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ENGLISH SUMMARY

Some social media users, referred to as influencers, earned a large audience of followers, by creating
and sharing entertaining narratives about their personal lives or by demonstrating expertise on
relevant topics. Their large network, their content creation skills and the fact that followers perceive
them as likeable, credible and relatable role models, resulted in brands asking them to endorse their
products in exchange for free products and / or monetary payment, a practice which has been referred
to as influencer marketing. Accordingly, in the current media landscape, social media influencers can
be considered a new type of brand endorser. Despite the increasing use of influencers for marketing
purposes, research on how they influence consumers’ brand-related attitudes and decisions, is still
in its infancy. In addition, many ethical issues arise with the practice of influencer marketing as
influencers create commercial content and distribute it to their audience. This commercial content
appears in-between the regular editorial content of the influencer, making it hard for followers to
recognize it as advertising. As such, questions arise concerning how influencer marketing can be made
more transparent (e.g., by adding advertising disclosures), in particular when targeted at vulnerable

audiences, such as minors.

Therefore, the overarching objective of this dissertation is to examine the persuasiveness and ethical
use of influencer marketing. Based on insights from academic literature, influencer marketing practice
and related societal and regulatory concerns, this dissertation addresses three research objectives
using a variety of research methods i.e., literature review and bibliographic analysis, experimental
research, content analysis and in-depth interviews. Research objective 1 aims to provide an overview
of influencer marketing research to date. Extra emphasis was put on influencer marketing targeting
children. Research objective 2 focuses on the persuasiveness of influencer marketing and aims to
provide a contribution to the important managerial question which influencer to cooperate with when
implementing an influencer marketing strategy. Finally, in research objective 3, the focus is placed on
the ethical use of influencer marketing, in particular, the importance of advertising disclosure and the

vulnerability of minors, both from a consumer as from an influencer perspective.

Research objective one is to provide an overview of the influencer marketing research to date,
whereby the persuasiveness of influencer marketing is theoretically outlaid, in particular among a
young (and vulnerable) audience. In recent years, academic research on influencer marketing is rapidly
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growing and offers in-depth insights into how influencer marketing affects customers. In two chapters,
the state of influencer marketing research is outlined, using literature review as a research method.
Hence, chapter two of the dissertation provides a comprehensive overview of the academic research
that was conducted on the topic of influencer marketing research. A bibliometric analysis was carried
out to identify the major research topics, leading journals, authors, and publications in this domain.
These major research topics were identified and classified into four major clusters: 1) the persuasion
of influencer marketing 2) disclosure effects in influencer marketing 3) influencer marketing for specific
product categories or sectors and 4) the identification and selection of social media influencers.

Managerial implications on each of these clusters are formulated.

Chapter three theoretically outlays the persuasiveness of influencer marketing among a young
audience and reports the findings of a systematic literature review including the (limited) studies
conducted on influencer marketing among young children (< 12 years). From this literature review, it
can be concluded that children are frequently exposed to influencer marketing, mostly while watching
YouTube videos. Moreover, influencer marketing may affect children’s attitudes and behaviors, for
instance their snack intake. Some research focused on children’s advertising literacy towards
influencer marketing and has searched for ways to improve children’s recognition of and coping with
influencer marketing practices, for instance through the implementation of disclosures and advertising
literacy interventions. These studies provide preliminary evidence that the implementation of a visual
disclosure indeed helps children recognize influencer marketing practices as advertising, while they do
not necessarily negatively impact the influencer and their advertising effectiveness. Moreover,
transparency is also appreciated by the children’s parents and has a positive effect on their perceptions
and attitudes of both the format and the products and brands featured. In conclusion, all studies

provide evidence for children’s vulnerability when it comes to this type of embedded advertising.

Research objective two is to examine the effectiveness of influencer marketing, taking into account
the influencers’ reach and the type of product (s)he endorses. This research objective is mainly
addressed in chapter four, which reports the findings of two experimental studies into the effects of
an influencer’s number of followers on consumers’ evaluations of the influencer and the brand (s)he
endorses accordingly. It was found that having more followers positively affects attitudes towards the
influencer, foremost through higher perceptions of popularity and for a small part because perceptions

of popularity leads people to ascribe more opinion leadership to the influencer. A high number of
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followers may thus lead to higher perceptions of popularity, and subsequently higher likeability, but it
does not mean that the influencer is also perceived as an opinion leader. Furthermore, results suggest
the emergence of a negative relationship between number of followers and likeability when a popular
influencer follows very few accounts him-/herself, in particular among females. Moreover, our
research indicates that the influencer’s number of followers may change perceptions. More specific,
cooperating with influencers with high numbers of followers might not be the best marketing choice
for promoting divergent products, as this decreases the brand’s perceived uniqueness and

consequently brand attitudes. Thus, reach does not equal impact when partnering with influencers.

Research objective three is twofold. First, we aim to examine how influencer marketing can be
successfully implemented in an ethical, transparent manner through the inclusion of an advertising
disclosure. Second, we aim to gain an in-depth insight into the advertising practices child influencers
engage in on the one hand, and how they (more specific, teenagers) construct themselves as social

media influencers on the other hand.

Chapter five reports an experimental study which investigates how the type of sponsorship disclosure,
reflecting different types of material connection between the influencer and the brand (material
compensation vs. financial compensation vs. not-sponsored vs. no disclosure), and message-sidedness
(one- vs. two-sided) affected consumers’ responses to sponsored Instagram posts. Findings show that
including a sponsorship disclosure (compared to no disclosure) negatively affects brand attitude
through enhanced ad recognition which activates ad skepticism. Moreover, ad skepticism leads to less
favorable perceptions of the influencer’s credibility. Further, results show a significant moderated
mediation effect in that source credibility and consequently brand attitude was only negatively
affected when the influencer used a one-sided message and not when the message was two-sided.
Moreover, including a statement that a post is not sponsored rather than leaving it as a question
whether a post is sponsored, generates more positive brand responses through ad recognition and
skepticism. To conclude, it was found that when the influencer discloses financial or material
compensation, more negative consumer responses in terms of brand attitude through ad recognition
and skepticism occur compared to when the influencer indicates (s)he was not sponsored. Hence, this
study provides evidence for the fact that the implementation of a disclosure does not necessarily result
in negative effects for the influencer and the brand, when a thoughtful framing of the message is

considered (i.e., a two-sided message).
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Chapter six focuses on the influencer content to which young (and vulnerable) children are frequently
exposed as their media habits shift to online media, predominantly YouTube videos created by their
favorite vloggers. In particular, foods and beverages are often showcased within these videos, which
may shape children’s food preferences and behaviors. By reporting the findings of a content analysis,
chapter six describes food and beverage presentations featured in child vloggers’ videos and the ways
in which they are integrated into the entertaining content. In particular, an exploratory content
analysis on today’s most popular child viogger’s YouTube Channel, i.e. Ryan’s World, was conducted.
One hundred sixty-eight videos (approximately 28 hours of video material) primarily featuring foods
or beverages, from the start of this YouTube channel (March 17, 2015) up to the time of data collection
(May 13, 2019) were identified. All food and beverage appearances were coded, while differentiating
between real foods and toy foods and distinguishing several food and beverage categories. It was
found that even though a significant number of the videos features less healthy snacks (e.g.,
chocolates), there is also some presence of healthier foods (dairy, fruits, vegetables). The foods are
featured in multiple ways from games to experiments — mostly in entertaining ways and an
atmosphere of fun and joy. Despite sometimes blatant commercial content, only 4 of the 168 videos
include disclosure of sponsorship. Children’s vast exposure to foods and beverages in child vloggers’
videos may facilitate young children to unknowingly develop their food preferences and eating habits.
Given the ways in which foods and beverages are integrated into the entertaining content, it can be

concluded that these videos have great persuasive potential.

Chapter seven of this dissertation takes an influencer, rather than a consumer perspective by means
of in-depth interviews (n = 12) with teenage influencers. (A) First, we gauged for the process of
becoming a social media influencer. Being an influencer has become aspirational for many teenagers;
however, none of the interviewed teenage influencers intentionally started their social media profiles
with this purpose. Once they noticed the posted content was appreciated by many, expressed by an
increasing number of followers and likes, the option of becoming a social media influencer arose and
they started behaving accordingly. In order to enhance their number of followers and ultimately attract
commercial deals, a variety of tactics relying on what they think will be appreciated by their peers, are
used. Awaiting commercial deals, most influencers reach out to brands they like and apply to be their
endorsers. (B) Second, we found that influencer marketing can be perceived as a form of consumer
empowerment. Each of the four components within perceived consumer power, as distinguished by

Kucuk (2009), could be retrieved among the interviewed teenagers, namely (1) internet technology
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competence, (2) economic self-efficacy, (3) social self-efficacy and (4) legal self-efficacy. (1) First of all,
influencers attach great importance to high-quality content and bringing a consistent story. Hence,
they are not averse to using technology that may help them accomplish this. Rather than a collection
of spontaneously uploaded content, their profiles contain purposefully staged stories. Although the
influencers we interviewed are not fully aware of the algorithms behind the social media outlets they
use, they do use tactics that unintentionally help them in dealing with these algorithms that reward
direct engagement. (2) With regard to economic self-efficacy, brands tend to clearly define their
expectations toward influencers (e.g., number of posts) and what the influencers may expect in return,
but influencers do feel and believe they can negotiate about the terms and conditions. One could
however question this, as the used rewarding system is actually highly uneven, keeping in mind the
time and the effort these teenagers put in their social media posts. (3) Social self-efficacy is strongly
reflected among teenage influencers, as they believe that they certainly have an impact on their
followers’ opinions and even their purchase decisions. Sometimes, a dilemma between being truthful
towards their followers and being loyal to the brand arises. (4) With regard to legal self-efficacy, most
of the teenage influencers are not aware of the regulations concerning the disclosure of advertising
and, hence, do not disclose their sponsored posts. The commercial deals influencers make with brands
are usually made via direct message and rarely involve a formal contract. (C) Finally, teenage
influencers tend to be very positive about their influencer status and do not experience major
downsides, except from negative online reactions from strangers. They do experience pressure to
regularly post appealing content, keep their followers happy and remain prominent among brands.
Although teenagers experience some downsides of being a social influencer, the benefits outweigh the
disadvantages whereby they would never give up their life as a social media influencer and the

accompanying celebrity status.

In conclusion, the current dissertation approaches influencer marketing from a wide angle, aiming to
unravel its persuasive power, both through insights from previous research as through empirical
research. In this way, it provides a profound insight into the persuasiveness of influencer marketing, in
particular among child audiences, while also investigating the ethics of this embedded advertising

format.
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NEDERLANDSTALIGE SAMENVATTING

Influencers geven hun volgers via entertainende social media updates een inkijk in hun persoonlijk
leven waarbij ze ook hun expertise/mening over bepaalde onderwerpen delen. Hun grote netwerk,
hun vaardigheden om betekenisvolle boodschappen te creéren en het feit dat hun volgers hen als
sympathieke, geloofwaardige rolmodellen beschouwen met wie ze zich kunnen vereenzelvigen,
resulteerde in merken die hen vroegen hun producten te promoten binnen hun netwerk in ruil voor
gratis producten en / of geld (= influencer marketing). Influencers kunnen dus beschouwd worden als
een nieuw type endorser voor merken. Ondanks het toenemende gebruik van influencers voor
marketingdoeleinden, is het onderzoek naar hoe zij de merk-gerelateerde attitudes en het
koopgedrag van hun volgers beinvloeden nog zeer beperkt. Daarnaast zijn er ook heel wat ethische
issues verbonden aan influencer marketing. Hun commerciéle boodschappen zitten bijvoorbeeld vaak
verscholen tussen veel reguliere, niet-commerciéle boodschappen, waardoor het voor hun volgers
vaak niet duidelijk is of een bericht reclame is of niet. Om de consument te beschermen tegen
misleiding, werd er recent regelgeving opgesteld in verband met het promoten van producten via
sociale media (die influencers onder andere oplegt de commerciéle aard van hun posts duidelijk aan
te geven met een disclosure). Bovendien rijzen er heel wat ethische vragen wanneer influencer

marketing gericht wordt naar kinderen, of kind influencers gebruikt worden als endorser.

De algemene doelstelling van dit doctoraatsonderzoek is om enerzijds de overtuigingskracht van
influencers te bestuderen en anderzijds de ethische aspecten rond influencer marketing te
onderzoeken. Via verschillende onderzoeksmethoden, zoals literatuuronderzoek en bibliografische
analyse, experimenteel onderzoek, inhoudsanalyse en diepte-interviews, toetsen we specifiek drie
onderzoeksdoelstellingen. Onderzoeksdoelstelling 1 bestaat erin influencer marketing theoretisch uit
te leggen en een overzicht te maken van het huidige onderzoek naar influencer marketing. We
schenken hierbij in het bijzonder aandacht aan de overtuigingskracht van influencer marketing op
kinderen. In onderzoeksdoelstelling 2 bekijken we de overtuigingskracht van influencer marketing van
dichterbij. Hierbij trachten we een antwoord te bieden op de vraag met welke influencer je als bedrijf
het beste samenwerkt bij het implementeren van een influencer marketingstrategie. In
onderzoeksdoelstelling 3 gaan we dieper in op de ethische aspecten verbonden aan influencer

marketing, waarbij we enerzijds focussen op het belang van openbaarmaking (disclosure) en anderzijds
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op de kwetsbaarheid van minderjarigen met betrekking tot influencer marketing. Deze
onderzoeksdoelstelling bekijken we zowel vanuit het perspectief van de jonge consument als vanuit

het perspectief van de minderjarige influencer.

De eerste onderzoeksdoelstelling (influencer marketing theoretisch uitleggen en het huidige

onderzoek in kaart brengen) werd benaderd in twee hoofdstukken (hoofdstuk twee en drie).

In hoofdstuk twee van dit doctoraatsonderzoek geven we een uitgebreid overzicht van wat er in de
literatuur tot nu toe onderzocht is rond influencer marketing. Hiertoe voerden we een bibliometrische
analyse uit om de toonaangevende onderzoeksthema'’s, tijdschriften, auteurs, en publicaties binnen
influencer marketing te identificeren. We deelden de geidentificeerde onderzoeksthema’s op in vier
grote clusters: 1) overtuigingskracht van influencer marketing; 2) disclosures in influencer marketing;
3) influencer marketing binnen specifieke sectoren/productcategorieén; 4) identificatie en selectie van
influencers actief op sociale media. Voor elk van deze clusters formuleerden we potentiéle

managementimplicaties.

In hoofdstuk 3 leggen we overtuigingskracht van influencer marketing op minderjarigen (< 12 jaar)
theoretisch uit, waarbij we de belangrijkste bevindingen van het eerder beperkt aantal reeds
uitgevoerde studies bespreken. Uit de literatuurstudie kunnen we besluiten dat kinderen vaak worden
blootgesteld aan influencer marketing, vooral tijdens het bekijken van YouTube filmpjes. Bovendien
toont voorgaand onderzoek aan dat influencer marketing een invioed heeft op het gedrag en de
attitudes van kinderen, zoals bijvoorbeeld op hun snackgedrag. Sommige studies gingen na hoe men
kinderen kan helpen om de commerciéle boodschappen van influencers te herkennen en hen kritisch
te leren omgaan met influencer marketing, bijvoorbeeld door het invoegen van disclosures en het
opzetten van interventies. Zo tonen verschillende studies bijvoorbeeld aan dat het toevoegen van
visuele disclosures ervoor zorgt dat kinderen influencer marketing beter herkennen, zonder hierdoor
een negatieve invloed uit te oefenen op de geloofwaardigheid van de influencer en de effectiviteit van
hun advertenties. Bovendien wordt transparantie ook door ouders gewaardeerd. Algemeen kunnen
we stellen dat kinderen zeer vatbaar zijn voor influencer marketing en het belangrijk is hen attent te

maken op de commerciéle aard van het reclameformat.

De tweede onderzoeksdoelstelling had als doel om de effectiviteit van influencer marketing te

onderzoeken, rekening houdend met de grootte van het netwerk van de influencers enerzijds en het
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type product dat zij promoten anderzijds. In hoofdstuk vier rapporteren we de bevindingen van twee
experimentele studies die de effecten bestuderen van het aantal volgers van een influencer op de
beoordeling van zowel de influencer zelf als het merk dat hij/zij promoot. Uit deze studies blijkt dat
het hebben van meer volgers een positieve invioed heeft op hoe volgers staan ten opzicht van de
influencer. Dit is vooral te wijten aan percepties van populariteit en in mindere mate doordat deze
percepties ertoe leiden dat mensen meer opinieleiderschap aan de influencer toeschrijven. Een groot
aantal volgers kan dus leiden tot percepties van populariteit, en vervolgens tot een grotere sympathie
voor deze influencer, maar het betekent niet altijd dat de influencer ook als een opinieleider wordt
aanzien. Verder werd ook aangetoond dat er een negatieve relatie kan ontstaan tussen het aantal
volgers en de sympathie voor de influencer, wanneer een populaire influencer zelf weinig accounts
volgt. Deze trend zagen we vooral bij vrouwen. Bovendien gaf ons onderzoek aan dat het volgersaantal
percepties kan veranderen. Meer specifiek is samenwerken met influencers met een groot aantal
volgers niet de beste marketingkeuze voor het promoten van producten met een speciaal design,
omdat dit de waargenomen uniciteit van het merk en bijgevolg de merkattitudes vermindert. Bereik is

dus zeker niet altijd gelijk aan impact wanneer men samenwerkt met influencers.

De derde onderzoeksdoelstelling was tweeledig. Enerzijds gingen we na hoe influencer marketing op
een ethische en transparante manier succesvol kan worden geimplementeerd door het gebruik van
disclosures (hoofdstuk vijf). Anderzijds trachtten we een diepgaand inzicht te creéren over hoe

kinderen en tieners omgaan met influencer marketing (hoofdstuk zes).

