability of the subscale 

remuneration could not be measured as the composite only consist of 1 item. This will be taken 

into consideration when analyzing the results.  
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6. Results 

Following section provides an in depth presentation of the results derived from the analysis of 

the data. First the results regarding antecedents of influencer loyalty are presented followed by 

the results concerning moderators between the relationship of influencer loyalty and brand 

engagement. An overview of the findings is presented in Table 4. 

 

6.1. Influencer loyalty  

The purpose of the current thesis is to understand factors driving influencer loyalty and brand 

engagement. The research thus rests upon the assumption that influencers can foster brand 

engagement. More specifically, that influencer loyalty positively affects brand engagement. 

However, before analyzing whether influencer loyalty makes a significant contribution to brand 

engagement, it is first essential to determine the overall fit of the model (Field, 2013) by looking 

into the ANOVA table. That is, determining whether the predictor variable (i.e. influencer 

loyalty) is a good predictor for the outcome variable (i.e. brand engagement). For these data, F 

is 153.5, which is significant at p< .01. This indicates that there is less than 0.1% chance that a 

F-ratio this large would happen if the null hypothesis were true. Thus, the regression model is 

significant in predicting the outcome. Looking into R2 (R2 should be 0.26 or above (Cohen, 

1988)), which indicates the percentage of variance in the outcome variable explained by the 

predictor variable, the results reveal that the suggested predictor (i.e. influencer loyalty) 

accounts for 49.6% of the variation in brand engagement. This means that 51.4% of the 

variation in brand engagement cannot be explained by influencer loyalty alone. Therefore, 

there must be other variables that have an influence also. Looking into the individual 

contribution of the variables in the model, the results of the proposed model (Table 4) reveal 

that influencer loyalty makes a significant contribution to predicting brand engagement (β = 

0.748, p < .001), lending evidence to the first proposed hypothesis H1.  

 

Predictors of Influencer Loyalty 

In terms of variables predicting influencer loyalty, the results reveal that influencer loyalty is 

positively affected by identification (β = 0.640, p < .01), engagement (β = 0.525, p < .01), trust 

(β = 0.541, p < .01), uniqueness (β = 0.534, p < .01) and parasocial relationships (β = 0.571, p < 

.001), supporting hypotheses H2, H3, H4, H6, and H7. Looking into R2, it can be derived that 
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identification accounts for 45.9% of variation in influencer loyalty, engagement 42.1%, trust 

37.1%, uniqueness 37.1%, and parasocial relationships 42,6%, leaving identification, 

engagement and parasocial relationships as the most prominent predictors of influencer 

loyalty. The overall fit of each regression model is significant in predicting the outcome (i.e. 

influencer loyalty) as each model has a significance value of p < .01. Thus, identification, 

engagement, trust, uniqueness, and parasocial relationships make significant contributions to 

predicting influencer loyalty. However, the influence of sense of community (β = 0.094, p < 

0.09) appears to be borderline significant, indicating the correlation between sense of 

community and influencer loyalty is weak. The variable shows R2 = 1.9 %, thus leaving sense of 

community 1.9% to account for variation. Yet, the hypothesis should not be completely 

rejected, as the results still hold some sort of significance to the outcome variable. The 

borderline p value could have occurred due to an insufficient number of participants. An 

increased number of participants therefore might have increased the significance of sense of 

community as a predictor of influencer loyalty. However, the results still support H5. Lastly, the 

sense of community is a borderline predictor for influencer loyalty as F is 2.98, which is 

significant at p > .05. More specifically, there is 8.6% chance that a F-ration this large would 

happen if the null hypothesis were true. Thus, the regression model is borderline significant in 

predicting the outcome.  

 

6.2. Brand Engagement 

The results of the proposed model reveal that influencer loyalty is a significant predictor of 

brand engagement. To further explore this concept, factors mediating the relationship between 

influencer loyalty and brand engagement were examined. 

 

The overall fit of each regression model is significant in predicting the moderation effect on the 

outcome (i.e. brand engagement) as each model has a significance value of p < .01. The results 

reveal that perceived fit, personal usage, transparency, and expertise are not direct moderators 

for influencer loyalty to foster brand engagement (Table 4). Specifically, looking more in depth 

into each predicting variable, the results indicate that perceived fit (β  = -0.059, p > .05), 

personal usage (β = -0.045, p > .05), remuneration (β = 0.052, p > .05), transparency (β = -0.072, 

p > .05), and expertise (β = -0.035, p > .05) does not positively moderate influencer loyalty to 
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foster brand engagement, lending no evidence to support hypotheses H8, H9, H10, H11 and H12. 

Additionally, the results in terms of sponsor overload (β = -0.046, p > .05) reveals that perceived 

sponsor overload does not exert negative effects on the relationship between influencer loyalty 

and brand engagement; therefore, hypothesis H13 is not supported. Thus, the relationship 

between influencer loyalty and brand engagement does not depend on the value of a third 

variable. In terms of explained variance, the proposed model presents substantial levels of R2 

for most of the dependent variables, perceived fit (R2 = 0.553), personal usage (R2 = 0.536), 

remuneration (R2 = 0.507), transparency (R2 = 0.522), expertise (R2 = 0.604), and sponsor 

overload (R2 = 553). Thus, the results clearly show that the path between influencer loyalty and 

brand engagement is not significantly moderated by perceived fit, personal usage, 

remuneration, transparency or expertise. Nor is it negatively affected by perceived overload of 

sponsored posts. This reconfirms the stability and robustness of influencer loyalty’s direct, 

significant impact on brand engagement.   