In hoofdstuk vijf rapporteren we de bevindingen van een experimenteel onderzoek, waarin
onderzocht werd hoe consumenten reageren op gesponsorde Instagram-berichten, afhankelijk van
enerzijds het type sponsorvermelding, dewelke verschillende soorten materi€le connecties tussen de
influencer en het merk weerspiegelt (materiéle versus financiéle compensatie versus niet-
gesponsorde boodschappen versus geen openbaarmaking), en de framing van de boodschap (één-
versus tweezijdige boodschappen) anderzijds. De resultaten van dit onderzoek tonen aan dat wanneer
een disclosure wordt toegevoegd (vergeleken met wanneer dit niet wordt toegevoegd), dit een
negatieve invloed kan hebben op de merkattitude van de volgers, aangezien men deze de post als
reclame zal aanzien, wat ervoor zorgt dat men sceptisch staat tegenover de boodschap. Bovendien
leidt dit scepticisme tot verminderde percepties van de geloofwaardigheid van de influencer. Verder

wezen de resultaten ook op een significant gemodereerd mediatie-effect, waarbij de
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geloofwaardigheid van de influencer en bijgevolg de merkattitude van de volgers enkel negatief
beinvloed worden wanneer de influencer een eenzijdige boodschap gebruikt en niet wanneer de
boodschap tweezijdig is. Een expliciet statement dat een bericht niet-gesponsord is in plaats van dit in
het midden te laten, genereert bovendien meer positieve reacties. Verder vonden we dat wanneer de
influencer aangeeft financiéle of materiéle compensaties te hebben ontvangen van een merk, dit tot
meer negatieve reacties leidt, in vergelijking met wanneer de influencer aangeeft dat hij/zij niet
vergoed werd. Samenvattend benadrukt deze studie dat de implementatie van een disclosure niet
noodzakelijkerwijs resulteert in negatieve effecten voor de influencer en het merk, wanneer de

boodschap op een doordachte manier wordt overgebracht (met een tweezijdige boodschap).

In hoofdstuk zes onderzochten we aan welke inhoud, afkomstig van influencers, jonge (en kwetsbare)
kinderen vaak worden blootgesteld, voornamelijk in YouTube-video's gemaakt door hun favoriete
vloggers. In deze video’s worden dikwijls voedingswaren en dranken getoond, wat de
voedingsvoorkeuren en de eetgewoonten van kinderen zou kunnen beinvioeden. We voerden een
inhoudsanalyse uit die bestudeerde in welke mate voedingswaren en dranken in video’s van kind-
influencers voorkomen en op welke manier deze zijn geintegreerd in de entertainende inhoud.
Specifiek voerden we een exploratieve inhoudsanalyse uit op het YouTube-kanaal Ryan’s World,
eigendom van de populairste kind-influencer tot op heden. Honderd achtenzestig video’s (ongeveer
28u aan videomateriaal) die voornamelijk voedingswaren en dranken weergeven werden bestudeerd.
De analyse werd uitgevoerd op video’s gepost vanaf de start van dit YouTube kanaal (17 maart 2015)
tot het moment van dataverzameling (13 mei 2019). Alle weergaven van voedingswaren en dranken
werden gecodeerd, waarbij een onderscheid werd gemaakt tussen echte voeding en
speelgoedvoeding en waarbij voedingswaren en dranken werden onderverdeeld in verschillende
categorieén. Uit de analyse bleek dat hoewel een aanzienlijk aantal video's minder gezonde snacks
bevat (vb. chocolade), er ook gezondere voeding (vb. zuivelproducten, fruit en groenten) wordt
weergegeven. De voedingsmiddelen zijn op verschillende manieren te zien in de video’s, gaande van
games tot experimenten, meestal op een entertainende manier en in een sfeer van plezier. Ondanks
de soms overduidelijke commerciéle inhoud, bevatten slechts 4 van de 168 video’s een disclosure.
Gezien de manieren waarop de voedingsmiddelen en dranken worden geintegreerd in de
entertainende inhoud, hebben deze video's een groot overtuigingspotentieel, waardoor ze de

voedingsvoorkeuren en eetgewoonten van jonge kinderen kunnen beinvlioeden.
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In hoofdstuk zeven van dit doctoraatsonderzoek werd er vertrokken vanuit het influencer-perspectief
in plaats vanuit het consumenten-perspectief. Er werden twaalf diepte-interviews afgenomen bij
tiener-influencers, waarbij verschillende onderzoeksvragen werden afgetoetst. (A) Ten eerste werd er
getracht het proces in kaart te brengen hoe tieners sociale media influencer worden. Alhoewel een
influencer worden voor veel tieners een ambitie is, had geen enkele van de ondervraagde tiener-
influencers hun profiel gecreéerd met dit doel. Wanneer ze merkten dat de inhoud die ze plaatsten
door veel mensen werd gewaardeerd, uitgedrukt in een toenemend aantal volgers en likes, werd
influencer worden een optie en begonnen ze zich hier ook naar te gedragen. Om hun aantal volgers te
vergroten en uiteindelijk commerciéle deals aan te trekken, gebruiken ze verschillende tactieken die
voornamelijk bepaald worden door wat zij dachten dat hun volgers waarderen. In hun zoektocht naar
commerciéle deals, schrijven de influencers actief merken aan en bieden ze zich aan om deze merken
te promoten. (B) Ten tweede hebben we vastgesteld dat influencer marketing kan worden aanzien als
een vorm van “consumer empowerment”. Elk van de vier componenten van “consumer
empowerment”, zoals onderscheiden door Kucuk (2009), kon worden teruggevonden bij de
geinterviewde tiener-influencers, namelijk (1) competentie op het gebied van internettechnologie, (2)
economische zelfeffectiviteit, (3) sociale zelfeffectiviteit en (4) juridische zelfeffectiviteit. (1) Allereerst
hechten influencers veel belang aan de kwaliteit van de inhoud van hun posts en het brengen van een
consistent verhaal. Daarom zijn ze niet vies van het gebruik van technologieén die hen kunnen helpen
om dit te bereiken. In plaats van een verzameling spontaan geiiploade foto’s en video’s, zijn hun
profielen doelbewuste geénsceneerde verhalen. Hoewel de influencers die we hebben geinterviewd
niet volledig op de hoogte waren van de algoritmen achter de sociale media die ze gebruiken,
gebruiken ze wel tactieken die hen onbedoeld helpen bij het omgaan met deze algoritmen. (2) Met
betrekking tot economische zelfeffectiviteit, definiéren merken duidelijk hun verwachtingen ten
aanzien van influencers (vb. aantal berichten) en wat influencers daarvoor in ruil kunnen verwachten.
Influencers geloven echter wel dat ze kunnen onderhandelen over deze voorwaarden. Dit laatste valt
echter te betwijfelen, omdat het gebruikte beloningssysteem zeer oneerlijk is, rekening houdend met
de tijd en moeite die deze tieners in hun sociale media investeren. (3) Sociale zelfeffectiviteit wordt
zeker en vast teruggevonden bij tiener-influencers, omdat ze geloven dat ze een impact hebben op de
meningen en zelfs de aankoopbeslissingen van hun volgers. Soms ontstaat er een dilemma tussen
eerlijk zijn tegenover hun volgers en loyaal zijn aan het merk. (4) Wat wettelijke zelfeffectiviteit betreft,

zijn de meeste tiener-influencers niet op de hoogte van de voorschriften met betrekking tot de
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openbaarmaking van reclame en gebruikten ze daarom zelden disclosures in hun gesponsorde posts.
De deals die influencers met merken sluiten, worden meestal via direct message geregeld en worden
zelden uitgeschreven in een formeel contract. (C) Ten slotte zijn tiener-influencers over het algemeen
zeer positief over hun influencerstatus en ondervinden ze hiervan geen grote nadelen, behalve dan
negatieve online reacties van onbekenden. Ze ervaren wel druk om regelmatig aantrekkelijke inhoud
te posten, hun volgers gelukkig te houden en prominent op sociale media aanwezig te blijven. Hoewel
tieners ook negatieve kanten ervaren van het influencer zijn, wegen voor hen de nadelen niet op tegen
de voordelen, waardoor ze hun leven als influencer en de bijbehorende sterrenstatus nooit zouden

opgeven.

Samenvattend benadert het huidige doctoraatsonderzoek influencer marketing vanuit een brede
invalshoek, met als doel de overtuigingskracht ervan te ontrafelen door zowel inzichten uit eerder
onderzoek als eigen empirisch onderzoek samen te brengen. Hierdoor biedt het een diepgaand inzicht
in de overtuigingskracht van influencer marketing, in het bijzonder op kinderen, terwijl we ook de

ethische kant van dit ingebedde advertentieformat uitgebreid behandelen.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH OBIJECTIVES

1 General Aim of the Dissertation

In the last few years, brands discovered the far-reaching impact of forging alliances with social media
influencers to endorse their products. As such, during the timeframe of this PhD research, influencer
marketing evolved from buzzword in 2015, to a fully-fledged and commonly used marketing strategy
in 2020. At the time of writing, influencer marketing can be considered a matured industry which is
forecasted to grow to a $10 billion industry in 2019, and is becoming increasingly institutionalized. For
instance, in the last 12 months, more than 380 new platforms and influencer marketing agencies arose
(Influencer Marketing Hub, 2020). Especially, among young audiences, (16-24 year olds), influencer
marketing may be a promising strategy, as a recent survey among a representative sample of Flemish
people (15+) (N = 2754) shows that 69% of this age group follows influencers and 49% has already been
encouraged by social media (via influencers, advertisements, etc.) to buy a product. Also, they find
influencer marketing considerably less irritating than other forms advertising. Moreover, 21% of the
16-24 year olds that follow influencers, indicates that they want to get to know a product when an
influencer has recommended it. Remarkably, 10% of this age group considers themselves an influencer

(Vandendriessche & De Marez, 2020).

The increasing deployment of influencers as spokespersons for brands and the acclaimed success of
their endorsements, inspired empirical research on the topic in recent years (Reinikainen, Munnukka,
Maity, & Luoma-aho, 2020; Schouten, Janssen, & Verspaget, 2019). Especially in the last two years,
research focusing on influencer marketing is flourishing, resulting in many publications on the topic in
(amongst others) advertising, marketing, human computer-interaction journals and communication
journals, special issues in academic journals (e.g., Frontiers in Psychology’s special issue on influencer
marketing published in 2020) and sessions devoted to the topic in many academic conferences (e.g.,
American Academy of Advertising). The research presented in this dissertation started in 2015, when
research on influencer marketing was still in its infancy. At that time, some researchers (e.g., Abidin,
2015; 2016; Marwick, 2015), pointed to the existence of social media users who gained online fame

through self-branding via the textual and visual narrations of their personal, everyday lives and how

40



advertisers started reaching out to them to capitalize on their large social networks and authentic,
trustworthy images (Hearn & Schoenhoff, 2016; Khamis, Ang, & Welling, 2017). However, empirical
insights on the working of what was later termed ‘influencer marketing’ (De Veirman, Cauberghe, &
Hudders, 2017) were largely absent. Hence, the main aim of this dissertation was to examine the

persuasive power and ethical use of influencer marketing.

In the following sections, we elaborate on the context that shaped this research aim. First, the changing
media landscape and how this challenges advertisers to reach their target audiences is discussed.
Second, the focus lays on the emergence of social media influencers in this new media context and
how advertisers started embracing influencers as part of their marketing strategies. Third, both social
media influencers and influencer marketing are conceptualized and the mainly used (commercial)
formats within influencer marketing are discussed. Next, the persuasiveness of influencer marketing

and the underlying processes by which this new marketing tactic affects consumers, are discussed.

2 Research Background

2.1 Reaching today’s consumer in a changing media landscape

Alongside traditional (offline) channels such as print, radio, TV and billboards, today brands have
increasing possibilities to reach consumers digitally with advertisements on a large scale and at a low
cost. In addition, the adaptation of advertising to consumers’ personal characteristics, increasing their
relevance, becomes easier. In particular, the proliferation and wide use of social media apps enables
social media platforms to collect large amounts of personal information from their users, enabling an
in-depth customization of marketing on an individualistic base (Acquisti, Taylor, & Wagman, 2016;
Walrave, Poels, Antheunis, Van den Broeck, & van Noort, 2016). Worldwide, in 2019, an estimated
2.82 billion people were active on social media (Clement, 2019). Given their popularity and potential
to reach consumers, social media advertising spending mounts to 102,292 million US dollars in 2020

and is forecasted to further increase in the future (Statista, 2019).

At the same time, the current media landscape is cluttered, while consumers tend to avoid
advertising, making it increasingly hard for brands to reach consumers. Although consumers have

shown aversion towards advertising for a long time, as exemplified by avoidance behavior (i.e.; “all

41



actions by media users that differentially reduce their exposure to ad content” (Speck & Elliott, 1997,
p. 61)), today consumers are supported by technologies that allow them to view content without ads,
such as ad blockers (1AB, 2019; Sollner & Dost, 2019). In particular among young audiences, ad blockers
are common practice. As an illustration, in Flanders 47% of the 16-24 year olds and 53% of 25-34 year
olds, installed an ad blocker (Vandendriessche et al., 2020). Also on social media, consumers tend to
avoid advertising, either cognitively by ignoring or not paying attention to ads, or behavioral by efforts
such as blocking or hiding ads and unfollowing brands, making it increasingly harder for brands to reach
consumers (Youn & Kim, 2019). A primary reason for advertising avoidance on social media, is the fact
that consumers find social media ads annoying (Bang & Lee, 2016), and perceive them as intrusive,
disturbing their social media experience (Van den Broeck, Poels, & Walrave, 2017). As a result,
advertisers started looking for advertising formats that would be accepted or unnoticed by social
media users, by using less overt, more authentic advertising approaches such as branded
entertainment, advergames, ... and influencer marketing. Rather than pushing their advertisements to
consumers, brands cooperate with social media influencers as relevant intermediaries for promoting
their products. Hence, they profit from their content creation skills and their close connections to the

target audience (Campbell & Rapp Farrell, 2020).

2.2 The emergence of social media influencers: from creative social media users to

institutionalized professionals

Along with the growing popularity of blogs and the emergence of social network sites such as Twitter
and Facebook in the early 2000’s, the realization that some Internet users with large followings were
able to shape their audiences’ attitudes through the content they created and shared, started to
emerge (Freberg, Graham, McGaughey & Freberg, 2011). These individuals were referred to as online
opinion leaders who “can mediate messages and affect communities in the digital environment”
(Uzunoglu & Misci Kip, 2014, p. 592). The idea that some individuals are more influential than others
and have a key role in the dissemination of messages was already recognized in the 1950’s in Katz &
Lazarfeld’s (1955) Two-Step Flow theory, however along with the ongoing development of a
communication environment that easily allows content creation and dissemination with a potentially

viral effect, their relevance gradually increased.
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In particular, bloggers were the first Internet users to be widely recognized for having significant
influence over their readers. Through their personal blogs, they established a strong online identity or
self-brand and cultivated an online audience (Uzunoglu et al., 2014; Abidin, 2015). Moreover, as they
often specialized in a particular area of expertise (e.g., technology, beauty,...), they tended to gather a
specific niche-audience that may be hard to reach through traditional media efforts, which is
particularly interesting from a marketing point-of-view. Hence, it did not take long before brands
started to reach out to bloggers and encourage them to write personal reviews on their products, in
return for direct monetary compensation or indirect compensation such as free products (Lu, Chang,
& Chang, 2014; Mutum & Wang, 2010). Accordingly, starting from the mid-2000’s, this practice of

sponsored blogging can be referred to as influencer marketing before the term existed.

To increase their visibility and engagement with their readers, bloggers started to expand their online
presence and commercial activities to social media when websites such as Twitter and Facebook
emerged (both founded in 2006) (Abidin, 2016). By then the practice of ‘vlogging’ or video blogging
also gained popularity as YouTube was found in 2005 and creating and sharing personal videos was no
longer only reserved for technology-savvy “homecammers”, the precursors of vioggers (Senft, 2008;
Khamis, Ang et al., 2017). Hence, the introduction of social media resulted in widened possibilities to
gain visibility and attention online and develop an audience, also referred to as strategies of “micro-
celebrity” (Senft, 2013; Marwick, 2013; Abidin, 2015). The term ‘micro-celebrity’ was first introduced
in Senft's (2008) research on “camgirls”, a subculture of technology-savvy Internet users who
broadcasted their personal lives via their webcam, building their self-brand. She first used the term in
2001 as she aimed to describe how they “utilized still images, video, blogging, and crosslinking
strategies to present themselves as a coherent, branded packages to their online fans” (Senft, 2013, p.
346). Marwick (2013) later re-developed and further expanded the concept to describe how San
Francisco's tech community used micro-celebrity and self-branding strategies on social media to gain
status and attention. These strategies of micro-celebrity include that people present themselves as
public personas and create affective ties with their audience through interaction, whom they view as

fans.

Today, the democratization of smartphone technology and the wide proliferation of easy-to-use social
media apps, such as Instagram, YouTube and TikTok, further enables users to easily create and share

media content one-to-many on a variety of topics. Through carefully constructing their self-
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presentation by creating and sharing inspiring and visually appealing social media content on a regular
basis and interacting with their followers, some social media users manage to collect and maintain a
large audience of followers. Hence, through strategies of micro-celebrity, these likeable online
personae develop into social media influencers and achieve online fame as a result of the continuous
stream of highly personal content they create and share with their followers through which they
cultivate a sense of intimacy (Audrezet, de Kerviller, & Moulard, 2018; Abidin, 2018; Schouten et al.,

2019).

At the same time, social media provides traditional celebrities with the same possibilities to
purposefully share some of the usually publically inaccessible aspects of their lives and create
interaction with their fans, hence bypassing the gatekeeping role of agents and managers (Marwick,
2015). Accordingly, as traditional celebrities started to embrace social media, some of them develop
into social media influencers (e.g., Beyoncé, Justin Bieber), while very popular social media influencers
(e.g., PewDiePie) may develop into celebrities. Furthermore, influencers may intentionally seek for
mass media appearance (e.g., as candidate in a TV-show) to boost their social media careers. At the
same time, today mass media is trying to capitalize on the success of social media influencers by
broadcasting them on TV. For instance, Ryan of Ryan’s World has its own TV-show on Nickelodeon and
Stien Edlund was brought in as a jury member in a musical competition for children broadcasted on
Belgian public TV. Moreover TV-formats are created to develop social media influencers via
competition (e.g., Battle of the Tiktokkers on a Belgian commercial TV station). Hence, an often used
criterion distinguishing social media influencers from traditional celebrities, i.e. the fact that they “built
their careers online and were unknown to a general public before” (Schouten et al., 2019, p. 259), is
coming under pressure as the boundaries between both types of sources become increasingly blurred.
Accordingly, today there is an emerging gray zone between social media influencers and celebrities

(Enke & Borchers, 2019).

Along with the rise of social media influencers, their commercial importance increased. As brands
gradually noticed social media influencers’ reach and commercial impact, they aimed to encourage
them to show and talk about their products on their social media channels by sending them free
samples or through other forms of compensation. Today, brands explicitly address influencers to
create so-called “sponsored posts”, which are social media posts or videos in which branded content

is integrated. In exchange for monetary payment, free products, and/or invitations to exclusive events,

44



influencers function as brand ambassadors, a practice which has been referred to as “influencer
marketing” (Boerman, 2020; De Veirman et al., 2017). Today, influencer marketing is a commonly used
strategy among brands, resulting in forecasts of brand spending on influencer marketing up to $15

billion by 2022 (according to industry report, Business Insider, 2019).

To conclude, as influencers gradually gained commercial importance, different parties attempt to
exercise control and gain revenues from their content creation skills and audience. Intermediaries such
as specialized influencer marketing agencies and technological applications, support influencers in
their commercial activities, and formally shape collaborations and track results (Childers, Lemon, &
Hoy, 2018). Moreover, while influencers activities’ at first eroded the gatekeeping role of mass media
and entertainment firms, popular influencers are nowadays hired by them, re-increasing their power
(e.g., Belgian TikTok star Stien Edlund signed with Warner Music Benelux and DPG Media Advertising
arranges her brand partnerships). As such, the practice of influencer marketing becomes increasingly
institutionalized, implying a loss of control from the influencers’ perspective. Furthermore, while
social media platforms tended to merely provide a space for influencers to create and share their
content, by changing their algorithms, platforms shape influencers’ activities. Today, consumers’ feeds
are curated and content is shown based on consumers’ usage history and the popularity of posts
(O’Meara, 2019). This implies that influencers are no longer certain that the content they create and
share appears in the feeds of all their followers, and thus again a loss of control. As visibility is crucial
to retain consistent collaborations with advertisers, influencers are pressured to continuously create
and share content that drives engagement in the form of likes, comments and shares. Furthermore,
the struggle for visibility led to an increase of questionable practices such as buying followers and likes
and the rise of engagement pods, which are “groups of influencers who mutually agree to consistently
comment on, “like,” or otherwise generate data in relation to the content posted by other group
members, no matter what it is, or whether or not they actually like what it is” (O’Meara, 2019, p. 6).
Hence, what started as a form of consumer empowerment and creative entrepreneurship, disrupting

the advertising process, evolved into an established industry by 2020.
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3 Conceptualizing Social Media Influencers and Influencer

Marketing

3.1 Defining social media influencers

Conceptualizations of social media influencers are diverse and changed over time as practice evolved.
Despite valuable attempts to conceptualize social media influencers, until today a comprehensive
definition is lacking (Hendriks, Wilmsen, van Dalen, & Gebhardt, 2020). Without claiming to be
exhaustive, in table 1, we aim to provide an overview of academic conceptual definitions of social
media influencers over time. Hence, by looking into the growing body of literature, we aim to identify
recurring elements in how social media influencers are referred to in academia. This may serve as a
foundation for deriving a general definition of social media influencers, though subject to change over

time as it is still an evolving concept.
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Authors

Year (Page)

Definition

Freberg, Graham,
McGaughey, &
Freberg

2011 (p. 90)

“represent a new type of independent third party endorser who shape audience attitudes through blogs,
tweets, and the use of other social media”

Uzunoglu & Misci Kip

2014 (p. 592)

“linfluencers are] similar to the offline opinion leaders considered in two-step flow theory. These influencers can
mediate messages and affect communities in the digital environment, where messages can be disseminated
rapidly and easily with a potentially viral effect.”

Abidin

2015
(paragraph 1)

“everyday, ordinary Internet users who accumulate a relatively large following on blogs and social media
through the textual and visual narration of their personal lives and lifestyles, engage with their following in
digital and physical spaces, and monetize their following by integrating “advertorials” into their blog or social
media posts”

Hearn & Schoenhoff

2016 (p. 194)

“the SMI works to generate a form of “celebrity” capital by cultivating as much attention as possible and crafting
an authentic “personal brand” via social networks, which can subsequently be used by companies and
advertisers for consumer outreach”

De Veirman, 2017 (p.798)  “people who have built a sizeable social network of people following them”
Cauberghe &

Hudders

Chae 2017 (p. 246)  “online celebrities who exhibit their personal lives to many followers via social media”
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Grave 2019 (p. 1) “content providers have acquired large audiences of thousands or even millions of followers on social media
platforms such as Facebook, YouTube, or Instagram, such that they can communicate to and influence a vast
number of people with their messages (Uzunoglu & Misci Kip, 2014)”

Lou & Yuan 2019 (p. 58) “online personalities with large numbers of followers, across one or more social media platforms (e.g., YouTube,
Instagram, Snapchat, or personal blogs), who have an influence on their followers (Agrawal, 2016; Varsamis,
2018)”

Lou & Kim 2019 (p. 2) “content generators with domain expertise, who can shape followers’ attitudes and purchase decisions (Freberg
et al.,, 2011; Lou & Yuan, 2019)”

Schouten, Janssen & 2019 (p. 259)  “influencers attract millions of followers by sharing content curated from their daily lives on platforms like

Verspaget Instagram and YouTube, evolving around one particular domain of interest (Chapple & Cownie, 2019; MediaKix,
2017)”

Shan, Chen & Lin 2019 (p. 2) “individuals who have built a sizeable social network of people following them and are seen as selfmade micro-
celebrities (Evans et al., 2017; De Veirman, Cauberghe, & Hudders 2017; Jin & Phua 2014)”

O’Meara 2019 (p. 3) “a type of “micro-celebrity” (Senft, 2008), and digital content creator who has cultivated an online following and
earns an income on a contract basis from advertisers who pay them to promote commodities to their audience
through their various profiles”

Boerman 2020 (p. 199)  “opinion leaders who communicate with a sizeable social network of people following them (De Veirman,

Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017; Unzunoglu & Misci Kip, 2014)”
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Hendriks, Wilmsen, 2020 (p. 2) “an individual who can influence others and who builds their audience through social media (Gross &
van Dalen & Wangenheim, 2018)”
Gebhardt

Table 1 Overview of definitions
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Looking into the definitions, various aspects that characterize social media influencers recur. First,
social media influencers managed to build and maintain a significant number of followers on social
media. They are referred to as ordinary people who achieved success on social media expressed by
their numbers of followers, which not only reflects their popularity, but also their potential reach.
Influencers’ number of followers may range from a few thousand followers to vast international
audiences of several millions (Grave, 2019). Based on their number of followers, different types of
influencers are distinguished. Mostly, a distinction is made between micro-influencers who typically
have hundreds up to 10,000 followers, meso-influencers who have a reach of up to 1 million followers
and macro- influencers who manage to build international celebrity status as discussed above (see §
2.2). For instance the Italian fashion influencer Chiara Ferrangi currently has over 18 million followers
on Instagram (Domingues Aguiar & van Reijmersdal, 2018; Boerman, 2020; Pedroni, 2016).
Furthermore, the importance of nano-influencers, who typically have a relatively small, engaged
audience of followers (1,000 to 10,000 followers), is rising (see chapter 8). Depending on the
advertisers’ goals and target audience, different types of influencers may be valuable to collaborate

with.

Second, social media influencers achieved prominence through self-branding strategies on social
media. By sharing compelling narratives supported with visually appealing photos and videos (i.e.
content creation skills) about their personal lives and interests (e.g., nutrition, fashion, fitness,...), they
carefully craft their online identities (Abidin, 2015). To remain visible and maintain their influencer
status, they put a lot of effort in continuously posting engaging content that stimulates interaction
with their followers. Moreover, it is common practice for influencers to maintain multiple social media
platforms to cross-promote and diversify their self-brand (Abidin, 2015; O’Meara, 2019). As a result of
the repeated exposure to and interaction with social media influencers, followers may easily identify
and develop para-social relationships with their favorite social media influencers, a concept that is
recently gaining a lot of research attention in explaining the persuasive effects of social media

influencers (Chung & Cho, 2017; Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2020; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020).

’

Third, like their name says, they have influence over their audience and may impact their followers
attitudes and behaviors through the content they create and share on social media (see § 4 for a

discussion on their persuasiveness). Accordingly, they have been referred to as online opinion leaders,
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who exert a disproportionate amount of influence on others’ beliefs and behaviors (Katz & Lazarsfeld,

1955; Uzunoglu et al., 2014).

Taking these aspects into consideration, we come to the following general definition of social media

influencers:

Social media influencers achieved a significant audience of followers through self-branding on

social media, they are able to influence through the engaging content they create and share.

To conclude, some definitions also include the fact that influencers monetize their online status by
promoting brands and products on their social media. However, we decided not to include the fact
that they may operate as paid endorsers, as we believe that this aspect relates more to the definition

of influencer marketing, which we discuss more elaborate in the following paragraph.

3.2 Defining influencer marketing

To define influencer marketing, it is important to clarify the difference between earned influence and
paid influence (Kapitan & Silvera, 2016). In the first case, influencers genuinely express their love for a
brand (or a specific product or service), without being rewarded for doing so. In the latter case there
is an agreement between the influencer and the brand, which means that the influencer is somehow
compensated to create content about the brand in question and distribute it to his / her followers. In
academia, descriptions of influencer marketing range from influencers being approached by (Audrezet
et al., 2018), connected with (Childers et al., 2018), used by (Evans, Phua, Lim, & Jun, 2017) or paid by
brands (Grave, 2019) for advertising purposes. In all cases, there is a connection between the

influencer and the brand, whether or not formally arranged.

A clear definition of what influencer marketing is (and what it is not) is important, as influencer
marketing practices come with legal requirements, in particular on the disclosure of sponsored
content. Following the Federal Trade Commission’s rules and regulations, from the moment there is a
“material connection” between an influencer and a brand, this should be explicated by using a clear
advertising disclosure when endorsing the brand on social media. This material connection may either
be a business or family relationship, monetary payment, or the provision of free products to the

endorser (Federal Trade Commission, 2017). The European Advertising Alliance and the Belgian Jury
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voor Ethische Praktijken use the same criterion and consider endorsements as influencer marketing
and thus advertising if the advertiser compensated the influencer either by financial payment or
payment in kind. However, they add another key element defining whether an influencer’s content
should be considered as advertising, i.e., the advertiser should have editorial control over the message.
Although influencers usually retain creative freedom, as advertisers rely on their expertise regarding
their audience (Lou et al., 2019; Schouten et al., 2019), the advertiser still holds a certain level of
editorial control, for instance by suggesting the tone, structure and/or direction of the message, the
number of mentions and which platforms and formats (Instagram stories, YouTube video, ...) to use

(European Advertising Standards Alliance, 2019).

When the advertiser has editorial control over the message and compensates the influencer for
endorsing the brand, this is considered influencer marketing and thus advertising that needs to be

recognizable as such. To ensure this, influencers should use a clear disclosure, such as #advertising.

Following European and Belgian rules and regulations, when influencers mention or endorse a brand
by their own free will, this is considered earned influence or electronic word-of-mouth. When
influencers are compensated to create brand-related content and the brand in question has editorial
control over the message, this is regarded as influencer marketing. However, it should be noted that
practices as fake ads (“social media posts created by influencers that are designed look like ads but are
unpaid”; Grigsby, 2020, p. 569) or brands sending free products to influencers hoping for exposure

(see chapter 7), challenge the current conceptualization and the obligations resulting from it.

3.3 Influencer marketing tactics

Influencer marketing can be implemented through different tactics, and different strategies on various
platforms may be combined to create a synergetic effect. Moreover, influencer marketing practices
vary per social media platform. Brands may opt for one particular influencer to cooperate with, or they
may collaborate with several social media influencers at the same time, each having their own
demographics and audiences with different characteristics, in order to increase the reach and impact
of their campaign. Without claiming to be exhaustive, in what follows we provide an overview of the

influencer marketing formats currently used.
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Regardless of the tactic used, influencers aim to shape their followers’ attitudes and behaviors by
conveying their commercial message through personal stories, using a conversational tone-of-voice.
First, brands and products may be used as an attribute in influencers’ posts, stories (e.g., on Instagram
or Facebook) and videos (e.g., on YouTube or TikTok). For instance, an influencer could create a post
on his/her sports routines in which (s)he wears sneakers from the sponsoring brand. The brand may
be explicitly mentioned in the caption or subscription of the picture or video and brands may also be
tagged (@brandX). This strategy resembles classic product placement. Second, influencers may
prominently unbox products, hereby explicitly mentioning that they received them from the
sponsoring brand. This format is usually entertaining to watch and evokes curiosity. It is especially
popular among young children. Third, influencers may use and review the received products by sharing
their experiences and evaluations with their followers. This is often done in an appealing manner, such
as tutorials in which the brand’s products are used (e.g., make-up tutorials). A fourth format allows
the followers to win (i.e., giveaways) the products the influencer endorses. Fifth, followers may receive
an exclusive discount they can use to purchase the endorsed products themselves. Influencers may
receive a percentage of each purchase made with the link (i.e., affiliate marketing). To conclude,
influencers may be hired as a brand ambassador and represent the brand over a long period of time.
Moreover the brand may share the influencers’ post on their own social media and the influencer may
also be used as an endorser in the social media posts originating from the brand as part of a larger

advertising campaign, similar to classic celebrity endorsement.

4  Understanding the Persuasiveness of Influencer Marketing

4.1 Elements related to the source

Social media influencers tend to be popular and likeable personae, presenting themselves in a socially
attractive way on social media. Followers admire them, as they present aspiring lifestyles through
strategically staged pictures and videos edited to perfection, while retaining a sense of spontaneity
and realness (Abidin, 2016). As a result, followers are willing to identify with them, resulting in wishful
identification or the desire to become like the influencer, which may lead to the adoption of his/her
attitudes, beliefs and behaviors (Basil, 1996; Kelman, 1961). The latter may also be linked to upward
social comparison, whereby influencers could serve as role models or benchmarks whose status
followers seek to achieve, thereby benefitting the brands and products they endorse. Followers may
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look up to highly popular influencers, yet perceive their status as attainable and use them as a source
of inspiration. This assimilation effect is more likely to occur when followers perceive the influencer as
similar to themselves, which is likely the case as illustrated by the fact that they are frequently referred
to as ‘the boy or girl next door’ in popular literature (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Mussweiler, Riter, &
Epstude, 2004). Moreover, according to Katz and Lazarsfeld’s theory of personal influence (1955),
opinion leaders are successful at changing others’ beliefs and behaviors because of their perceived

similarity to the audience.

Furthermore, because influencers disclose the personal, usually inaccessible aspects of their personal
life using a conversational tone, consumers can easily relate to them. They act as peer endorsers,
exuding authenticity (Poyry, Pelkonen, Naumanen, & Laaksonen, 2019). Moreover, the affordances of
social media allows followers to get in touch and interact with the influencer (e.g., through
commenting on their posts) and even offers some level of reciprocity (Chung & Cho, 2017). As a result,
over time feelings of friendship may be developed, resulting in para-social relationships accordingly
(Abidin, 2015; Ferchaud, Grzeslo, Orme, & LaGroue, 2018; Schouten et al., 2019; Tsay-Vogel &
Schwartz, 2014). These relationships refer to the long-term, cross-situational relationships that media
users develop with media personalities over time (Horton & Wohl, 1956). This is very interesting from
a marketing perspective, as research recently found that para-social relationships are related to
perceived trustworthiness (Chung et al., 2017) and credibility of the source (Reinikainen et al., 2020)
which may result in positive effects in terms of brand credibility and trust and purchase intentions

(Chung et al., 2017; Reinikainen et al., 2019).

To conclude, when social media influencers started to gain importance, a lot of emphasis was put on
their number of followers as it was a direct reflection of their reach and thus their advertising value.
However, since social media platforms changed their algorithms, meaning that influencers’ content
not necessarily appears in all of their followers’ feeds, the value of this number became slightly eroded.
Moreover, this is reinforced by the rise of malicious practices such as buying followers or engaging in
other practices to increase number of followers (see §2.2). Hence, it remains unclear how the number
of followers is an appropriate measure to evaluate social media influencers’ success and to what extent

it is an important variable in explaining their persuasiveness (O’Meara, 2019; Grave, 2019).
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4.2 Elements related to the content and context of the message

Especially in the early years, influencers tended to be perceived as highly credible, authentic peers,
having no commercial interest in promoting a particular product or brand (Bickart & Schindler, 2001;
van Noort, Antheunis, & van Reijmersdal, 2012). Through social media posts with the appearance of
electronic word-of-mouth, they shaped their followers’ attitudes and behaviors. This practice was very
desirable for brands as it was deemed more credible and bypasses shortcomings of traditional
advertising, such as ad avoidance and resistance (Freberg et al., 2011; Fransen, Verlegh, Kirmani, &

Smit, 2015).

Although consumers are nowadays more aware of influencers’ commercial practices and the general
level of persuasion knowledge or advertising literacy towards influencer marketing is rising, influencer
marketing can still be considered a form of native advertising as sponsored content takes the form
and appearance of genuine, authentic social media content and is seamlessly woven into the daily
narratives and videos influencers post on their social media accounts (e.g., Instagram, YouTube,
TikTok) (Evans et al., 2017). Unlike advertisements that interrupt consumers’ online activities (e.g.,
YouTube pre-rolls, pop-ups,...), influencer marketing is integrated into consumers’ social media feeds
and the editorial content they are willing to follow. Moreover, commercial content mimics organic,
non-sponsored posts, blurring any persuasive intent. Hence, the embedded nature of influencer
marketing and the state of flow consumers experience while browsing their social media, makes
influencers’ sponsored posts and videos hard to recognize as advertising, especially for less
experienced, media-literate audiences, including minors (Hudders et al., 2017; De Veirman, Hudders,
& Nelson, 2019). This is reinforced by the fact that many influencers still refrain from properly
disclosing the commercial nature of their posts and videos, despite recent regulatory guidance (e.g.,
the European Advertising Standards Alliance recommendation on influencer marketing in the EU, and
the Federal Trade Commission’s disclosure guideline for online influencers in the USA). These (self-
Jregulatory initiatives originate from the concern that consumers might not recognize influencer
marketing as advertising, resulting in deceptive persuasion (Boerman et al., 2015; Evans et al., 2017;
De Veirman et al., 2019). According to the guidelines, the commercial nature of sponsored social media
posts should be recognizable as such by implementing a clear and prominent disclosure (e.g.,

#sponsored). Indeed, consumers should first recognize the advertising, in order to activate their
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advertising literacy (i.e., all skills and abilities to cope with advertising; Boush, Friestad, & Rose, 1994)

and critically reflect on the persuasion attempt (Hudders et al., 2017).