 

Even though the anticipated hypotheses concerning moderators were not supported by the 

data, the results reveal that each moderator, aside from remuneration, makes a significant 

contribution to predicting brand engagement independent of influencer loyalty (Table 4). It 

appears that brand engagement is positively affected by perceived fit (β = 0.575, p < .01), 

personal usage (β = 0.412, p < 0.09), transparency (β = 0.530, p < .05), and expertise (β = 0.610, 

p < .01). Thus, these variables represent significant predictors of brand engagement. 

Additionally, perceived sponsor overload (β = 0.499, p < .05) appears to negatively affect brand 

engagement. However, the influence of remuneration (β = -0.210, p > 0.09) is non-significant. 

Thus, none of the expected moderators have mediating effects on the relationship between 

influencer loyalty and brand engagement. However, the results reveal that these mediators, 

aside from remuneration, constitute direct predictors of brand engagement.  
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Table 4  

Summary of results from both the simple- and moderated linear regression  

Antecedent Factors Dependent Variables 

Brand 

Engagement 

Influencer Loyalty 

𝜷 Sig. 𝜷 Sig. 

Influencer Loyalty (IL) 0.748 .000***   

Identification   0.640 .000*** 

Engagement   0.525 .000*** 

Trust   0.541 .000*** 

Sense of Community   0.094 0.086+ 

Uniqueness   0.534 .000*** 

Parasocial Relationship   0.571 .000*** 

Perceived Fit (PF) 0.575 0.007***   

Personal Usage (PE) 0.412 0.054+   

Remuneration (RE) -0.210 0.381   

Expertise (EX) 0.610 0.004***   

Transparency (UN) 0.530 0.018**   

Sponsor Overload (SP) 0.499 0.018**   

Moderators  

IL x PF  -0.059 0.149   

IL x PE  -0.045 0.298   

IL x RE  0.052 0.253   

IL x UN  -0.072 0.101   

IL x EX  -0.035 0.389   

IL x SP  -0.046 0.253   

+ p < 0.09 

* p < .1,  

** p < .05  

*** p < .01 

 

All in all, the results suggest that identification, engagement, trust, uniqueness and parasocial 

relationships play a key role in developing influencer loyalty, which, in turn, influences 

consumer behavioral intentions related to brand engagement. In relation, sense of community 

did not appear as significant predictor for influencer loyalty.  Moreover, the results reveal that 

the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement is not moderated by 

perceived fit, personal usage, remuneration, transparency, expertise or sponsor overload. 

However, these variables constitute significant predictors of brand engagement independent 
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of influencer loyalty. Lastly, perceived sponsor overload appears to negatively affect 

consumers’ tendency to engage with brands. The statistical model (Model 2) of the results is 

summarized below.  

 

Model 2 

Statistical Model of Results 

 

Note: The full line represents a significant effect; the dotted line represents a non-significant 

effect.  

7. Discussion  

This section provides an overview of the findings as well as a discussion of how these findings 

might contribute to the theoretical and managerial field of influencer marketing. 

 

7.1. Summary of Findings  

Brands are increasingly turning to influencers to get their products and messages out to the 

consumer. However, despite its growing use, there has been little research on the phenomenon 

of influencer marketing. The main objective of this thesis was thus to explore how influencers 

foster brand engagement among their followers. This was examined by identifying factors that 
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drive influencer loyalty as well as by investigating how influencer loyalty drives brand 

engagement. Hence, the current thesis was designed as a two-folded study. First, antecedents 

of influencer loyalty were investigated followed by an examining of factors exerting mediating 

effects on the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement. The summary of 

the findings is as follows.   

  

7.1.1. Influencer Loyalty   

In terms of antecedents of influencer loyalty, this study concludes with the following findings. 

First, the results confirm that influencer loyalty is a key driver for brand engagement. This 

means, that influencers hold a strong position as opinion leaders among their followers and 

that they have a great influence in transmitting new habits to consumers whom are loyal to 

them. This result is consistent with previous literature suggesting the essential role of loyalty 

in fostering brand engagement (e.g. De Veirman et al., 2017; Casaló et al., 2018). Influencers 

thus hold a great deal of power, leaving them highly effective as brand endorsers. The research 

also examined drivers for influencer loyalty. Here, the findings suggest that influencer loyalty 

is driven by several factors, which include identification, engagement, trust, uniqueness and 

perceived parasocial relationships (Table 4). Here, identification was found to be the most 

prominent driver for influencer loyalty. Thus, consumers sharing the same self-definitional 

attributions with an influencer create more committed and meaningful relationships with these 

influencers. This finding is similar to former research on brand loyalty, which suggests that the 

more a consumer identifies with a brand, the greater they feel attached to it, which helps foster 

long-term relationships between consumer and brand (Belk, 1988; Bhattacharya and Sen, 

2003). Thus, consumers identifying with an influencer are likely to form a sense of closeness 

towards this person, causing them to become psychologically attached (Alperstein, 2013). The 

findings of the current research further revealed that engagement is a key antecedent of 

influencer loyalty. Consumers actively engaging with an influencer’s content online are 

therefore must likely to form loyalty relationships. Former findings on brand loyalty are 

coherent with this result, as these indicate that consumer-brand interactions increase loyalty 

relationships (Keller, 2009; Kim et al., 2012; Dessart, 2017). Trust was also found as a possible 

driver for influencer loyalty. Influencers perceived as being trustworthy are therefore more 

likely to foster loyalty among their followers. This result is consistent with studies in 
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relationship marketing, where trust is recognized as a bridging effect on customers’ level of 

brand loyalty (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999). Perceived uniqueness of an influencer was 

additionally found as key driver for influencer loyalty. Aspects such as being perceived as 

unique, or one of a kind (Casaló et al., 2018) seem to be crucial for consumers to form loyalty 

relationships with influencers. This result is consistent with previous literature suggesting that 

opinion leadership partly depends on perceived level of originality and uniqueness 

(Moolla & Bisschoff, 2014; Casaló et al., 2018). Lastly, this research found parasocial 

relationships as additional driver for influencer loyalty. Consumers forming imaginary ties with 

influencers are therefore more prone to also form loyalty relationships as it might create an 

illusion of closeness (Alperstein, 2013). This finding correlates with former research exploring 

celebrity endorsement, which found a significant correlation between parasocial relationships 

and loyalty (Rubin et al., 1985; Xiang et al., 2013; Tsiotsou, 2015). Lastly, the findings indicate 

that sense of community is borderline significant in predicting influencer loyalty. Creating a 

sense of belonging is therefore not crucial in order for influencers to foster loyalty among their 

followers. However, in order to confirm this result, a larger sample size must be conducted. 

Thus, sense of community can be asserted, with a level of uncertainty, to have an impact on 

consumers’ tendencies to form loyalty relationships with an influencer. 

  

7.1.2. Brand Engagement   

The moderating role of perceived fit, personal usage, remuneration, transparency and expertise 

was also tested. The analysis of the moderating factors illustrates that neither of these expected 

drivers account for how influencer loyalty and brand engagement is related. This indicates, that 

the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement is not dependent on a third 

variable. Rather, as asserted earlier, influencer loyalty and brand engagement are directly 

correlated, which means that no moderator is needed to link these two 

concepts. However, instead of functioning as moderators, the results show that higher levels of 

expertise, perceived fit, transparency and personal usage leads to brand engagement 

independently of influencer loyalty (Table 4). Furthermore, the results reveal that perceived 

sponsor overload has a negative effect on brand engagement. Lastly, remuneration did not 

seem to have a significant impact on brand engagement independently of influencer loyalty. 
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These results indicate that influencers can impact followers’ brand preferences beyond those 

who are loyal to them.  Thus, their influence spreads widely in their social networks.  

 

Looking more specifically into these results, expertise and perceived fit appeared as the most 

prominent drivers for brand engagement. Influencers perceived as experts within their field of 

knowledge therefore have greater persuasive effects than influencers with a lower level of 

perceived expertise. Perceived expertise thus have positive effects on buying behavior. This 

result is consistent with previous literature suggesting that opinion leadership is dependent on 

the level of perceived expertise (Casaló et al., 2018). Additionally, the fit between influencer 

and the brand should be congruent in order to effectively foster brand engagement. Thus, 

exposure to a low-fit influencer endorsement might generate negative cognitions, which, in 

turn, have negative effects on brand engagement. This finding is consistent with former 

literature on celebrity endorsement, suggesting that its effectiveness relies on the similarities 

between endorser and brand (e.g. Erdogan, 1999; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016).  Perceived 

transparency of an influencer is also of significant importance to consumers and a key 

influencer on brand engagement. Higher levels of transparency thereby increase the likelihood 

that consumers will engage with a brand, as it might increase trustworthiness. Former 

literature on brand loyalty is consistent with this finding, as it suggests that transparency and 

honesty serves as a bridging effect between company and stakeholders, which in turn may lead 

to positive behavioral intentions (Samonikov & Veselinova, 2018). Personal usage seemed to 

have less effect on consumers’ intentions to engage with a brand. However, it still appeared as 

a significant driver for brand engagement as it might convey a sense of credibility when 

seamlessly woven into the daily narrative of influencers. Thus, portraying personal usage of a 

product is likely to increase consumers’ intentions to engage with the brand. The results further 

indicate that remuneration does not exert significant effects on consumers’ tendency to brand 

engagement. Thus, the possibility of receiving economic incentives is no driver for consumers’ 

intention to engage with a brand. This finding is rather consistent with the results of the 

exploratory interview, which revealed that the respondents’ brand engagement merely was 

dependent on remuneration if they already had intentions to purchase the brand. In other 

words, offering economic incentives may only work as a catalyzer for the last step in the 

purchase decision process. Lastly, the data analysis revealed that perceived sponsor overload 

exerts significant negative effects on consumers’ tendencies to engage with a brand. An 



 

 60 

overload of sponsored posts might exceed consumers’ limited cognitive capacity, causing them 

to feel overwhelmed as thus block out the advertisement. This results is consistent with former 

literature on information overload (Lee & Lee, 2004; Bettis-Outland, 2012; Swar et al., 2017). In 

terms of transparency and personal usage, it is important to note that the measurement scales 

for these two variables were not derived from former research, which jeopardizes the validity 

of the results. However, these results are looked upon as valid until future research proves 

otherwise.   