Important to note, the recognition of influencer marketing and the activation of advertising literacy
accordingly, does not necessarily result in negative effects for the influencer and /or the brand. For
instance, in a study among young adolescents, positive disclosure effects on the influencer and
advertising effects were found when they were informed about the how and why of a vloggers’
influencer marketing practices through an informational vlog. This indicates that young consumers
appreciate influencers’ transparency (De Jans, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2019). Moreover, in a study
among children, Boerman & van Reijmersdal (2019) found that para-social relationships with the
influencer may prevent negative outcomes in terms of brand attitude resulting from the disclosure of
influencer marketing (Boerman et al., 2019), as they work as a “positive halo” or buffer (Djafarova &
Rushworth, 2017). Hence, these studies point to the presence of and the need for further investigation
of underlying psychological mechanisms that may explain how influencers remain effective endorsers,
although general persuasion knowledge on influencer marketing increases and consumers are

explicitly made aware of the influencers’ commercial intentions through disclosures.

4.3 Elements related to the alliance between the influencer and the brand

The affordances of social media allow consumers to both connect with highly popular macro-
influencers, as with micro-influencers who create content that carries their interest. Depending on
their marketing goals and the type of product, advertisers can decide to mass-advertise by cooperating
with macro-influencers who billboard their products on social media, or they can search for influencers
with smaller follower counts, though specifically address their target audience as they are deemed
trustworthy and may be experts in a specific domain of interest (De Veirman et al., 2017; Djafarova et
al., 2017). In line with general advertising endorsement strategies, it is important that an appropriate
influencer is matched with the brand values of the embedded commercial content. Accordingly, there
should be a meaningful fit or congruence between the influencer and the brand in order to achieve
positive brand outcomes, which has been referred to as the match-up hypothesis (Kahle and Homer,
1985; Kamins, 1990). By collaborating with influencers that match their values, brands hope the
meaning followers associate to the specific influencer, will transfer to their brand, as stipulated in

McCracken’s (1989) meaning transfer model. Moreover, the fact that influencers seem to actually use
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/ wear the product, may serve as a social proof for his/her followers. According to the principle of
social proof, people determine what is appropriate by finding out what others think is correct (Cialdini,
2001). Hence, by showing their followers that they use a certain product or brand, influencers

encourage their followers to do the same.

To conclude, although consumers may be aware of the fact that the influencer was compensated by a
certain brand to promote their products, consumers may still believe that the influencer would not do
this if (s)he does not genuinely like the products. The latter can be linked to the correspondence bias,
which is the tendency to believe that a person’s behavior is a true reflection of their true underlying
dispositions when in fact, their behavior could be explained by situational factors, i.e., the influencer

was compensated by the brand (Gilbert & Malone, 1995).

5 Research Objectives and Research Methodology

In the current cluttered and user-generated advertising landscape, social media influencers can be
considered a new type of brand endorser (Kapitan et al., 2016). Despite the increasing use of
influencers for marketing purposes, research on how they influence consumers’ brand-related
attitudes and decisions, is still in its infancy (Schouten et al., 2019). In addition, many ethical issues
arise with the practice of influencer marketing as influencers take the responsibility of creating
commercial content and distributing it to their audience. This commercial content appears in-between
the regular editorial content of the influencer, making it unclear for followers whether a post is
commercial content or not. As such, questions arise concerning how influencer marketing can be made
more transparent by adding advertising disclosures but also about perceptions influencers have
concerning the power they have over their followers’ decision making. Therefore, the main aim of this
dissertation is to examine of the persuasiveness and ethical use of influencer marketing, using a multi-

method approach.

Following the main aim of this research project, this dissertation addresses three research objectives,
which were set based on insights from academic literature, influencer marketing practice and related

societal and regulatory concerns.
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5.1 Research objective 1 — Influencer marketing as a new area of research

The current dissertation will start with providing a state-of-the-art of influencer marketing research at
the time of writing. In recent years, academic research on influencer marketing is rapidly growing and
offers in-depth insights into how influencer marketing affects customers. Research objective one is to
provide an overview of the influencer marketing research to date, and theoretically outlay the
persuasiveness of influencer marketing, and the underlying processes explaining influencer effects on
brand responses. Moreover, in a second instance, research objective one specifically focuses on how
influencer marketing targets and affects children and provides an overview of studies conducted on

influencer marketing among children (under 12).

5.2 Research objective 2 - The effectiveness of influencer marketing

Research objective two seeks to examine the effectiveness of influencer marketing. Brands started to
adopt influencer marketing through a process of trial and error, in which a first and major step is to
identify the best influencer for their products. Focusing on the influencers’ number of followers, as this
represents the potential reach of the commercial message is a crucial factor. However, the persuasive
impact of the influencer’s amount of followers, how consumers perceive this number and use it in their
evaluations has not yet been investigated. Therefore, a second research objective is to examine the
effectiveness of influencer marketing, taking into account the influencer’s reach and the type of
product (s)he endorses. Hence, this research objective adds to the ongoing debate on which type of

influencer is the best marketing option for which type of product.

5.3 Research objective 3 - The ethical use of influencer marketing

Research objective three focusses on the ethical use of influencer marketing. Due to the embedded
nature of sponsored influencer posts, mimicking and blending with other, non-commercial posts in
consumers’ social media feeds, there is a growing societal concern that influencer marketing may lead
to deceptive persuasion, in particular when targeted at young audiences (Evans et al., 2017).
Moreover, although it is legally required that advertising should be recognizable as such, influencers
are not always transparent about the commercial nature of their posts. Hence, recent legislative and
self-regulatory (e.g., FTC, EASA) initiatives force influencers to clearly disclose their material

connections (e.g., monetary payment, free samples) with brands, which is usually put into practice by
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using a disclosure such as #sponsored or #ad. These disclosures are designed to help consumers
recognize advertising and thus to activate their persuasion knowledge (Boerman, 2020). However,
brands and influencers accordingly may be reluctant to use them, fearing that they will result in
negative evaluative consequences. Hence, objective three in the first place seeks to examine how
influencer marketing can be successfully implemented in an ethical, transparent manner through the

inclusion of an advertising disclosure.

Second, while research on influencer marketing is gaining momentum, it is striking that this research
focuses primarily on adult consumers. Due to changing media habits and the ease-of-use of social
media in particular, children are not only heavily targeted by influencer marketing, some of them are
also influencers themselves (De Veirman et al., 2019). From an audience perspective, given children’s
limited advertising literacy (i.e., their knowledge and skills needed to critically reflect on advertising;
Hudders et al., 2017) and their susceptibility to peer influence, they are a vulnerable target group when
it comes to this type of persuasion. From an influencer perspective, ethical questions concerning
privacy, legal compliance (e.g., responsibility for the proper disclosure of their sponsored content) and
possible psychological consequences of their online fame, arise. Therefore, in a second instance,
research objective three aims to gain an in-depth insight into how minors are targeted by influencer
marketing on the one hand, and how they construct themselves as social media influencers and the

advertising practices they engage in, on the other hand.

6 Dissertation Outline

The three research objectives defined above were tackled in six empirical research projects using
different research methods, developed in six academic articles of which four are published to date.
Hence, the current dissertation encompasses six chapters (excluding the introduction [i.e. chapter 1]
and general discussion [i.e. chapter 8]) that match these articles and may be read independently from
each other. Table 1 provides an overview of how the chapters match the different research objectives

using different research methods.
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Chapter

Research Objective

Research method

1

Introduction and research objectives

2

The value of influencer marketing for
business: a literature review and
bibliometric analysis

1

Literature review,

bibliometric analysis

What is influencer marketing and how
does it target children? A review and
direction for future research

1

Literature review

Marketing through Instagram influencers:
the impact of number of followers and
product divergence on brand attitude

Experiment

Disclosing sponsored Instagram posts: the
role of material connection with the
brand and message sidedness when
disclosing covert advertising

2,3

Experiment

Exploration of food and beverage
appearances in child influencers’ YouTube
channels: a content analysis of Ryan’s
World

Content analysis

Unraveling the power of social media
influencers: a qualitative study on
teenage influencers as commercial
content creators on social media

In-depth interviews

General discussion, limitations and future
research agenda

Table 2 Dissertation outline and research methodology

6.1 Chapter 2 - The value of influencer marketing for business: a literature review

and bibliometric analysis

The second chapter of this dissertation provides an up-to-date and comprehensive overview of the

academic research on influencer marketing by July 2019 (time of data collection). Firms started to

adopt influencer marketing through a process of trial and error without an in-depth insight into how

social media influencers should be strategically used as a distinct tool in the marketing mix. However,

in recent years, academic research on influencer marketing is rapidly growing and offers a deeper

insight into how influencer marketing affects consumers. Chapter two deploys a bibliometric analysis

to provide an overview of the current influencer marketing research and identify the leading journals,
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authors and publications in this domain. Moreover, major research topics in this area of research are
identified and classified into four major clusters: 1) the persuasion of influencer marketing 2) disclosure
effects in influencer marketing 3) influencer marketing for specific product categories or sectors and
4) the identification and selection of social media influencers. The chapter concludes with
recommendations for businesses when employing influencer marketing and formulates managerial
implications on each of these clusters. Hence, this chapter may be used as a guide, both for firms willing
to use influencer marketing and go beyond a trial and error approach, as for researchers aiming to gain

better insights into this promising marketing strategy.

6.2 Chapter 3 - What is influencer marketing and how does it target children? A

review and direction for future research

The third chapter of this dissertation particularly focuses on children as a vulnerable audience of social
media influencers. Research on how influencer marketing affects young children (under 12) is scarce
and it is unclear how these young children can be empowered to critically cope with this fairly new
form of persuasion. This chapter therefore aims to theoretically outlay why and how social media
influencers have persuasive power over their young followers. The chapter starts with providing
insights into how and why social media influencers became a new source in advertising, drawing upon
existing theoretical and empirical work regarding source effects in persuasion. We then discuss the
few studies that have been conducted on influencer marketing among young children (under 12),
based on a systematic literature review, and take these findings to formulate societal and policy

implications and develop a future research agenda.

6.3 Chapter 4 - Marketing through Instagram influencers: the impact of number of

followers and product divergence on brand attitude

Chapter four examines how an influencer’'s number of followers affects attitudes towards the
influencer and the brand (s)he promotes. In particular, effectiveness in terms of attitude towards the
brand of commercial posts containing endorsements of products with common versus divergent
product designs is investigated. The effect of product type on brand attitudes is expected to be
affected by number of followers as this might have an impact on perceptions about the brand the

product originates from. Moreover, the influencer’s number of accounts following (i.e., followees) is
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taken into account as a moderating variable. To do so, two experiments are conducted among two
adult samples of Instagram users. Experiment 1 used a 2 (number of followers: moderate versus high)
by 2 (number of followees: low versus high) between-subjects experimental design to test the
hypotheses concerning the influencer’s perceived popularity and likeability among 117 participants.
Experiment 2 used a 2 (number of followers: moderate versus high) by 2 (product divergence: low

versus high) between-subjects experimental design among 118 female participants.

The results of the experimental studies show that Instagram influencers with high numbers of
followers are found more likeable, mostly because they are considered more popular. Important, only
in limited cases, perceptions of popularity due to the influencer’s number of followers, lead to
perceptions of opinion leadership. Furthermore, marketers should also take into account the
influencers’ number of accounts following, as very low numbers might negatively impact popular (i.e.,
with a large number of followers) influencers’ likeability. Important, the study provides evidence that
the influencer with the largest number of followers is not be the best marketing option for each
product type. In particular, cooperating with influencers with la high number of followers might not be
the best marketing choice for promoting products with a divergent design, as this lowers the brand’s

perceived uniqueness and consequently brand attitudes.

6.4 Chapter 5 - Disclosing sponsored Instagram posts: the role of material
connection with the brand and message sidedness when disclosing covert

advertising

Chapter five stems from recent guidelines and regulations that prescribe that sponsored social media
posts should clearly disclose their material connection with brands. Specifically, chapter five
investigates the role of disclosing the type of commercial relationship between the influencer and the
brand (i.e., financial versus material compensation) in sponsored posts and compares it with a non-
sponsorship disclosure and a non-disclosed post. Accordingly, it looks into how differently disclosed
sponsored Instagram posts affect brand attitude. Moreover, it investigates whether and how the
framing of a (sponsored) post, more specifically message sidedness, impacts consumers’ responses to
sponsorship disclosures. Hence, an experimental study using a 4 x 2 between-subjects design

(sponsorship disclosure: material compensation versus financial compensation versus not sponsored
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versus no disclosure x message sidedness: one-sided versus two-sided) was conducted online, among

414 adult Instagram users.

Findings show that including a sponsorship disclosure (compared to no disclosure) negatively affects
brand attitude through enhanced ad recognition, which activates ad skepticism, which, in turn,
negatively affects the influencer’s credibility. Further, results show a significant moderated mediation
effect in that source’s credibility and, consequently, brand attitude was only negatively affected when
the influencer used a one-sided message and not when the message was two-sided. Also, influencers
who post genuine product recommendations and thus have no commercial relationship with the
brand, do well by explicitly mentioning this. Including a statement that a post is not sponsored, rather
than leaving it unclear whether their post is sponsored, may generate more positive brand responses

through lowered ad recognition and skepticism.

6.5 Chapter 6 - Exploration of food and beverage appearances in child influencers’

YouTube channels: a content analysis of Ryan’s World

Chapter six specifically focusses on the embedded presence of brands and products within child
influencers’ videos. These peer endorsers may serve as role models, through whom social learning
(modelling) may occur. Accordingly, when peer-aged child influencers interact with and consume
certain products, this observation could lead children to model this behavior and develop a preference
towards the products the influencer endorses (Bandura, 2002). As children’s media habits shift to
online media, predominantly YouTube videos, they are frequently exposed to this new form of
advertising. Specifically, foods and beverages are often showcased within these videos, which may
shape children’s food preferences and behaviors. Using socio-cognitive theory as a framework, chapter
six explores the prevalence and the ways in which young audiences are exposed to foods and
beverages in child influencers’ videos, through a content analysis of today’s most popular child
influencer YouTube channel, Ryan’s World. Our exploratory content analysis of 168 videos
(approximately 28 hours) on the most popular child influencer’s YouTube Channel, Ryan’s World,
showed that even though a significant number of the videos featured less healthy snacks (e.g.,
chocolates), there was also some presence of healthier foods (dairy, fruits, vegetables). The foods were
featured in multiple ways from games to experiments — mostly in entertaining ways and an

atmosphere of fun and joy. Despite sometimes blatant commercial content, only 4 of the 168 videos
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included disclosure of sponsorship. Implications with respect to child influencer marketing and public

policy making are discussed.

6.6 Chapter 7 - Unraveling the power of social media influencers: a qualitative study

on teenage influencers as commercial content creators on social media

Chapter seven takes an influencer perspective rather than a consumer perspective and reports the
findings of a qualitative study among teenage influencers to get a better insight into the phenomenon
of social media influencers from these influential youngsters’ point of view. Two criteria were taken
into account to select the influencers: 1) the influencer was between the age of 11 and 17 years, and
2) the influencer acquired at least one commercial deal with a brand. Twelve in-depth interviews were
conducted with teenage influencers using a semi-structured interview guide consisting of open-ended
questions. Thirteen teenage influencers between the age of 11 and 17 participated in the study (11
girls and 2 boys). One interview was conducted with two influencers at the same time who share their
social media profiles and are known as a duo. Two coders independently developed categories of
information after which both coding schemes were compared and combined into a set of general

themes that were the most central for answering the research questions.

First, this chapter outlines the process in which teenagers become social media influencers and how
they aim to arrange commercial deals with brands and consequently become powerful intermediaries
between brands and consumers. Second, the chapter elaborates on how social media empowers these
youngsters in the light of the consumer empowerment model (Kucuk, 2009), which distinguishes four
components within perceived consumer power, namely: internet technology competence, economic
self-efficacy, social self-efficacy and legal self-efficacy. According to this model, teenagers should first
gain sufficient knowledge and expertise about the different technological platforms and tactics they
might use to become an influencer, including the algorithms social media apps use and practices to
increase engagement. Next, economic self-efficacy refers to influencers’ ability to negotiate valuable
endorsement deals with brands. In addition, social self-efficacy refers to influencers’ capability of
building a community of like-minded followers and exercise influence over their followers’ attitudes
and consumer decision making. Lastly, legal self-efficacy includes influencers’ legal knowledge,
including both their rights and responsibilities as commercial content creators. To conclude, potential

downsides of being a teenage social media influencer are mapped.
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7 Author Contributions

Chapter Author Author Contributions
2 Ye, G. methodology; data collection; formal analysis; writing — original
draft; funding acquisition
De Jans, S. writing — original draft; writing — review & editing
Hudders, L. conceptualization; writing — original draft; writing — review &
editing; supervision
De Veirman, M. writing — original draft; writing — review & editing
3 De Veirman, M. conceptualization; methodology; data collection; formal analysis;
writing — original draft; writing — review & editing; funding
acquisition
Hudders, L. conceptualization; writing — review & editing; supervision
Nelson, M. R. conceptualization; writing — draft of the future research agenda;
writing — review & editing
4 De Veirman, M. conceptualization; methodology; formal analysis; writing — original
draft; writing — review & editing
Cauberghe, V. conceptualization; methodology; writing — reviewing & editing;
supervision
Hudders, L. conceptualization; methodology; writing — reviewing & editing;
supervision; funding acquisition
5 De Veirman, M. conceptualization; methodology, formal analysis; writing — original
draft; writing — review & editing
Hudders, L. conceptualization; methodology; writing — review & editing;
supervision; funding acquisition
6 De Veirman, M. conceptualization; methodology; data collection; formal analysis;
writing — original draft; writing — review & editing; funding
acquisition
Ahn, R. conceptualization; methodology; data collection; formal analysis;
writing — original draft; writing — review & editing
Moultrie, J. L. formal analysis; writing — review & editing
Nelson, M. R. conceptualization; writing — review & editing; supervision
7 De Veirman, M. conceptualization; methodology; data collection; formal analysis;

De Jans, S.

writing — original draft; writing — review & editing

conceptualization; methodology; formal analysis; writing — original
draft —writing — review & editing
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Van den Abeele, conceptualization; methodology; data collection; writing — original

E. draft —writing — review & editing
Hudders, L. conceptualization; methodology; writing — review & editing —
supervision

Table 3 Author contributions
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CHAPTER 2
THE VALUE OF INFLUENCER MARKETING FOR BUSINESS:
A BIBLIOMETRIC ANALYSIS AND MANAGERIAL
IMPLICATIONS

Guoquan Ye, Steffi De Jans, Liselot Hudders & Marijke De Veirman

ABSTRACT

Many businesses use social media influencers to promote their brands to their target audience.
Influencer marketing appears to be a very effective and cost-efficient marketing tool, as it is often not
recognized by consumers as advertising and guarantees a wide reach to a very engaged audience.
However, firms started to adopt influencer marketing through a process of trial and error without an
in-depth insight into how social media influencers should be strategically used as a distinct tool in the
marketing mix. In recent years, academic research on influencer marketing is rapidly growing and
offers a deeper insight into how influencer marketing affects customers. The current paper deploys a
bibliometric analysis to provide an overview of the current influencer marketing research and identify
the leading journals, authors, publications and major research topics in this domain. The paper
concludes with recommendations for future research and businesses when employing influencer

marketing.