  

All in all, consumers who are loyal to influencers are more susceptible to their opinions and 

behaviors, which can foster brand engagement. Identification, engagement, trust, perceived 

uniqueness and parasocial relationships are the key factors that lead consumers to form loyalty 

relationships with influencers. The relationship between influencer loyalty and brand 

engagement is not mediated by perceived fit, personal usage, remuneration, transparency 

expertise, or perception of an overload of sponsored posts. However, these variables, aside 

from remuneration, might exert positive effects on brand engagement independently of 

influencer loyalty. 

 

7.2. Implications for Theory  

Recently, there has been call for further research into the processes underlying influencer 

endorsement and how these affect buying behavior (e.g. De Veirman et al., 2017; Casaló et al., 

2018). Existing theory on influencers reveal that influencers can influence the attitudes, 

decisions and behaviors of their audience of followers (e.g. Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016; 

Casaló et al., 2018). However, research theorizing these processes in depth is limited. Thus, for 

this study, the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement was examined to 

understand how influencers foster brand engagement among their followers. To the best of my 

knowledge, this study is the first to conceptualize influencer loyalty and link it to brand 

engagement. In doing so, this paper contributes to a better understanding of the role of 

influencers in consumption. More specifically, it contributes to the brand engagement 

literature, loyalty literature in general, influencer loyalty literature and influencer literature in 

general. This section provides an in depth description of each implication for theory that this 

research contributes with.   
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7.2.1. Loyalty- and influencer loyalty literature 

Firstly, this study contributes to the literature on influencer loyalty and loyalty in general by 

providing empirical evidence on antecedents of influencer loyalty. The literature on loyalty in 

general does not address contexts in which consumers form loyalty relationships with 

influencers. Rather, literature on loyalty in the context of marketing has merely been focused 

on consumers’ loyalty relationships with brands. Drawing on the brand loyalty literature, this 

study introduces a set of exploratory variables for understanding the underlying drivers of 

loyalty in the context of influencers. Five antecedents, namely identification, engagement, trust, 

uniqueness and parasocial relationships, emerges as important predictors of influencer loyalty. 

The fulfillment of consumers self-definitional needs and their engagement in the activities of 

the influencer, results in the development of loyalty towards the influencers, which supports 

previous research on brand loyalty that identified perceived similarities with brands’ image 

(e.g. Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003) and active engagement (e.g. Dessart, 2017) as drivers for 

deeper commitment to a brand. Furthermore, consumers having confidence in influencers’ 

reliability and integrity are more likely to develop loyalty relationships, which is consistent 

with former theories on brand loyalty (e.g. Huang, 2017). Perceiving an influencer as one of a 

kind is also a key driver for loyalty relations to occur, which additionally relates to former 

research on the effect of opinion leaders (e.g. Casaló et al., 2017). Lastly, the study emphasized 

the influence of parasocial relationships in the context of the development of loyalty 

relationships, confirming former theories on this subject matter (e.g. Erdogan, 1999). The 

findings of this study thus shed light on the theoretical knowledge underlying the mechanisms 

under which consumers develop relationships with influencers through Instagram. Consistent 

with former theories on brand loyalty, this study confirms some of the antecedents for loyalty 

in general. By converting brand theory on loyalty to the research aim, this study provides a new 

perspective on the loyalty literature in general. The findings concerning antecedents of 

influencer loyalty also underscores the deep levels of connection consumers can form with 

public figures, which is consistent with literature on celebrity endorsement (Erdogan, 1999; 

Alperstein, 2013). Therefore, the findings contribute to the emerging marketing literature on 

influencer loyalty and provide valuable theoretical implications on loyalty in general.  
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7.2.2. Influencer- and brand engagement literature  

The extant research on influencers has focused on identifying key characteristics of influencers 

that make them impactful and perceived as opinion leaders (e.g. Bergkvist et al., 2016; De 

Veirman et al., 2017). However, to the best of my knowledge, no research yet has theorized the 

relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement. Firstly, this study contributes 

to the influencer literature and brand engagement literature in general by providing empirical 

evidence on the correlation between these two concepts. Former research on influencers 

implies that these represent crucial leading figures in transmitting new habits to other 

customers because they are supposed to exert a powerful influence on their buying behavior 

(e.g. Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016; Casaló et al., 2018). The findings of this study thus 

contribute to this notion by confirming influencers’ significant impact on buying behavior. 

Furthermore, this finding also contributes to the brand engagement literature by identifying a 

significant antecedent of brand engagement that is influencer loyalty.  Thus, this result 

underscores the relevance of opinion leadership in the context of brand engagement as well as 

influencer loyalty’s effectiveness in translating recommendations towards a purchase 

decision. This study further contributes to the literature on brand engagement by providing 

empirical evidence on a number of variables that brand engagement might depend on. These 

variables include perceived fit, expertise, transparency and personal usage. Some of these 

results confirm former findings on influencers’ impact on buying behavior by suggesting that 

perceived fit (e.g. Erdogan, 1999; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016) and expertise (e.g. Bergkvist 

et al., 2016; Casaló et al., 2018) constitute key drivers for successful endorsement. Yet, this 

research expands the knowledge on brand engagement by identifying transparency and 

personal usage as additional important drivers. Lastly, this study contributes to the literature 

by identifying perceived overload of sponsored posts by an influencer as a variable that might 

exert decreasing effects on brand engagement. Former literature on information overload (e.g. 

Lipowski, 1970; Swar et al., 2017) suggests being exposed to an overload of information causes 

consumers block out the information given. Thus, this finding expands the knowledge on brand 

engagement by converting this the theory on information overload to brand engagement 

theory. 
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7.3. Managerial Implications  

This paper also generates several useful managerial implications for marketers in gaining 

market share and creating sustainable competitive advantage. More specifically, the study 

findings offer managerial solutions that can assists managers in developing successful 

influencer strategies. Understanding this is becoming increasingly vital as influencer marketing 

is on the rise. This research confirms that companies can benefit from implementing influencer 

marketing as it is a key driver for brand engagement. However, a successful influencer strategy 

must be implemented with certain considerations. This study offers guidelines for both the 

selection of appropriate influencer endorsers as well as how to implement these into marketing 

strategies. These guidelines are as follows.  

 

7.3.1. Influencer selection 

First, by conceptualizing influencer loyalty, the research provides managers with an enhanced 

understanding of this emerging concept, which may help them in understanding the 

underpinnings of consumers’ loyalty towards influencers. Furthermore, it assists managers in 

selecting the appropriate influencer for endorsement by indicating that influencer loyalty 

depends on the level of identification, engagement, trust, uniqueness, and parasocial 

relationships. In selecting a brand endorser, companies must therefore rely upon influencers 

to whom consumers can relate. The appropriate influencer must thus continuously portray a 

number of identifiable touch points that consumers can identify with as it enhances their level 

of commitment to the influencer (Tsiotsou, 2015). Furthermore, marketers should seek 

influencers that encourage engagement among their followers as it creates more enduring and 

intimate relationships. By involving consumers, it increases the social interactions between 

influencer and followers, which may transform passive consumers into advocates for brands 

(Tsiotsou, 2015) as well as trigger buying intentions (Brodie, et al. 2013). Thus, indicating the 

importance of choosing an influencer with highly engaged followers. The choice of influencer 

must also depend on their level of perceived trustworthiness. Trust is an important aspect of 

influencers as it conveys credibility, which in turn gives consumers the confidence that the 

influencer is dependable and can be relied on (Grégoire et al., 2009). Perceived credibility of 

the influencer causes them to be considered as reliable sources of information, which will 

reflect the trustworthiness of the endorsement and brand itself. Finding an influencer that 



 

 64 

appears trustworthy is therefore crucial for the effectiveness of the endorsement. Furthermore, 

the selection of an influencer endorser should also include considerations concerning the 

influencer’s level of perceived uniqueness. In other words, an influencer that differentiates 

from other. Influencers’ level of uniqueness determines the degree to which the endorsement 

will cut through the noise and capture consumers’ attention. Consumers who perceive the 

influencer as original and unique may develop subsequent attitudes that may benefit the 

commitment to this influencer and thus the endorsement (Casaló et al., 2017). Therefore, 

companies must take into account the kind of content published by the influencer when they 

involve them in an advertising campaign. Lastly, in selecting a suitable influencer endorser, 

marketers will benefit from choosing an influencer whom the followers feel they know on a 

more personal level. In doing so, they should look for influencers who portray personal aspects 

of their lives as it might increase consumers’ attachment to the influencer (Alperstein, 2013). 

Also, managers could aim to encourage and facilitate the creation of parasocial relationships 

among the followers by encourage the influencer to share personal stories, which, most likely, 

will increase the sense of closeness. Parasocial relationships have been proven to have 

significant impact on consumers’ willingness to replicate the behaviors of influencers as well 

as adopt their product choices (Audrezet, et al., 2018), emphasizing the importance of selecting 

an influencer that is willing to create the perception of tight relationships with her/his 

followers.  

 

7.3.2. Influencer strategy 

When having selected the appropriate influencer for endorsement, marketers must know how 

to implement her/him into their strategy to gain competitive advantage. In this context, 

ensuring congruence between brand and endorser is crucial. Anything that the influencer 

represents must be aligned with the brand’s image in order for the endorsement to appear 

genuine as thus effective. If no congruence exists, the effectiveness of the endorsement might 

be counter-productive as it might infer a sense of shallowness. That is, if users perceive that the 

influencer is sponsoring a specific product only due to the compensation s(he) received, it can 

negatively affect consumers’ perception of both opinion leader and brand (Djafarova & 

Rushworth, 2016). Marketers must therefore look into the credentials of the influencer to see 

if it matches the product or brand, which will enable them to create a message that maps onto 
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the influencer’s situation. Ensuring the influencer portrays personal usage of the product being 

endorsed is additionally important, as it gives it credibility. By doing so, the advertisement 

appears to represent the influencers’ genuine beliefs rather an attempt to increase earnings. 

Specifically, the influencer could portray personal use by speaking in depth about the product 

emphasizing its effect, smell or feel. Companies could also benefit from seeking out influencers 

whom already use the brand in order for the endorsement to appear more authentic. Marketers 

must additionally ensure that the endorsement conveys transparency as it is highly connected 

to perceived level of honesty, which makes the influencer more relatable. Transparency 

ensures that the endorsement does not infer a sense of shallowness. Shallowness carries the 

perception that something is being hidden, which undermines the credibility and sincerity of 

the influencer (Casaló et al., 2018). It is therefore important to let the influencers be true to 

themselves and not dictate what they are saying when endorsing the brand as that might lead 

to the perception of their opinions not reflecting their true believes. Thus, the goal should be 

not to undermine the independence of the influencer, as it ultimately weakens her/his 

credibility. It is therefore highly important that consumer perceive the influencer as being 

genuine in order to ensure the effectiveness of the endorsement. Otherwise, the influencer’s 

propositions have no value. The influencer must furthermore express a sense of expertise in 

relation to the product being endorsed as it makes their statements, and thus endorsement, 

more credible. Thus, marketers must select influencers that have know-how within the product 

category as well as ensure that the influencer goes in depth when reviewing the product. By 

doing so, it might create the impression that the influencer knows what s(he) is talking about, 

which gives credibility to the endorsement. Companies can also benefit from offering a reward 

in the shape of a discount or gift as it might function as a motivational factor for engaging with 

the brand being endorsed (Buchan et al., 2000). However, this merely constitutes as a 

motivational factor in cases where consumers already have considered purchasing the brand.  