KEYWORDS

influencer marketing; social media; Instagram; marketing strategy; bibliometric analysis
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1 The Marketing Power of the Consumer

Digital and social media have strongly changed the nature of marketing (Tiago & Verissimo, 2014).
Users are empowered to produce their own content and directly interact with firms. In particular, peer
recommendations gained importance in this digital world, as word-of-mouth information can be easily
shared on digital platforms (such as Trip Advisor), firm websites (such as Amazon.com) and social
networking sites (such as Facebook and Instagram). These recommendations not only influence the
attitudes and behaviors of friends and acquaintances, but may also have an important impact on
strangers (Kannan, 2017). This user-generated content is highly influential because it offers a genuine
and honest insight into the value of a product or service by a regular customer. As the reviewer has
no commercial benefit from recommending a product or service to others, people are more likely to
trust and follow this recommendation compared to brand-generated communication (Djafarova &

Rushworth, 2017).

Firms started to recognize the power of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) and tried to engage people
in writing positive recommendations for their brand on review websites and social media. As such,
they promise a discount, free product (e.g., free coffee in return for a positive review) or even a
financial payment when consumers endorse their products online. This tactic, also known as word-of-
mouth marketing, is an effective marketing tactic, as it is a form of covert marketing that prevents
consumers from activating their persuasion knowledge (Boerman, Willemsen, & Van Der Aa, 2017,
Kozinets, De Valck, Wojnicki, & Wilner, 2010). This persuasion knowledge refers to all knowledge and
skills consumers have regarding persuasion attempts and functions as a critical radar (Friestad &
Wright, 1994). When persuasion knowledge is not activated, consumers are less likely to critically
evaluate the advertising message and may be more likely to perceive a sponsored review as a genuine

recommendation from a happy customer.

One particular form of word-of-mouth marketing is influencer marketing, which refers to the
involvement of influential social media users, who have built a large follower base and have an
important impact on the consumption decisions of others (De Veirman, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017;
Lamberton & Stephen, 2016), as marketing communication tool. Global spending on influencer
marketing is expected to increase from $500 million in 2015 to between $5 and $10 billion in 2020
(Mediakix, 2018). Influencer marketing appears to be highly beneficial for companies, as influencers

not only spread marketing messages to their large follower base, but also produce the marketing
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content for a relatively low price (Childers, Lemon, & Hoy, 2019; Goldenberg, Han, Lehmann, & Hong,
2009). Although companies started to recognize the value of engaging influencers as a distinct
marketing communication tool, insights into how to select and engage these influencers and integrate

the campaign into the marketing communication plan are still limited.

A recent literature review by Sokolova and Kefi (2019) identified 39 papers that focused on influencer
marketing. They categorized and discussed the content of these papers according to Lasswell’s
transmission model of communication, which identifies how the communication process can be
structured (Lasswell, 1948). Accordingly, this review provides an insight into how influencer marketing
functions as a communication process. In particular, they discuss how previous research offers insights
into facets of sender, receiver, content and platform. The current paper first updated this traditional
literature review by making a more thorough literature search and extending the search time to 2019,
during which a great number of influencer marketing publications appeared. Second, this paper
extends the traditional literature review by adopting a bibliometric approach, which is a statistical
analysis of publications that provides a quantitative insight into a specific discipline. In particular, this
analysis offers valuable insights into the influential authors and journals publishing on influencer
marketing, and sheds light on the influential papers in this domain. It also incorporates a co-citation
analysis, which provides an insight into the major research topics in this area. This will provide
marketers and businesses with more insights into how to successfully implement influencer

marketing.

2 AnInsight into Academic Literature on Influencer Marketing

2.1 Defining search keywords and selecting data collection database

First, the keyword influencer was identified as the main keyword for literature search. Furthermore,
since bloggers and vloggers are two important types of social media influencers that have been often
focused on in influencer marketing research, they were also both included as search keywords for
literature collection. To narrow down the search related to influencers and bloggers specifically to the
marketing area, the terms “market*”, “advertis*”, “brand™*” and “product*” were also used as search
keywords and were connected by logic of “AND” with “influencer” and “blogger”, respectively. To

avoid missing research on vloggers, the keyword “vlog*” was separately used as a search term.
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In line with previous bibliometric analysis research (e.g., Guo, Ye, Hudders, Lv, Li, & Duffy, 2019), the
Scopus database was selected as the data collection source in this study, because it is more
comprehensive than Web of Science and covers most journals and conference papers in the research
area of marketing (Feng, Zhu, & Lai, 2017). Moreover, the “title-abstract-keywords” search was used,
and the search time span was set from 1960 (the earliest year in the Scopus database) to July 2019
(the time of literature collection). Based on these criteria, a total of 1,629 articles were collected in
this initial search, which were saved in RIS format. Each article includes all the necessary information

for subsequent analysis, such as title, abstract, author(s), keywords, and references.

2.2 Refining the initial search results

The initial search of 1,629 papers included various document types that were written in a variety of
languages. In particular, the majority of the papers were journal articles accounting for 65.01% of the
total amount of papers, followed by conference papers (18.67%), reviews (6.02%), and others (e.g.,
books, book chapters, conference reviews and articles in press). We only focused on full-length and
peer-reviewed articles, conference papers, reviews, conference reviews and articles in press. Other
document types, such as books, book chapters and editorials, were excluded for data analysis. As for
language, most papers were written in English (87.70%), followed by Slovenian, Spanish and other
languages with fewer papers. We decided to only include English papers in the analysis. Based on

these additional criteria, a total of 1,300 papers remained.

Furthermore, as some papers could be retrieved through multiple search terms, there were
duplications among the search result sets (e.g., Sokolova & Kefi, 2019). Moreover, many papers in the
collected dataset were not related to influencer marketing (e.g., celebrity endorsement, Peterson,
Tripoli, Langenbach, & Devasagayam, 2018). Therefore, a final refinement of the search results was
conducted before data analysis. In particular, the 1,300 remaining papers were scanned for their
relevance related to the research topic of influencer marketing, and duplicates were removed. As a
result, 185 papers remained. To ensure that our search process did not miss any relevant articles, we
applied a snowball procedure, in which the references in the obtained articles were further examined
to search for additional papers. Eventually, 36 additional related papers were identified and included
for subsequent analyses. To conclude, a total of 221 papers were used to map the evolution of

influencer marketing research.
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2.3 Data processing procedure

After literature collection, data analyses, including descriptive data analysis, journal influence, author
influence, citation analysis, keyword analysis and co-citation analysis, were conducted. In particular,
the descriptive data analysis provides an overview of the number of influencer marketing publications
over the years. The journal influence was conducted to assess the contribution of journals and
conferences to the research domain of influencer marketing, and author influence was measured
based on authors’ number of influencer marketing publications. The citation analysis was conducted
to identify the most influential authors and papers in the research area of influencer marketing. The
number of citations can be viewed as an effective index reflecting the influence of an author or paper
on the subsequent research (Garfield & Merton, 1979). The more often a scholar or paper has been
cited, the more influential it is. To determine the influence of a paper in scope of its own research
discipline and other disciplines, both local and global citations were calculated in this study. Local
citation times refers to the frequency that a paper was cited by the sample of influencer marketing
publications analyzed in this study, and global citation times refers to the number of citations in the
Google Scholar database. The deviation between local and global citation times can be seen as the
influence of the paper in other disciplines. In addition, the keyword analysis was used to identify the
potential research interests in prior influencer marketing research by counting the frequency of
words/phrases used in the title and/or keyword fields. Furthermore, the co-citation analysis was
conducted to map the co-citation relationships among the collected papers and identify the major
research topics. A co-citation relationship occurs when two papers are cited together by a third paper
(Small, 1973). The more frequent two papers are co-cited by other papers, the more likely they explore

a similar research topic.

In the current study, BibExcel and SPSS software were adopted to conduct the data analyses. That is
because BibExcel has a high flexibility to extract the different fields of article information, and SPSS
software has a high compatibility with BibExcel. More specifically, BibExcel was used for the
descriptive data analysis, journal influence, author influence, keyword analysis and citation analysis.
As for the co-citation analysis, the co-citation relationship matrix generated by BibExcel can be
transformed and processed in SPSS software, and literature clustering can be directly computed in
SPSS by using the Classify toolkit. The most relevant papers in each research cluster can be obtained
according to the minimum distance from cluster center criteria, which can be viewed as an effective

measure reflecting the extent a paper is attributed to the cluster (Khan & Ahmad, 2004). Most
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importantly, a detailed content analysis of the papers in each cluster was conducted to identify the

focus of each cluster.

3 Insight into Influencer Marketing Research

3.1 Evolution of influencer marketing research

Figure 1 shows that the number of publications related to influencer marketing is gradually increasing
over time. The earliest article on influencer marketing was published in 2007, which indicates that
influencer marketing is a relatively new and emerging research topic. During the time frame from 2007
to 2015, it can be seen that the number of influencer marketing publications was rapidly growing.
Furthermore, in the subsequent three years, there was an explosive growth of influencer marketing
publications, indicating that more and more scholars began to pay attention to this emerging research
field. The reason of the decreased number of publications in 2019 is that the search time of the
literature collection for this study was set in July 2019. Despite the rapid increase of influencer
marketing publications, it should be noted that, so far, we could only retrieve 221 research papers on
influencer marketing. Therefore, we may reasonably conclude that research on influencer marketing

is still in its infancy stage and will receive more and more attention in upcoming years.
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Figure 1 Number of publications on influencer marketing over the years

83



3.2 Most prolific journals and authors in influencer marketing research

The results showed that the retrieved 221 articles focusing on influencer marketing were published in
157 different journals or conference proceedings. Table 1 shows the ten most contributing journals
and conferences to the research field of influencer marketing. It was found that 49 articles were
published in these top ten contributing journals or conference proceedings, representing about 22%
of all the included articles. In particular, Computers in Human Behavior and Lecture Notes in Computer
Science have contributed the most to the development of influencer marketing research, followed by
International Journal of Advertising, Journal of Interactive Advertising and Journal of Advertising. It
should be noted that the journals and conferences publishing influencer marketing research cover a
variety of subjects, such as communication, business, psychology and computer science. This suggests
that research on influencer marketing has become multidisciplinary, and more and more scholars from

different fields started to pay attention to this topic.

Journal and conference name Number of publications
Computers in Human Behavior 8
Lecture Notes in Computer Science 8
International Journal of Advertising 6
Journal of Interactive Advertising 5
Journal of Advertising 4
Expert Systems with Applications 4
Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 4
ACM international Conference Proceeding Series 4
Journal of Business Research 3
Media International Australia 3
Total 49

Table 1 The ten most prolific journals or conferences contributing to influencer marketing research
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As shown in Table 2, Khan and Colliander are currently the most prolific authors in the research
domain of influencer marketing. To date, they have published five and four papers related to
influencer marketing, respectively. The other authors in Table 2 only have three or two influencer
marketing publications. It can, therefore, be stated that there are currently no real dominators in the

area, and that influencer marketing as an emerging research field is still in its initial phase.

Authors Current affiliation Number of
publications
Khan H. U. COMSATS University Islamabad, Pakistan 5
Colliander J. Stockholm School of Economics, Sweden 4
Hudders L. Ghent University, Belgium 3
Evans N. J. University of Georgia, USA 3
Stubb C. Abo Akademi University, Finland 3
Daud A. International Islamic University, Pakistan 3
Ishfaq U. COMSATS Institute of Information Technology, Pakistan 3
Abidin C. University of Western Australia, Australia 3
Hayes R. A. Illinois State University, USA 2
De Veirman M. Ghent University, Belgium 2

Table 2 The ten most prolific authors contributing to influencer marketing research

3.3 Most influential authors and publications in influencer marketing research

Based on local citation times, Table 3 shows the top ten scholars whose publications have most often
been cited. It can be seen that Colliander is the most influential authors both in terms of local and
global citation times. Besides, authors, such as Evans, Freberg K., Graham, McGaughey and Freberg L.
A., also have obtained many citations in the field of influencer marketing. Comparing this list with the
top ten prolific authors in Table 2, it can be concluded that only Colliander and Evans are both prolific
and highly-cited authors within this research domain, indicating they have made the greatest
contribution to influencer marketing research up to now. The other prolific authors, such as Khan,
Hudders, Stubb and De Veirman, did not appear in Table 3. One reason may be that their publications
are so recent that they did not yet have enough time to get cited. In addition, some of the most cited
scholars, such as Kulmala, Uzunoglu and Chu, were not included in the most prolific author list, which
indicates that they are not yet dominators within the influencer marketing research field. These results
are consistent with the findings of the descriptive data analysis and the author analysis that research

on influencer marketing is still in its initial stage.
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Authors

Number of local citation times

Number of global citation times

Colliander J.
Evans N. J.
Freberg K.
Graham K.

McGaughey K.

Freberg L. A.
Kulmala, M.
Uzunoglu E.
Chu S.C.
Kamal S.

23
20
16
16
16
16
15
15
15
15

398
353
365
365
365
365
117
244
241
241

Table 4 presents the top ten papers that are most often cited by other influencer marketing papers. It
can be seen that the publication of Freberg, Graham, McGaughey and Freberg (2011) is the most
influential publication, followed by the publications of Kulmala, Mesiranta and Tuominen (2013),
Uzunoglu and Kip (2014), Colliander and Dahlén (2011) and Chu and Kamal (2008). Notably, the
deviation between local and global citation times of these top papers indicates that the research topics

related to influencer marketing, such as social media influencer identification, blog advertising and

Table 3 The ten most cited authors in influencer marketing research

sponsored disclosures, also have received a great deal of attention from other disciplines.
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Publications Local citation  Global citation Research topic

times times

Freberg et al. (2011) 16 317 Audiences’ perceptions of
social media influencers

Kulmala et al. (2013) 15 115 Fashion blog

Uzunoglu and Kip (2014) 15 211 The role of bloggers in brand
communication

Colliander and Dahlén (2011) 15 304 Blog advertising

Chu and Kamal (2008) 15 231 Blog advertising

Lee and Watkins (2016) 13 114 Vlog effects on luxury brand
perceptions and intentions

Hsu et al. (2013) 12 253 Blogger recommendation
effects

Carr and Hayes (2014) 11 71 Disclosure effects in blog
advertising

Lu et al. (2014) 11 192 Blog advertising

Evans et al. (2017) 11 82 Disclosure effects in influencer
advertising

Table 4 The ten most cited influencer marketing papers

3.4 Influencer marketing keywords

The frequency analysis of title words and keywords is often used to identify the current research
interests in a specific research field, in this case influencer marketing. A total of 1,887 title words and
1,042 keywords were collected from the 221 articles in this study. It often occurs that a single
word/phrase can be expressed in different terms (e.g., “effect” is also often described as “impact”).
Hence, the same words written in full, abbreviated, singular and plural words, and other
transformations should be merged (e.g., blog, blogs and blogging). After that, the twenty most
frequently used single words in papers’ titles (see Table 5) and the twenty most frequently used
keywords were extracted (see Table 6). The frequently used words “social media”, “blog”, “Twitter”,
“Instagram” and “YouTube” refer to the media platforms that are widely used for influencer
marketing. In addition, it is interesting to note that “fashion” and “destination marketing/travel” are
frequently used words/phrases in the title or keywords fields, which implies that influencer marketing
in fashion and travel sectors has received much attention in prior research. That is because influencer
marketing as an advertising strategy has been widely used in these sectors (Gannon & Prothero, 2016;

Volo, 2010). Moreover, it should be noted that the words “trust” and “credibility” are popular words
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in both the fields of title and keywords, which indicates that trust in the advertising message and

source credibility have often been studied in prior research on influencer marketing. Consumers tend

to perceive recommendations from influencers more credible and trustworthy than those from brands

or advertisers (Boerman et al.,, 2017). As such, consumers’ trust and credibility perceptions of

advertising play an important role in explaining how influencer marketing works and influences

consumers in prior influencer marketing research (Doyle, Heslop, Ramirez, & Cray, 2012; Hsu, Chuan-

Chuan Lin, & Chiang, 2013; Huang, 2015).

Words Frequency Words Frequency
Influencer 69 Online 23
Blogs 58 Product 23
Social 53 Trust 23
Bloggers 43 Identifying 22
Effects 39 Sponsored 21
Media 37 Advertising 20
Brand 29 Consumer 20
Marketing 28 Disclosure 16
Fashion 27 Twitter 15
Influence 23 YouTube 15
Table 5 The twenty most frequently used words in paper titles

Words/phrases Frequency Words/phrases Frequency
Blogs 51 Vlog 13
Social media 46 eWOM 13
Fashion 25 Twitter 12
Influencers 23 YouTube 11
Influencer marketing 19 Destination marketing 11
Social networks 19 Purchase intention 11
Credibility 18 Viral marketing 9
Social media influencers 17 Instagram 8
Trust 16 Para-social interaction 8
Bloggers 16 Sponsorship disclosure 7

Table 6. The twenty most frequently used keywords in publications
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3.5 Identifying research topics in influencer marketing research

Apart from keyword analysis, co-citation analysis was conducted to specifically identify the major
research topics in influencer marketing research. Co-citation analysis is based on highly-cited papers
which are representative (Small, 1973). Accordingly, a total of 53 papers with at least two cited times
were extracted, and the corresponding co-citation relationship matrix was generated by using
BibExcel. After that, SPSS software was used to transform the co-citation relationship matrix into a
correlation coefficient matrix, and then hierarchical and K-means clustering were conducted. The
results suggested that the filtered 53 articles can be classified into four major clusters. Cluster 1
contains 13 papers, followed by cluster 2 with 16 papers and cluster 3 with 14 papers. Cluster 4 is the
smallest cluster including 10 papers. The papers in each cluster were identified and listed based on
cluster distances (see Table 7). To find out the main research focus of each cluster, a careful content

analysis of the articles within the same cluster was conducted.
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Cluster 1: Persuasion of influencer

marketing

Cluster 2: Disclosure effects in
influencer marketing

Cluster 3: Influencer marketing for

fashion, luxury, beauty and travel
product categories and sectors

Cluster 4: Identification and
selection of social media
influencers

Hahn and Lee (2014)
Chatterjee (2011)

Uzunoglu and Kip (2014)
Harnish and Bridges (2016)
Berryman and Kavka (2017)
Marwick (2015)

Kapitan and Silvera (2016)
Lim et al. (2017)

Abidin (2016a)

Freberg et al. (2011)
Djafarova and Rushworth (2017)
Hsu et al. (2013)

Zhu and Tan (2007)

Liljander et al. (2015)
Colliander and Erlandsson (2015)
Hwang and Jeong (2016)
Colliander and Dahlén (2011)
Lu et al. (2014)

Abidin (2016b)

Chu and Kamal (2008)

Uribe et al. (2016)

Carr and Hayes (2014)

Evans et al. (2017)

Ballantine and Au Yeung (2015)
Wojdynski and Evans (2016)
Magnini (2011)

Khamis et al. (2017)

Huang (2015)

van Reijmersdal et al. (2016)

Lee and Watkins (2016)
Singh et al. (2008)

Araujo et al. (2017)

Kretz and de Valck (2010)
Kerr et al. (2012)

Volo (2010)

Pan et al. (2007)

Pedroni (2015)

Gannon and Prothero (2016)
Pihl (2014)

Doyle et al. (2012)

Droge et al. (2010)

Lou and Yuan (2019)
Kulmala et al. (2013)

Ho et al. (2015)

Bakshy et al. (2011)
Akritidis et al. (2011)
Kayes et al. (2012)
Khan et al. (2015)
Akritidis et al. (2009)

Li et al. (2011)

Khan et al. (2017)

Kiss and Bichler (2008)
Wiedmann et al. (2010)

Table 7. The papers in each cluster based on cluster distances



The studies in cluster 1 specifically focus on the persuasion of influencer marketing. With the rapid
development of communication and social media technologies, firms increasingly acknowledge that
influencer marketing is a more effective marketing strategy than traditional advertising. That is not
only because influencers can reach a great number of consumers, but also because consumers are
more likely to trust recommendations from influencers than from brands, advertisers or traditional
celebrities. Indeed, the study of Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) found that non-traditional celebrities
such as bloggers, YouTube personalities and “Instafamous” are more powerful than traditional
celebrities in influencing the purchase behavior of young female users. Furthermore, many studies
have been specifically conducted to detect the influential factors of influencer marketing effectiveness.
For example, influencer expertise and credibility (Zhu & Tan, 2007), influencers’ number of followers
(De Veirman et al., 2017), prominence of persuasive intent (Liljander, Gummerus, & Soderlund, 2015),
membership duration and share-of-posts on social media (Chatterjee, 2011) have been identified as
important factors influencing influencer marketing effectiveness. Moreover, factors such as product
type (Lu, Chang, & Chang, 2014), blogger reputation (Hsu et al., 2013) and fashion leadership (Hahn &
Lee, 2014) have been identified as moderators of these effects. In addition, several research papers in
this cluster attempted to unravel the underlying mechanisms of influencer marketing. In line with the
results of the keyword analysis that “trust” and “credibility” were popular words both in title and
keywords fields, source credibility and consumers’ perceived trust of influencers and advertising
content were often studied to explain how influencer marketing works in prior research (Hsu et al.,
2013; Lim, Radzol, Cheah, & Wong, 2017). To conclude, the studies in this cluster have advanced
knowledge on which and how factors influence influencer marketing effectiveness, which provide

guidelines for firms to set up influencer marketing campaigns.

Cluster 2 is devoted to the disclosure effects in influencer marketing. As a covert advertising format,
the brand messages shared by influencers resemble organic user-generated content, which makes it
difficult for consumers to discern commercial content from non-commercial content (Kulmala et al.,
2013). As a result, consumers may believe that influencers are authentic customers of the products
and services, and that they genuinely like the products they promote (Boerman et al., 2017). To avoid
this covert and deceptive nature of influencer marketing and guarantee fair and ethical
communication, it is now legally required that influencers should disclose the sponsored nature of
their influencer posts, for instance, by adding sponsorship disclosures. Indeed, some studies have
demonstrated the effectiveness of an advertising disclosure in increasing consumers’ advertising and
brand recognition (Boerman, 2019; De Veirman & Hudders, 2019; Evans, Phua, Lim, & Jun, 2017).

However, studies also indicated the negative effects of advertising disclosures on consumers’
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credibility perceptions, brand attitude and purchase intention (Colliander & Erlandsson, 2015; van
Reijmersdal et al., 2016), which makes marketers and influencers hesitant to implement such
disclosures. Recently, several studies have been conducted to examine how to attenuate the potential
negative effects of sponsorship disclosures on influencers and brands. For example, Hwang and Jeong
(2016) found that emphasizing “honest opinions” in a sponsorship disclosure (“This post was
sponsored by [brand] but the contents are based on my honest opinions”) can attenuate the negative
effects of a “simple” sponsorship disclosure (“This post was sponsored by [brand]”) on the source and
the message. In addition, studies in this cluster have also identified various factors affecting disclosure
effects in influencer marketing research, such as disclosure language (Evans et al., 2017), disclosure
positioning (Wojdynski & Evans, 2016), disclosure explicitness (Carr & Hayes, 2014) and disclosure
content (De Veirman & Hudders, 2019). To better guide practitioners and influencers in how to
implement disclosures, future research should pay more attention to disclosure effects within the

influencer marketing domain.

Cluster 3 is mainly devoted to influencer marketing for specific product categories or sectors, namely
fashion, luxury, beauty and travel. This is consistent with the results of the keyword analysis, showing

” o«

the frequent appearances of the keywords/phrases “fashion”, “trave

|II

and “destination marketing” in
the title and keywords fields. As a consequence of the advances in Web 2.0, there has been an
explosive growth in fashion, luxury and beauty blog or vlog marketing on various social media in recent
years. Bloggers and vloggers, particularly in fashion, luxury and beauty sectors, are often sponsored to
spread product information by sharing their purchases, user experiences or opinions. For example,
beauty bloggers often use selfies as records of product trial, success and failure, which can function as
authentic consumer acts and attempts to affect people’s consumption decisions (Gannon & Prothero,
2016). With the prevalence of fashion, luxury and beauty blogs and vlogs, research on the marketing
strategies in these domains are receiving increasing attention. First of all, some influential factors on
fashion and luxury brand perceptions have been identified, such as vloggers’ physical attractiveness,
social attractiveness and attitude homophily (Lee & Watkins, 2016). Moreover, the way social media
influencers and bloggers organize branded storytelling has received great attention. For example, Kretz
and de Valck (2010) conducted a content analysis of fashion blogs and in-depth interviews with fashion
bloggers, and found that bloggers differently combine explicit and implicit textual and visual branded
stimuli depending on their character types. Similarly, travel firms also often pay money or offer non-
financial compensation (e.g., free travel in return for positive eWOM) to social media influencers or
opinion leaders to help generate and spread positive eWOM about their destinations. These travel

blogs and websites have become a major source of information for travelers. Reading these blogs and
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reviews is an essential part of travelers’ decision making process when planning their next travel. To
better understand the use of travel influencer marketing, researchers already attempted to investigate
how tourists’ experiences are being portrayed and expressed in travel blogs and how these messages
influence blog readers’ decision making processes (Pan, MaclLaurin, & Crotts, 2007; Volo, 2010). For
example, Volo (2010) found that bloggers tend to describe every aspect of their trip, ranging from
visiting events to overall impressions, and that the content and tone of the blogs depend largely on

the cultural background of the bloggers.

Cluster 4 specially focuses on the identification and selection of social media influencers. Social media
influencers refer to those who are able to influence and shape the opinions of others through social
media (Hughes, Swaminathan, & Brooks, 2019; Ruiz-Gémez, 2019). They are often sponsored by firms
to share their opinions, experience and knowledge about the products or services among members of
their online networks in social media. The tremendous popularity of influencer marketing has raised
the question among brands of how to identify and select appropriate social media influencers. Its
solution can support firms to set up an efficient influencer marketing campaign and promote their
products or services effectively. To help create an initial set of influencers for a marketing campaign,
recent studies have proposed many methods and algorithms to identify potential social media
influencers (Akritidis, Katsaros, & Bozanis, 2011; Wang & Street, 2018). For example, Li, Lai and Chen
(2011) proposed a Marketing Influential Value model to find influential bloggers with marketing value.
Vollenbroek, De Vries, Constantinides and Kommers (2014) constructed a model to identify social
media influencers and investigate how they may affect corporate reputation. Furthermore, some
researchers also focused on how to select an appropriate influencer from the initial set of influencers.
Freberg et al. (2011), for instance, have put forward a g-sort technique allowing firms to make
comparisons between consumers’ perceptions of social media influencers and their perceptions of

CEOs or other entities of interest.

4 Future Directions in Influencer Marketing Research

Based on the detailed content analysis of the most influential publications and the results of keyword
and co-citation analyses, some future directions in influencer marketing research can be pointed out.
First of all, the frequency analysis of title words and keywords showed that source credibility and
trustworthiness have often been proposed as important mediators explaining the effectiveness of
influencer marketing. Future research could take into account other possible mechanisms that might
explain the effectiveness of influencer marketing. For example, source admiration has been shown to
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be an important factor in explaining advertising effectiveness in the context of celebrity endorsement
(Basil, 2012); however, it has been rarely explored in research on influencer marketing. Moreover,
para-social interaction with the influencer could also be further investigated by examining how it
impacts advertising effectiveness, and how this para-social interaction between influencers and
followers develops. Also other mechanisms such as perceived honesty of the influencer and perceived
fairness of the influencer could be explored as possible underlying mechanisms explaining influencer

marketing effectiveness.

Second, the bibliometric analysis also showed that, until now, research on influencer marketing was
mainly conducted in the domains of fashion, beauty and destination marketing/travel. It can be further
examined whether influencer marketing may also be effective in other domains or sectors (e.g., food,
toy, fitness and health industries). Future research could also examine influencer marketing from a
social marketing point of view, and for example, investigate whether influencer marketing can be

effective to promote ecological behavior.

Third, to date, most previous research on influencer marketing from a consumer perspective is
conducted among adults. However, children and adolescents are an important target group of
influencer marketing. For example, children watch many sponsored vlogs in their leisure time and
consider themselves affected by them (Folkvord et al., 2019). It is assumed that children are more
susceptible to influencer marketing than adults, as their advertising literacy is not yet fully matured
(Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2010), especially for embedded, non-traditional advertising
formats (Hudders, Cauberghe, & Panic, 2016; Owen et al., 2013). Hence, it should be further
investigated how minors are affected by influencer marketing, and how their advertising literacy
impacts this. Furthermore, most influencer marketing research was conducted in Europe and the
United States, while influencer marketing received little research attention in Asia and Africa. People
from different areas, such as developed versus developing countries and eastern versus western
cultures, may differently process advertising (Choi, Hwang, & McMillan, 2008), and therefore
differently respond to influencer marketing. Thus, future research could investigate influencer

marketing in an international and cross-cultural context.

Fourth, a lot of research on influencer marketing is conducted from a consumer perspective and
examines how influencer marketing affects consumers’ evaluations of brands and influencers.
However, research from the influencers’ point-of-view is scarce. Future research could examine how

influencers perceive their role as commercial intermediaries between brands and consumers, how
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they perceive their influence on their followers’ purchase decisions, and how this affects them as a

person, including their well-being.

To conclude, innovative methods could help us deepen our understanding of influencer marketing by
more objectively and precisely measuring its effectiveness on various social media platforms. For
example, biometric methods such as eye-tracking and electroencephalography could be used to
explore consumers’ reactions towards different types of influencers (e.g., differing in familiarity), and
different types of endorsements (e.g., differing in prominence). Furthermore, data mining and artificial
intelligence could provide insights in patterns and trends in influencer marketing in a non-invasive
manner. A final promising example is the use of virtual reality to assess consumers’ cognitions,

emotions and behavior towards influencer marketing in an ecologically valid environment.

S5 Managerial Implications

5.1 Selecting the appropriate influencer

The identification and selection of social media influencers is one of the key steps to a successful
influencer marketing campaign. An appropriate and congruent social media influencer will increase
the influencer marketing effectiveness, whereas a non-appropriate and non-congruent social media
influencer will be detrimental for brand images and organization reputations (Freberg et al., 2011).
Thus, to aid firms to identify and select social media influencers, some authors have created metrics
and algorithms to select the social media users with the greatest influence (Katona, Zubcsek, & Sarvary,
2011; Trusov, Bodapati, & Bucklin, 2010). Number of followers, which is a reflection of reach, is often
used as a starting point to track influencers (De Veirman et al.,, 2017). However, the number of
followers may not be the only criterion to take into account when considering collaboration with an
influencer. The number of followees (i.e., the number of accounts the influencer follows him-/herself)
should also be taken into account. De Veirman et al. (2017) found that influencers with a high number
of followers but a very low numbers of followees might be found less likeable. Moreover, influencers
with less followers may actually have a more engaged audience, as they still have a real-life relationship

with the followers and are therefore deemed as more authentic.

In addition, some influencers profile themselves as real experts and thus opinion leaders in a specific
niche, which may be very interesting for brands in specific product categories, as these expert

influencers may directly address to their target audience (Alassani & Goretz, 2019; Ho, Chiu, Chen, &
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Papazafeiropoulou, 2015). However, the expert influencers cannot always bring about positive
advertising responses. It depends on advertising intent and type of social media platform (Hughes et
al., 2019). Therefore, firms should comprehensively consider various factors and their interplay to try
their best to select an appropriate and congruent social media influencer, which is the prerequisite for

a successful influencer marketing campaign.

5.2 Building a long-term relationship with the influencer

It is important to incorporate influencers as a distinct tool in the marketing communication plan.
Influencers are often contacted by brands to promote their products on a one-time basis. Due to the
massive growth of brands who are investing in influencer marketing, it is crucial to develop a long-term
relationship with an influencer and find creative ways to engage the influencer for your brand.
Influencer marketing can range from strongly brand-directed content (e.g., when a brand invites an
influencer to come to a studio to produce a commercial) to content that is fully determined by the
influencer (e.g., when the brand offers a payment to the influencer without any instructions on how
to endorse this brand on their profile). In any case, the intention is to create a meaning transfer
(Russell, 1998) and show the usefulness of the featured product. This implies that people may copy
the influencer’s behavior and develop a preference for the products the influencer promotes, which

has been referred to as social learning (Bandura & Whalen, 1966).

In return for free promotional goods, invitations to exclusive events or (sometimes) payment, brands
ask influencers to endorse their products on their social media profiles. Firms often consider social
media influencers as cheap and convenient content providers, who directly address their target
audience. They not only use the influencers to distribute their branded content to a large and very
dedicated audience, they also profit from influencers’ unique talent to create relevant content.
Therefore, to establish long-term relationships with influencers, firms should offer influencers a fair
compensation. This will make the influencers feel valued and respected and accordingly they will be

more motivated to engage with the brand.

5.3 Para-social relation with follower base crucial for persuasive impact

Social media influencers spend a lot of time posting content that is relevant to their followers, either
on a specific topic (e.g., veganism, motherhood, or mindfulness), or more general, showcasing their
lifestyle as a whole (De Jans, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2019). Doing so, influencers provide their

followers with an insight into their daily lives, including their hobbies, friends, families, interests and
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activities, making them seemingly everyday people they can easily relate with. This way, followers get
the impression that they know the influencers well and that they have a personal relationship with
them. This is called performative intimacy or para-social interaction, which refers to the relations

people have with media figures (Horton & Richard Wohl, 1956).

Moreover, because influencers may interact with their followers through social media, feelings of
closeness are even strengthened, making the influencers likeable and trusted sources of information
(Jin & Phua, 2014; Khamis, Ang, & Welling, 2017). As a result, influencers’ highly engaged followers
may be willing to identify with them and take on their attitudes and beliefs, including their attitudes
toward brands and products (Lee & Watkins, 2016). Indeed, in their posts, influencers often give advice
on which products to use, giving their followers insights into the brands they use and like. These
recommendations are strongly followed by the followers and attract high engagement in the forms of
likes, comments and shares, which in turn increases their popularity and impact, making influencers
an interesting asset from a marketing point-of-view (De Veirman et al., 2019). Hence, in order to be
persuasive, it is very important that the influencer’s followers feel connected with the influencer and

that there is a para-social relationship.

5.4 Ethical use of influencers

As influencer marketing implies that the advertising is fully integrated into the media content,
influencers’ endorsements are likely to be perceived as highly credible eWOM rather than brand-
initiated content (Cheung, Luo, Sia, & Chen, 2009; Phelps, Lewis, Mobilio, Perry, & Raman, 2004).
Moreover, despite recent legislative and self-regulatory initiatives, influencers still fail to clearly
disclose the commercial nature of their posts, which may prevent people from recognizing influencers’
endorsements as advertising and critically coping with the persuasion attempts (De Veirman et al.,
2019; Friestad & Wright, 1994). As a result, consumers tend to believe that influencers who endorse
brands do this out of genuine liking of these brands, which may be explained by the correspondence
bias. This is the tendency to assume that a person’s behavior is a true reflection of their underlying
dispositions (beliefs and opinions), when, in fact, their behavior could be explained entirely by
situational factors, i.e. the influencer was compensated by the brand (Gilbert & Malone, 1995;

O'Sullivan, 2003).