Lastly, it is important for marketers to ensure that the influencer does not corporate with an 

overcoming number of brands. Consumers being exposed to an overload of sponsored posts 

are likely to engage less with the brands being endorsed as they become overwhelmed and thus 

block out the information they receive (Swar et al., 2017). It is therefore crucial to collaborate 

with influencers that have a limited about of sponsorships. Hence, companies might benefit 

from establishing ongoing relationships with influencers and incorporate them early into the 

collaboration process (Casaló et al., 2018) as well as offering them beneficial deals. This may 
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ensure the influencer is more prone to continue the partnership rather than seeking new ones. 

Furthermore, they should also be consulted to generate better creative outcomes.   

 

All in all, this study adds value in shedding light on a specific type of endorser that has been 

gaining traction in marketing lately, namely social media influencers. As consumers are relying 

increasingly more on recommendations from these figures (De Veirman et al., 2017), 

theoretical and managerial implications on this topic are needed. This study provides further 

understanding of the concept of influencers by identifying underpinnings of influencer loyalty 

as well as how these online celebrities influence buying behaviors. Overall, it can be concluded 

that the potential of influencers should not be underestimated.  

 

7.4. Limitations and Future Research  

Despite above-mentioned contributions, several limitations are also associated with this 

research, which requires caution when generalizing the findings. The results should thus be 

viewed with limitations of the study in mind, which in turn offers possibilities for future 

research. Following section provides an overview of some of the limitation this study holds, 

including recommendations for possible future research. 

 

First, a lack of generalizability of findings represents a key limitation of qualitative research 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2010). The purpose with the qualitative research was to generate an 

understanding of consumers’ behavior by examining their thoughts, feelings and actions in 

relation to influencers. However, the findings from this approach cannot be extended to wider 

populations with the same degree of certainty that quantitative analysis can (Blaikie, 2010). 

The findings from the exploratory study were therefore merely assessed as guidance for the 

main research. To test these findings, a large-scale, quantitative method, that proposed valid 

tendencies that are apparent within influencer marketing, was adopted. The purpose was to 

test causal relationships between variables in order to develop a conceptual model, which was 

done by formulating hypotheses. The results drawn from the quantitative research were 

proved to be reliable meaning the findings contributed greatly to the understanding of 

influencers. However, future study could test the robustness of the findings with different 

methods of data collection, such as an interview technique. Additionally, as recognized earlier, 



 

 67 

a larger sample might have led to better results of the research. For example, the factors 

expecting to moderate the relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement were 

found to be non-significant. Here, a larger sample size might have shown different results as 

well as ensured sufficient power to be able to extrapolate the statistical analysis results to the 

overall population. Future research should attempt to do so. Moreover, the data analysis would 

benefit from a multiple linear regression, as it would allow examining whether a third variable 

such as age or education might have an impact on the results. By doing so, the more complex 

relationship between influencer loyalty and brand engagement might be explained.  

 

Additionally, as the concept of influencer marketing has emerged relatively recently, the related 

secondary data are limited, which causes the primary data to be difficult in assessing and 

analyzing. An initial, more comprehensive understanding of influencers might have contributed 

to a more precise formulation of research questions in the questionnaire, which may have 

resulted in more accurate answers. However, all the measurement items applied in the survey, 

aside from items referring to personal usage and transparency, were derived from the extant 

literature due to their past measurement reliability. This ensured that what was intended to be 

measured was correctly measured providing accuracy of the results. Hence, these findings do 

represent temporary results that contribute to the understanding of influencer loyalty and 

brand engagement. According to Popper (Parvin & Meadowcroft, 2013), these results must 

attempt falsified in order to draw closer to the truth. Thus, future research on this topic is 

crucial. These future research could include following. First, the respondents were asked to 

keep just one influencer in mind when submitting their answers to the survey. Therefore, to 

generalize and confirm the results obtained in this study, it should be replicated with a wider 

sample of influencers. In addition, to test the results of the research, specific industries, such as 

fashion, beauty or lifestyle, should be examined in order to identify whether the results vary 

depending on different industries. Additionally, the results could benefit from research 

examining whether the moderators between the relationship between influencer loyalty and 

brand engagement might differ depending on specific product types such as clothing, beauty or 

health products. As such, it might reveal where consumers are more inclined to need advice 

and how these are given most effectively via influencer marketing. Furthermore, the number of 

antecedents of influencer loyalty could be larger. For example, satisfaction (e.g. Punniyamoothy 

& Raj, 2007), relationship proneness, involvement (e.g. Kim et al., 2008), affect (Chaudhuri & 
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Holbrook, 2002), physical- or social attractiveness (e.g. Erdogan, 1999; Lee & Watkins, 2016) 

might influence consumer relationships with the influencer. Additionally, factors influencing 

consumers’ purchase decisions based on influencers’ recommendations could also be larger. 