Both brands and influencers are hesitant to implement advertising disclosures, because they believe it

will negatively affect them (e.g., van Reijmersdal et al., 2016). However, recently, studies are showing
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that advertising disclosures do not necessarily have a negative impact on influencers and brands. For
example, the negative effects disappear when influencers emphasize their honest opinion in the
disclosure (Hwang & Jeong, 2016), and advertising disclosures may even positively affect brands and
influencers when followers’ advertising literacy is activated prior to exposure to the disclosure (De Jans
et al., 2019). Hence, firms should encourage influencers to implement advertising disclosures to their
sponsored posts for three reasons. First, properly disclosing the sponsored content within social media
posts is legally required. Second, implementing advertising disclosures is ethical, as they enhance
followers’ recognition of advertising (De Veirman et al., 2019; Evans et al., 2017), which allows them
to critically reflect on the advertising and prevents them from being subconsciously persuaded. Third,
advertising disclosures are not necessarily detrimental for brands and influencers, but may even be

beneficial for both.

6 Conclusion

Influencer marketing has evolved from buzzword to a full-fledged marketing strategy, deployed by a
variety of businesses. Whereas partnering with social media influencers has become common practice,
academic research on influencer marketing and how it affects consumers, is only recently catching up.
The current paper presents a synthesis of previous research on the timely topic of influencer
marketing, while deploying bibliometric analysis. This approach allowed us to identify the leading
journals (i.e., Computers in Human Behavior and Lecture Notes in Computer Science), authors (i.e.,
Khan and Colliander) and publications (i.e., Freberg et al., 2011; Kulmala et al., 2013; Uzunoglu et al.,
2014; Colliander et al., 2011; Chu et al., 2008) in this domain. Moreover, major research topics in this
area of research were identified and classified into four major clusters: 1) the persuasion of influencer
marketing 2) disclosure effects in influencer marketing 3) influencer marketing for specific product
categories or sectors and 4) the identification and selection of social media influencers. Managerial
implications on each of these clusters were formulated. To conclude, there is not a one-size-fits-all
strategy for all brands. Before allocating a budget to influencer marketing, brands should spend
enough resources to finding influencers whom address to their audience and build a meaningful, long-
term relationship with them. Moreover, businesses should use influencer marketing in an ethical
manner, stimulating the influencers they partner with to disclose their sponsored posts in a proper

manner.
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Marijke De Veirman, Liselot Hudders & Michelle R. Nelson

ABSTRACT

Children nowadays spend many hours online watching YouTube videos in which their favorite vioggers
are playing games, unboxing toys, reviewing products, making jokes or just going about their daily
activities. These vloggers regularly post attractive and entertaining content in the hope of building a
large follower base. Although many of these vloggers are adults, the number of child vloggers is
flourishing. The famous child vlogger Ryan of Ryan’s World, for instance, has more than 19 million
viewers and he is (at age seven) a social media influencer. The popularity of these vloggers incited
advertisers to include them as a new marketing communication tool, also referred to as influencer
marketing, in their marketing strategy. Accordingly, many influential vloggers now receive free
products from brands in return for a mention in one of their videos and their other social media (e.g.,
TikTok or Instagram) and some are even paid to create a sponsored post or video and distribute it to
their followers. This sponsored content appears to be highly influential and may affect young children’s
brand preferences. Given the limited advertising literacy skills (i.e., knowledge of advertising and skills
to critically reflect on this advertising) of children under age 12, they are a vulnerable target group
when it comes to persuasion. Therefore, caution is needed when implementing this marketing tactic
to target them. However, research on how influencer marketing affects young children (under 12) is
scarce and it is unclear how these young children can be empowered to critically cope with this fairly
new form of persuasion. This paper therefore aims to shed light on why and how social media
influencers have persuasive power over their young followers. The paper starts with providing insights
into how and why social media influencers became a new source in advertising. We then discuss the
few studies that have been conducted on influencer marketing among young children (under 12),
based on a systematic literature review, and take these findings to formulate societal and policy

implications and develop a future research agenda.
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1 Introduction

Today, children have plenty of options for digital entertainment and social media. YouTube in
particular, has emerged as a platform for children’s screen time and an alternative for traditional
television (TV) content (Watson, 2019). As an illustration, 81% of U.S. parents let their children under
11 watch YouTube (Pew Research Center, 2018), where they are exposed to advertising before they
watch a video, and increasingly, brands are found within the videos, too (Weiss, 2018). YouTube offers
new possibilities for brands to engage with children and their parents, including embedded advertising
formats containing subtle brand integrations in entertaining media content, making them less
intrusive, and thus harder to recognize (Hudders et al., 2017). For example, Ryan’s World?!, which
features a young boy reviewing branded toys and products, was the 6th most watched YouTube site
for children, with more than 19 million viewers (April, 2019; Clement, 2019). Given the popularity and
potential to reach young viewers online, digital advertising spending for children reached 900 million

U.S. dollars in 2018 and is forecast to increase in the future (Guttmann, 2019).

The stars of social media, also referred to as vlioggers on YouTube, have become important influencers
for the consumption decisions of their young audiences. They give their followers an insight into the
brands they love and use in their daily life and even give direct advice on the products their followers
should use or not use (De Jans, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2019). Because of their reach and the credibility
they exude, many brands have added these influencers, who are often kids themselves (e.g., Stella and
Blaise, The McClure Twins, AnnieLeblanc, or EvanTubeHD), to their marketing strategies. Although
these endorsers may appear to be “ordinary” children, some are actually highly paid endorsers, for
example, Ryan earning $22 million in 2018 (Robehmed & Berg, 2018). This is because, in return for free
promotional goods or payment, brands ask these influencers to endorse their products on their social
media profiles (on their feed or in their stories on Instagram, videos on YouTube and TikTok, or
Facebook updates, etc.) and their YouTube channels in turn earn advertising revenue as a result of
their large audiences. This is a phenomenon which has been referred to as influencer marketing (De
Veirman, Cauberghe & Hudders, 2017). This form of marketing — the influencers’ social media

contributions —is regarded as a form of advertising when (1) influencers receive a compensation (free

L https://www.youtube.com/channel/UChGJGhZ9SOOHvVBBOY4DOO_w
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products or financial payment) and (2) advertisers have control over the content, which also includes
simple final approval of the post or general instructions regarding the post (e.g., | want two posts about
our product). This definition of influencer marketing can be found in the guidelines of some advertising

self-regulatory bodies (e.g., EASA, 2018).

Brands appear within influencers’ content as seamless implied endorsements. Hence, the branded
content or advertising is fully integrated in the media content children are consuming (Hudders et al.,
2017; De Jans et al., 2019a). Moreover, despite clear guidelines from governmental regulators for
mandatory disclosures of these endorsements (e.g., Federal Trade Commission in the U.S.), influencers
often do not appropriately disclose the commercial nature of their posts (Children’s Advertising Review
Unit, 2017; De Veirman & Hudders, 2019). Ryan’s World, for example, was recently accused of
deceiving children through “sponsored videos that often have the look and feel of organic content” in
an official complaint by the watchdog group Truth in Advertising, filed with the Federal Trade
Commission (Hsu, 2019). As a result, children (Folkvord et al., 2019) and even parents (Evans, Hoy, &
Childers, 2019) may not understand that the YouTube content they are viewing is, essentially, an
advertisement. However, despite their increasing prevalence and importance in children’s commercial
media environment, research on how influencer marketing affects young children is still limited (for
an exception, see De Jans et al., 2019a Most of the studies on influencer marketing focus on an adult
audience and examine how influencers affect the purchase decisions of their followers (e.g., De

Veirman et al., 2017; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Schouten, Janssen & Verspaget, 2019).

Therefore, this paper aims to theoretically outlay how social media influencers, as a new source in
advertising, target and affect young children. Children have always been an important target group for
marketers, both because of their impact on their parents’ buying decisions, but also as future adult
consumers (Calvert, 2018). We focus on children under age 12 as they are highly vulnerable to
advertising. Their advertising literacy, all knowledge and skills related to advertising, is not yet fully
developed (Hudders et al., 2017). The cognitive abilities, emotion regulation, and moral development
are still immature for children under 12 (John, 1999; Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2011; Hudders
etal., 2017). These abilities help them to understand the persuasive intent of advertising and strategies
used to persuade them, control the emotions that advertisements may arouse, and evaluate the
fairness and appropriateness of advertising (e.g., use of stereotypes). A strongly developed advertising
literacy is indispensable to be able to critically reflect on advertising and avoid subconscious persuasion
(Hudders et al., 2017). Not surprisingly, several studies have shown that children under 12 have

difficulties to cope with embedded advertising (e.g., Hudders, Cauberghe & Panic, 2016; De Pauw,
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Hudders, & Cauberghe, 2018; De Pauw et al., 2018b). Accordingly, specific corporate actions and self-
regulations apply for children under 12 in order to protect them from advertising influence. For
instance, several European food brands agreed not to advertise unhealthy food products to children
under 12 in the EU Pledge? agreement as they are aware of children’s high susceptibility for their
advertising messages. Since 2019, influencer marketing has been included in this agreement. The
purpose of this review is threefold. First, the research aims to provide insights into the importance of
social media influencers as a source in advertising targeting children. In order to adopt a theoretical
approach to children’s processing of influencer marketing, we draw upon existing theoretical and
empirical work regarding source effects in persuasion. During childhood, children encounter different
advertising sources shaping their tastes and preferences, trying to turn them into brand loyalists as
they grow older. Social media influencers can be perceived as a new type of real-life endorser affecting
children’s and their parents’ consumption behavior. Second, this paper provides a review of the
current (limited) academic research on influencer marketing targeted at children. Additionally, societal
and policy implications of this tactic in the context of prior research are discussed. Third, a future
research agenda that may foster academic research on the topic is included. This way, we hope our
review may provide a basis for marketing-related regulation, policies, and parent intervention

strategies and thus help ensure the protection of children.

2 Social Media Influencers as a New Source in Advertising

Targeting Children

2.1 Source effects in persuasion

The importance of the source as sender of the object of information has been well recognized in the
communication and advertising literature. Already in 1948, Laswell emphasized that every
communication involves a message, a medium, a recipient, and a source (Lasswell, 1948). In
advertising, a distinction can be made between the one who bears financial and legal responsibility for
the message and the one who communicates the brand’s message (Stern, 1994). As such, in the latter

sense, brands may create or license a character or pay an endorser or spokesperson to influence

2 https://eu-pledge.eu/
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consumers’ attitudes and purchase intentions. The persuasiveness of advertising is strongly influenced
by consumers’ perception of these sources (see Wilson & Sherrell, 1993 for a meta-analysis). For
instance, source credibility plays a critical role in how consumers evaluate brands and products,
whereby a positive evaluation of the credibility of the source is likely to translate into positive
advertising outcomes (Sternthal, Philips, & Dholakia, 1978; Ohanian, 1991). Source credibility consists
of two dimensions: trustworthiness and expertise. Trustworthiness refers to the honesty, believability,
and morality of the endorser, while expertise refers to the endorser’s competence, knowledge, and
skills (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Sternthal et al., 1978; Erdogan, 1999; Flanagin & Metzger, 2007).
Both trustworthiness and expertise have been found to enhance advertising effectiveness (Amos et
al., 2008). Furthermore, the physical appearance or attractiveness of the source plays a major role in
the endorsers’ credibility and, consequently, persuasiveness (Kahle & Homer, 1985; Kamins, 1989;
McCracken, 1989; Ohanian, 1991). Even among children, using attractive peer models has been shown
to increase advertising effectiveness (e.g., Van de Sompel & Vermeir, 2016). Source attractiveness is
driven by factors such as perceived similarity, familiarity, and likeability of the source. Familiarity refers
to the extent to which one knows the source through exposure; likability is defined as affection for the
source as a result of the source’s physical appearance and behavior, while similarity is the supposed
resemblance between the source and receiver of the message (McGuire, 1985). According to McGuire
(1985), sources who are known to, liked by, and/ or similar to the consumer are found to be attractive
and, as a result, are persuasive. Moreover, these source factors contribute to consumers’ identification
with the source, which increases the likelihood they will adopt their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors

(Kelman, 1961; Basil, 1996).

When consumers identify with the source, they will likely imitate his/her behavior, including the
products (s)he uses (Kelman, 1961), also referred to as social learning (Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1961).
Indeed, as sources in advertising usually show the usefulness of the product they endorse and how to
use it, this action may lead to observational learning and modeling of their behavior accordingly
(Bandura, Grusec, & Menlove, 1966). Moreover, next to family and friends, sources used in advertising
may serve as role models they refer to in their identity formation (Lloyd, 2002; Hoffner & Buchanan,
2005). As a result, when advertising sources are paired with products, the positive affective responses
toward those sources may transfer onto the products (Acuff & Reiher, 1999; McNeal, 2007; de Droog,
Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2012), which has been referred to as a meaning transfer (McCracken, 1989).
Importantly, crucial to the effectiveness of endorsement marketing is a good fit between the source
and the product (s)he endorses, which has been referred to as the match-up hypothesis in celebrity

research (Kamins, 1990). To conclude, the likelihood of the former process to occur increases when
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consumers develop a parasocial relationship (parasocial interaction; PSI) with the source (Tsay-Vogel
& Schwartz, 2014). PSI, as introduced by Horton and Wohl (1956), refers to the relationships
consumers develop with media characters, making them important sources of information (Rubin,
Perse, & Powell, 1985). Accordingly, when consumers identify with a source and their brand-usage
behavior, they will likely adopt this behavior (Naderer, Matthes, & Zeller, 2018). As the need for
companionship, which is the main driver for relationship formation, emerges in childhood (Hoffner,

2008), children typically engage in the formation of PSI’s (de Droog et al., 2012).

The above theoretical insights explain the success of sources used in advertising in general. As such,
this robust body of literature has demonstrated that the source in the message is important for
persuasion effects. These processes may also apply to social media influencers. Before discussing how
influencers may affect children, we will first provide an overview of the different sources that are used

in advertising targeting children and discuss how influencers evolved as a new source in advertising.

2.2 Insights into the persuasiveness of different types of sources targeting children

2.2.1 Brand and licensed characters

Brands often display anthropomorphized or fantasy characters in their advertising and on their product
packaging. These cartoon-like figures can be created by the brand with the sole purpose of promoting
their products and services (i.e., brand mascots, brand icons, and non-celebrity spokes-characters).
Famous examples of brand mascots are Tony the Tiger (Kellogg’s Frosted Flakes breakfast cereal),
Chester Cheetah (Frito-Lay’s Cheetos), Ronald McDonald (McDonalds), and Mr. Peanut (Planters).
These characters are in full ownership of the brand, which implies a very high level of control over the
source and its message. However, as it takes a lot of development and marketing efforts to build
awareness and affinity for these characters, brands may also opt to license a character from media
companies [i.e., licensed (media) characters, also called celebrity spokes-character] (Kraak & Story,
2015). Examples of licensed characters that are used by brands are numerous. For instance, Spongebob
Squarepants endorses Yoplait GoGurt and Disney’s Cars figures endorse Hot Wheels toys. McDonalds
licensed different characters over time to endorse their happy meals (e.g., The Incredibles, My Little
Pony, and Transformers Cyberverse). Spider Man endorses everything from Pop-Tarts to Cheez-it
crackers to Fruit Snacks to Fudge Stripe cookies (for more examples, see licenseglobal.com).
Contractual agreements allow them to use the characters for merchandizing and cross-promotions
(Kraak et al., 2015; Smits et al., 2015). As a result, popular media characters are highly present in

children’s daily lives, not only through television and other media, but also through merchandising
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(e.g., books, toys, and clothes featuring characters; Atkinson et al., 2015) and on product packages and

in advertising.

Brands profit from these characters’ fame and popularity among children. For instance, in the fourth
quarter of 2018, U.S. consumers spent approximately 21.6 billion dollars on licensed merchandise
products for children (O’Connell, 2019). Apart from the fact that they are effective advertising sources,
brand and licensed characters hold the advantage that, since they are “fictional” (and therefore more
“controllable”), they are less likely to be embroiled in a scandal as compared to real-life endorsers,
which might negatively affect the brand image as negative associations people make with a celebrity
can be transferred to the brand (e.g., Till & Shimp, 1998; Stafford, Stafford, & Day, 2002). Furthermore,
these characters do not age or change much over time, which makes their employability less timely as

compared to human endorsers.

Research on the use of brand mascots and licensed characters on children’s attitudes and behaviors
has mainly focused on food with findings suggesting that the presence of cartoon media characters
positively affects children’s food preferences, choices, and intake, especially for energy-dense and
nutrient-poor foods as compared to fruits or vegetables (see Kraak et al., 2015 for a review). The
presence of brand mascots and licensed characters draws children’s attention (Ogle et al., 2017), helps
them recognize and recall the products and brands they endorse, and has been found effective in
improving attitudes about the advertised product (e.g., Neeley & Schumann, 2004; Lapierre, Vaala, &

Linebarger, 2011) and increasing product choice (e.g., Nelson, Duff, & Ahn, 2015).

There are multiple reasons why these sorts of sources are attractive for children. First, these simply
drawn, colorful and funny characters appeal to them and are easy to remember, which is helpful given
the limited cognitive abilities of young children (de Droog, Valkenburg, & Buijzen, 2011; Lapierre et al.,
2011). Second, children easily form parasocial relationships with these likeable and fun characters (de
Droog et al., 2012), which may result in a preference for the products they endorse (Lagomarsino &
Suggs, 2018). Moreover, as these characters are now finding their way onto social media (e.g., Chester
Cheetah has 191k followers on Instagram), the perceived distance between (child) consumers and their
favorite characters is reduced, which may even increase feelings of parasocial interaction. Third, the
pairing of brands with popular cartoon media characters is not only limited to packaging and traditional
advertising, but also takes on more integrated forms. For instance, likeable characters may interact
with and consume branded products in children’s movies (Naderer et al., 2018, Naderer, Matthes, &

Spielvogel, 2019), or brands may be integrated in highly interactive and engaging (adver)games
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featuring likeable and even customizable avatars (Bailey, Wise, & Bolls, 2009). As these placements are
embedded in the media content, children may experience extra difficulties recognizing the persuasive

intent of these placements (see De Jans et al., 2019c for an overview).