For example, perceived kindness, reciprocity (e.g. Xiong et al., 2018), reputation, credibility (e.g. 

Thakur et al., 2016), or likability (Erdogan, 1999) of the influencer may influence consumer 

perception of the endorsement and their intentions to engage with the brand advertised. 

Moreover, the research might benefit from examining influencers’ impact on consumer 

purchase decisions on other social media platforms than Instagram. In this regard, Youtube has 

additionally been found to be highly effective in connecting with consumers (Lee & Watkins, 

2016), and as it offers other defining characteristics, this platform is highly relevant for future 

research. Finally, it would be highly useful to research whether the results for men are the same 

as for females, due to their distinctive preferences and characteristics. 
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V. Appendix 

APPENDIX A 

Interview guide for study 1 
 
Introduction 
First of all, thank you for participating (…).  
 
As you know, I am writing my master thesis in strategic communication and in this relation I am 
interviewing women about their connection to influencers via social media and how these 
influencers have affected our purchasing behavior in terms of brand preferences.  
 
I’ll be recoding the interview in order to conduct a transcript and use potential statements to 
describe tendencies identified throughout the interview. All information will be made 
anonymous.  
 
Please ask if any of the questions need to be further explained.  
 
Background knowledge 

- Name 
- Age,  
- Influencer they follow, whom they feel connected to, 
- Brand they have started to use as a result of influencer recommendation, 
- Influencer they follow, whom they do not feel connected to  

 
First part of the study (open-ended) 
Prior to the interview, the respondent is asked to think of an influencer whom she feel a 
connection to as well as a brand, which the influencer has motivated the respondent to use.  
 
High level of influencer connection 

1) Think of the influencer you are following on social media to whom you feel connected to 
a. Why are you following this particular person?  
b. What are the reasons as to why you feel a certain connection to him/her?  
c. What aspects of the influencer do you find appealing?  

 
2) Think of the brand you were motivated to use due to influencer recommendation  

a. What caused you to use this brand? (ask about certain aspects of the influencer 
and/or brand) 

b. Have your ever recommended this brand to others? 
 

Lower level of influencer connection 
3) Think of the influencer you are following but whom you do not feel a certain connection 

to.  
a. Why are you following this particular person?  
b. What are the reasons as to why you do not feel a certain connection to him/her?  
c. Why are you not prone to follow his/her advice for particular brand usage?  
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Second part of the study:  
Prior to initiating the second part of the interview, the respondent is primed with terms 
identified from the literature review. Here, the responds only concern the influencer the 
respondents feel a connection to.  
 
Antecedents of influencer commitment 

1) Do you identify with the influencer you are following? 
a. How important is it that you identify with him/her??  
b. What effect does it have on your relation to him/her?  

 
2) Do you engage with the influencer through social media?  

a. How important is it that you engage with him/her? 
b. How does the level of engagement affect your relation to him/her?  

 
3) Do you feel like you are part of a group/community when following him/her?  

a. How important is the feeling of being a part of a community when following an 
influencer?  

b. How does it affect the relation to him/her? 
 

4) Do you trust the opinion of the influencer?  
a. How important is it for your connection to the influencer that you trust him/her?  

b. How does it affect your relation to him/her?  
c. How does this trust differentiate from the trust you have to your family/friends when 

receiving advice? Or is there any resemblance?  
 

5) Do you find the influencer to be authentic?  
a. How important is it that he/she is authentic?  
b. How does it affect you relation to him/her?  

 
6) Do you feel like you know the influencer on a deeper/personal level? 

a. How important is that you know him/her? 
b. How does it affect you relation to him/her?  

 
Factors affecting the tendency to utilize brands recommended by the influencer  

7) Of what importance is it that the brand the influencer is promoting correlates with the 
image of the influencer? (Perceived fit) 

a. Can you describe to me how you perceive the x brand?  
b. Does is correlate with the influencers image?  
c. How does it affect your tendency to purchase the brand being promoted?  
 

8) How does a high level of promotional posts by the influencer affect your tendency to 
purchase the brand being promoted by the influencer? (Information overload) 

a. How does it affect your relation to the brand?  
 

9) Of what importance is it that the influencer personally uses the brand being promoted? 
(Own usage) 

a. How does it affect your tendency to purchase the brand being promoted? 
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b. How does it affect your relation to the brand?  
 

10)  Of what importance is it that you can receive financial benefits (promo codes, free 
shipping etc.) when considering purchasing a brand promoted by the influencer? 
(Remuneration) 

a. How does it affect your tendency to purchase the brand being promoted?  
b. How does it affect your relation to the brand?  

 
11)  Of what importance is it that you perceive your identity and the influencer’s identity to 

be rather similar? (Identity similarity).  
a. How does it affect your tendency to purchase a brand promoted by the influencer?  
b. How does it affect your relation to the brand?  

 

APPENDIX B 

Questionnaire for study 2  
 
Rate from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) the following statements in relation to 
the selected influencer:  
 

Influencer 
Loyalty 

1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) I intend to 
stay loyal to 
influencer in 
the future 

       

2) I intend to 
recommend 
influencer to 
other people 

       

3) I intend to 
keep following 
the influencer 
on Instagram 

       

Brand 
Engagement 

1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) Using 
brand gets me 
to think about 
brand 
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2) I think about 
brand a lot 
when I’m using 
it 

       

3) Using 
brand 
stimulates my 
interest to learn 
more about 
brand 

       

4) I feel very 
positive when I 
use brand 

       

5) Using 
brand makes 
me happy 

       

6) I feel good 
when I use 
brand 

       

7) I’m proud to 
use brand 

       

8) I spend a lot 
of time using 
brand, 
compared to 
other category 
brands 

       

9) Whenever 
I’m using 
category, I 
usually use 
brand 

       

10) Brand is 
one of the 
brands I usually 
use when I use 
category 

       

Identification 1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) The 
influencer 
remind me of 
myself 
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2) I have the 
same qualities 
as the 
influencer 

       

3) I have the 
same problems 
as the 
influencer 

       

4) I can identify 
with the 
influencer 

       

5) I enjoy trying 
to predict what 
the influencer 
will do 

       

Behavioral 
Engagement 

1.  
Never 

2. Very 
Rarely 

3. 
Rarely 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. 
Occasional
ly 

6. 
Frequentl
y 

7. very 
Frequentl
y 

1) To what 
extend do you 
follow news 
about the 
influencer? 

       

2) How often do 
you talk about 
the influencer 
to others? 

       

3) How often do 
you watch the 
influencer’s 
stories on 
Instagram? 

       

4) How often do 
you visit the 
influencer’s 
Instagram 
profile? 

       

Trust 1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) I trust the 
influencer 

       

2) I rely on the 
Influencer 
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3) The 
influencer is 
honest 

       

Sense of 
Community 

1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) I feel like I 
belong to a 
‘club’ with other 
users who 
follow the 
influencer 

       

2) I identify 
with people 
who follow the 
influencer? 

       

3) The 
influencer is 
followed by 
people like me 

       

Uniqueness 1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) The 
influencer is 
highly unique 

       

2) The 
influencer is 
one of a kind 

       

3) The 
influencer is 
really special 
and different to 
others 

       

Parasocial 
Relationships  

1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) The 
influencer’s 
account show 
me who she/he 
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is 

2) I like to 
compare my 
ideas with what 
the influencer is 
saying/portrayi
ng 

       

3) The 
influencer 
makes me feel 
comfortable, as 
if I’m with a 
friend 

       

4) I see the 
influencer as a 
natural, down-
to-earth person  

       

5) I look 
forward to see 
the future work 
of the 
influencer  

       

6) If there was a 
story about the 
influencer in a 
newspaper or 
magazine, I 
would read it  

       

7) I would miss 
the influencer if 
she/he would 
close her/his 
account  

       

8) I would like 
to meet the 
influencer in 
person  

       

9) I find the 
influencer to be 
attractive 
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Perceived Fit 1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) The 
promoted 
brand/product 
is relevant to 
the influencer’s 
values  

       

2) The 
promoted 
brand/product 
is congruent 
with the 
interests of the 
influencer  

       

3) The 
promoted 
brand/product 
matches the 
personality of 
the influencer 

       

Personal 
Usage 

1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) It is 
important to me 
that the 
influencer 
personally uses 
a 
brand/product 
being promoted 

       

2) The 
influencer’s 
recommendatio
n is more 
credible if 
she/he uses it 
her-/himself 
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3) I am more 
inclined to buy 
the 
brand/product 
being promoted 
by the 
influencer if the 
influencer 
personally uses 
it.  

       

Remuneration 1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) I bought/will 
buy the 
brand/product 
recommended 
by the 
influencer as I 
could/can get 
some 
economical 
payoff, such as 
discount, free 
trails or gifts.  

 

       

Transparency 1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) I find the 
influencer to be 
down-to-earth 

       

2) I find the 
influencer to be 
open about 
different 
aspects of 
his/her life 

       

3) I find the 
influencer to be 
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honest  

4) I find the 
influencer to be 
relatable  

       

Expertise 1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) The 
influencer has 
knowledge 
specific to 
his/her field of 
work 

       

2) The 
influencer has 
qualifications 
required  

       

3) The 
influencer is 
ambitious  

       

4) The 
influencer has 
drive  

       

5) The 
influencer has 
self-confidence  

       

6) The 
influencer is 
outgoing  

 

       

Sponsorships 1. 
Strongl
y 
disagre
e 

2. 
Disagre
e 

3. More 
of less 
disagre
e 

4. 
Neutr
al 

5. More or 
less agree 

6. Agree 7. 
Strongly 
Agree 

1) I feel that it is 
difficult to 
assess every 
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sponsored post 
by an influencer 

2) There are too 
many 
sponsored 
posts by some 
influencers; I 
feel burdened 
by it 

       

3) There are 
more sponsored 
posts that I can 
interpret 
immediately on 
from social 
media 

       

4) I feel like my 
attention span 
is becoming 
shorter and 
shorter because 
of being 
confronted with 
too many 
sponsored 
posts  

       

5) I get annoyed 
when being 
confronted with 
too many 
sponsored 
posts  

       

6) I sometimes 
feel numb and 
incapable of 
action because 
of all the 
sponsored 
posts I’m 
confronted with 
on a daily basis.  
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Link to survey: https://www.esurveycreator.com/s/e37df01 
 
 

https://www.esurveycreator.com/s/e37df01