Given their persuasiveness, European food brands have agreed not to use licensed characters (e.g.,
Spongebob Squarepants and Spiderman) to promote unhealthy food products to children under 12 as
a part of the European Pledge agreement (EU Pledge, 2019). Company-owned, brand mascots (e.g.,
Tony the Tiger and Chester Cheetah) do not fall under this agreement; however, implying that brand

characters can still be widely used to endorse unhealthy food products.

2.2.2 Real-life endorsers: celebrity and peer endorsers

Next to highly engaging and fun characters, real-life endorsers are also frequently used to mold
children’s consumption. For instance, brands may tie (child) celebrities to their products and use them
as endorsers. Children look up to these publicly recognized figures who may serve as role-models to
them (Read, 2011; Power & Smith, 2017). Brands aim for an image-transfer, hoping that positive
associations attached to celebrities will transfer to the brands those celebrities endorse (McCracken,
1989), and children will wish to identify with them as they aspire to be like the celebrity (Kamins et al.,
1989). Celebrity endorsement as an advertising strategy has been widely researched among adult
populations (see Knoll & Matthes, 2017 for a review), but has also been found a valuable strategy to
target children as it may impact their attitudes, preferences, and behaviors (e.g., Ross et al., 1984; Jain
etal., 2011). Research on the impact of celebrity endorsement on children has mainly focused on food
marketing and has found that celebrities and athletes who are popular among minors typically endorse
energy-dense and nutrient-poor products (e.g., Bragg et al., 2013, 2016), which may increase children’s
intake of these less-healthy foods (e.g., Boyland et al., 2013; Dixon et al., 2014). On the other hand,
despite their presumed lower advertising literacy, children do have a fairly good understanding of
celebrity endorsement, which they develop at an earlier age compared to their understanding of other

advertising techniques (Rozendaal et al., 2011).

As an alternative to using celebrities as endorsers, advertising aimed at children typically presents
(unknown) actors and models interacting with or consuming branded products. For instance, a recent
content analysis of 506 food and beverage advertisements aired on the Nickelodeon channel found
that most of the ad endorsers were “general people,” either alone (N = 232, 45.8%) or paired with
brand mascots and licensed characters (N = 82, 16.2%), while advertisements with celebrity endorsers

accounted for 7.5% (N = 38) (Ahn et al., 2019). Next to adults, these actors typically appear as “regular”
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children and teenagers with whom their young audience can easily identify. Accordingly, the purpose
of these ads is to evoke peer modeling or social learning, which implies that children will copy the
peer’s behavior, including their consumption patterns (Bandura, 2002). Indeed, gaining peer
acceptance and approval is important to children (Mangleburg, Doney, & Bristol, 2004; Devlin et al.,
2007). Particularly from the age of 6—7 years, peers become important agents for consumer
socialization and children start modeling peers’ behavior (John, 1999). Even pre-school children’s
behaviors and consumption may already be influenced by their friends (Ahn & Nelson, 2015; Atkinson,
Nelson, & Rademacher, 2015). This has shown to be particularly effective when the peer is of the same
age or slightly older than themselves (Brody & Stoneman, 1981). Moreover, children are more likely to
engage in peer modeling, when the peer’s behavior is being rewarded, which is mostly the case in
advertising (Flanders, 1968). For instance, a content analysis of food marketing targeted at children
found that these children are typically depicted as happy, playing with friends and enjoying the foods
offered to them, thus conveying the indirect message that children will be happier when they consume

these foods (Hebden, King, & Kelley, 2011).

The rise of social media introduced a new type of peer endorsement, namely social media influencers.
In the following section, we will describe the rise of these social media influencers as a new source in

advertising to target young children.

2.3 Conceptualizing social media influencers as a new advertising source

2.3.1 The emergence of social media influencers as credible advertising sources

The proliferation of social network sites has extended the reach of word-of-mouth and amplified the
impact of peer recommendations, which can now be shared one-to-many (Lyons & Henderson, 2005;
Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Knoll, 2016). Children today are audiences and creators of media. Children can
easily generate electronic word of mouth (eWOM) themselves, which increases the brand’s visibility
and awareness and has been shown to positively affect children’s products’ sales (Bao et al., 2019).
For instance, children are able to share online reviews (e.g., Amazon enables children under 13 to
upload their own reviews which are marked as “A kid’s review”), engage with brands on social media
(e.g., despite the age-limit of 13 years, children can easily create a Facebook or Instagram account with
false information), and create and share their own videos, including showing their ownership of and
experiences with products (e.g., YouTube Kids allow children under 13 to create an own account). As
peers are believed to have no commercial interest, they are perceived as authentic and credible

sources of information. As a result, children and their parents may be less resistant toward their
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endorsements compared to brand-originated marketing communication and sources (de Vries et al.,
2012; van Noort, Antheunis, & van Reijmersdal, 2012). Accordingly, brands aim to encourage and
reward eWOM (e.g., free gift in return for a review or online check-in, like and share contests), resulting
in (minor) consumers becoming advertising sources rather than merely targets (Chu & Kim, 2011).
However, the high credibility and impact of these real-world endorsers may be offset by their

uncontrollability (Yang, 2017).

Recognizing the impact of eWOM on consumers’ attitudes and decisions, brands have started
approaching social media influencers (i.e., influential social media users who managed to build a large
audience of followers or subscribers), and incentivizing them to create and distribute relevant,
authentic-looking brand-related content, a practice that is called influencer marketing (De Veirman et
al.,, 2017). This way, brands may leverage the power of word-of-mouth while re-gaining control as
official agreements between brands and the influencers are made. Influencers will likely be positive as

they wish to remain loyal toward the brands they receive incentives from (De Veirman et al., 2019).

Social influencers do not only attract minors’ attention, the child audiences also aspire to become
influencers themselves (Chambers et al.,, 2018). Some children indeed managed to build a large
audience of followers or subscribers on their media channels, which are often run by their parents
(Novacic, 2019). They mostly maintain multiple social media accounts, with Instagram, TikTok, and
YouTube as the most important ones on which they post entertaining and inspiring content (De
Veirman et al., 2019). There are even a number of very young child influencers or “kidfluencers,” who
post a variety of videos on YouTube, including toy reviews, fun challenges and tutorials [e.g.,
EvanTubeHD (age 13); Ryan’s World (age 7)], or who maintain a successful Instagram channel [e.g.,
Call Me Sparkle (age 5); Zoooey in the City (age 7)]. Different than, for instance, child actors, the
influencer does not pretend to play and have fun with toys, (s)he really does, increasing their

relatability to the audience and blurring any persuasive or selling intent.

As a high number of followers and likes are likely to result in a wide reach of the (commercial) message,
these remain key metrics for brands, influencer agencies, and platforms aiming to identify and select
appropriate influencers for their campaigns. This unfortunately also contributes to malicious practices
of influencers buying fake followers and likes, for instance, through bots and clickfarms, to artificially
inflate their perceived influencer status. On the one hand, this may lead to disappointing results for
brands as their influencer marketing campaigns do not achieve objectives. On the other hand, when

the public finds out their favorite influencer bought fake followers and likes, they may think of him/her
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as a fraud, resulting in negative reactions and unfollowing (De Veirman et al., 2017). Moreover,
influencers risk punishment, for instance, by the FTC who has the authority to bring enforcement
actions against deceptive or unfair marketing practices (Section 5 of the FTC Act). Recently (October
2019), the FTC halted deceptive online marketing practices related to influencer marketing. The body
showed evidence of a company (Devumi) that sold fake accounts and indicators of social engagement
and influence to various influencers. Specifically, the FTC complaint suggests that the company:
“Devumi filled more than 58,000 orders for fake Twitter followers, enabling the buyers to deceive
potential clients about their social media influence. The complaint cites over 4,000 sales of fake
YouTube subscribers and over 32,000 sales of fake YouTube views.” (Fair, 2019b). The option to buy
fake followers and likes through a single click is particularly worrying when it comes to minors, both

because of the financial burden and the legal consequences they risk.

2.3.2 Social media influencers as relatable role models

Similar to traditional celebrities, influencers with a lot of followers on one or more platforms (e.g., so-
called macro influencers have between 100,000 and 1 million followers; Ismail, 2018) have a large
reach; however, the origin of their fame and nature of their influence is different. While traditional
celebrities gained public recognition because of their extraordinary beauty (e.g., supermodels) or
talent (e.g., actors and athletes), social media influencers branded themselves on social media through
posting highly appealing self-generated content, either on a specific topic in which they present
themselves as an expert (e.g., food, beauty...), or more generally, showcasing their lifestyles as a whole
(Khamis, Ang & Welling, 2017; De Jans et al., 2019a). Children merely watch influencers’ videos for
entertainment purposes. However, the content can also become informative for children’s
consumption decisions as the influencers often let them know which brands they like and dislike and
overtly display these brands in their videos (Martinez & Olsson, 2019). Different than traditional
celebrities, who are nowadays also present on social media and extended their fame online, social
media influencers have built their fame on social media, without being known to the public beforehand
(De Veirman et al., 2017; Schouten et al., 2019). A distinction can be made between different types of
influencers, depending on their number of followers. As such, social media influencers may start out
with a small audience of engaged followers (less than 1,000) with whom they have a real-life
relationship, resulting in high perceptions of authenticity. As they profile themselves as opinion leader
in a specific niche, resulting in a growing audience, they are referred to as micro-influencers (1,000—
100,000 followers). Some influencers even manage to build very large audiences (1,000,000—1 million

followers) on social media and gain celebrity status (Ismail, 2018; Alassani & Goéretz, 2019).
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Children look up to (child) influencers, but at the same time, they believe they are highly similar to
them as they share the same interests and activities and they seem to be ordinary children just like
them (van Dam & van Reijmersdal, 2019). Despite their online celebrity-status, influencers tend to be
perceived as very relatable and approachable, due to the highly personal content they post and the
interactions they have with their followers. Their social media posts provide their followers a glimpse
into their personal lives, resulting in perceptions that they have a lot in common with the influencer
and (s)he is a peer (Abidin, 2015; Gannon & Prothero, 2018; Schouten et al., 2019). Therefore, children
are likely to build a relationship with their favorite influencers, which can be referred to as parasocial
interaction (cfr. supra), which implies that they become influential sources of information and
inspiration that may impact consumption-related decisions (Rubin et al., 1985; De Jans et al., 2019a).
Lee and Watkins (2016) for instance showed that developing parasocial relationships with a vlogger
may positively affect brand perceptions, and De Jans et al. (2019a) found it to be positively related
with purchase intentions. Moreover, as influencers show the usefulness of the products they endorse,
children may learn and model their behavior (Akers et al., 1979; Lagomarsino et al., 2018), which has
been referred to as peer modeling or social learning, which can be particularly effective for persuasion
when the child likes or admires the model (Bandura, 1977). For instance, Ryan (of Ryan’s World),
today’s most popular child influencer with 21 million subscribers to the YouTube channel, shows his
daily routines, including the type of cereal he eats, the toys he plays with, and the places he goes to in
his vlogs. Accordingly, it is likely that children will perceive child influencers such as Ryan as peers, who
are an important source of influence in their consumer socialization process (Bachmann et al., 1993).
As a result, children may be very willing to identify with popular child influencers and take on their
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors, including those related to brands and products (Kelman, 2006; Pilgrim

& Bohnet-Joschko, 2019; Schouten et al., 2019).

2.3.3 Social media influencers as hidden persuaders

Influencers have become an important asset for advertisers, as they directly address their target
audience and include brand and product recommendations in highly relevant and entertaining
content. The practice of “influencer marketing” refers to advertisers closing deals with influencers,
which entail promotion in exchange for payment, free products or invitations to exclusive events (De
Veirman et al., 2017). Doing so, advertisers wish to create a meaning transfer (Russell, 1998) and reach
their target audience in an authentic way. Influencers usually hold a lot of creative freedom in content
creation, as they know their audience best. They incorporate branded content in reviews,

recommendations, and tutorials in real-life settings, which increases their trustworthiness as they have
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tried the products themselves and promote them in an authentic manner (Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014,
Schouten et al., 2019). Influencers’ so-called sponsored posts or videos mimic and blend with organic
content in users’ feeds without disturbing their mindless scrolling of social media (Abidin, 2016;
Wojdynski & Evans, 2016; De Veirman et al., 2017). Accordingly, the practice of influencer marketing
can be considered a form of native advertising, defined as “any paid advertising that takes the specific
form and appearance of editorial content from the publisher itself ” (Wojdynski and Evans, 2016).
Moreover, although today there are clear guidelines and regulations on disclosing sponsored content,
influencers are hesitant to transparently disclose the commercial nature of their posts, either because
they are not aware of the rules or because they want to avoid irritation among their followers (De

Veirman et al., 2019).

Therefore, children may fail to recognize influencer content as advertising and cope with such
persuasion tactics critically (Friestad & Wright, 1994; De Veirman et al., 2019). As a result, instead of
advertising, influencers’ brand-initiated endorsements are likely to be perceived as highly credible
electronic word-of-mouth the influencer shares out of genuine liking of the brand (Phelps et al., 2004;
Cheung et al., 2009). Moreover, due to the correspondence bias, people (and children in particular)
tend to believe that although the influencer was compensated for endorsing a brand, (s)he would not
do this if (s)he would not truly like the brand. This bias is the tendency to believe that a person’s
behavior is a true reflection of their true underlying dispositions when in fact, their behavior could be
explained by situational factors, i.e., the influencer was compensated by the brand (Gilbert & Malone,
1995; O’Sullivan, 2003). Interviews with teenage influencers recently revealed that they indeed only
wish to endorse brands they fully support; however, when dissatisfied with a received product, a
dilemma between being truthful toward their followers and being loyal to the brand arises (De Veirman

et al., 2019).

Children are extra vulnerable when it comes to this type of native advertising, as their advertising
literacy is not fully developed yet. Advertising literacy refers to an individual’s knowledge of and skills
related to advertising (i.e., dispositional advertising literacy) and to their ability to recognize and
critically evaluate it (i.e., situational advertising literacy) (Friestad et al., 1994; Hudders et al., 2017).
The embedded nature of influencer marketing lowers both children’s ability and motivation to
recognize it as advertising and critically reflect on it (Nairn & Fine, 2008). Their ability is lowered as
influencers’ sponsored posts and videos appear between non-sponsored content in their feeds, which
results in the simultaneous exposure of editorial and commercial messages. This content overload

makes it hard for children to focus their attention and discern relevant from irrelevant information,
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resulting in a depletion of self-regulatory resources and difficulties to critically reflect on commercial
messages. Second, their motivation is lowered as the commercial messages are integrated in fun and
engaging posts and videos (Hudders et al., 2017). Remarkably, influencers’ videos are available on
YouTube Kids (e.g., Ryan’s World, today’s most popular child influencer channel), which parents
perceive as a safe media environment. Indeed, while YouTube states that the limited ads on YouTube
Kids undergo a rigorous review process for compliance with their policies (YouTube, 2019a), these

covert advertising practices slip through the net.

2.4 Current knowledge on influencer marketing targeting children

2.4.1 Selection of empirical studies on influencer marketing focusing among a child sample

A literature search was done employing a “title-abstract-keywords” search in the Scopus database
using the keywords (influencer OR blog* OR vlog* OR microcelebrit* OR unboxing) AND (child* OR
kid* OR minor* OR youth) AND (marketing OR advertis* OR commercial*) to get an insight into the
literature that specifically focuses on social media influencers as an advertising source targeting
children. At the time of our research (August 2019), this search process yielded 55 academic articles.
The papers were screened to exclude those not relevant to the limited research overview. Papers were
only included if they met the following predefined criteria: (1) only peer-reviewed articles, (2) articles
examining children up to 12 years old, and (3) articles published in English. All articles were inspected
by reading titles and abstracts to determine if they met the proposed criteria. After screening, seven
academic articles that matched our criteria were found. However, we also decided to include one
article (Evans et al., 2019), which examined young children’s parents, rather than children directly.
Furthermore, we checked the lists of “latest articles” of 25 SSCI-ranked journals from the domains of
communication, media, marketing, and advertising, including two journals that specifically focus on
children (see Table 1). No additional articles that comply with the inclusion criteria were detected.
Below, we will briefly discuss the eight included articles. Given the small sample, we briefly summarize
each of the articles below and then we compare and synthesize what is known about influencers and

children in this nascent body of literature.
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New Media & Society

Journal of Communication

Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication
International Journal of Communication
Communication Research

Social Media+ Society

Media, Culture & Society

Communication Theory

European Journal of Marketing

International Journal of Advertising
International Journal of Research in Marketing
Journal of Advertising

Journal of Advertising Research

Journal of Interactive Marketing

Journal of Marketing

Journal of Marketing Research

Journal of Public Policy & Marketing

Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science
Marketing Letters

Marketing Science

Psychology & Marketing

Cyberpsychology

Cyberpsychology, Behavior & Social Networking
Young Consumers

Journal of Children & Media

Table 1 List of 25 selected SSCI-ranked journals

2.4.2 Overview of empirical studies

Eight empirical studies examined the practice of influencer marketing among a young audience (see
Table 2). One study reports the results of a content analysis of branded vlogs and three studies (one
survey study, one focus group study, and one ethnographic study) focused on how children think about
this sponsored vlogging. Three studies experimentally examined the effectiveness of sponsored
vlogging, with two studies focusing on its effect on children’s food intake and one study focusing on
the effect of an educational vliog on children’s susceptibility to vlog advertising. To conclude, one study
examined how parents cope with sponsored vlogs. Remarkably, all studies focus on YouTube as the

main channel for influencer marketing. Below, we discuss the studies in more detail.

126



2.4.2.1 What content is featured in sponsored vlogs and how is it perceived by children?

One study performed a quantitative content analysis of branded vlogs. Nicoll and Nansen (2018)
examined the content of 100 recent toy unboxing videos. They collected the videos by applying the
“most recent” filter to the search term “toy unboxing” and analyzed the first 50 results on 2 days. They
made a comparison between the vlogs of children (53%) and adults (47%) and analyzed variations of
expertise, professionalism, and promotion across the vlogs. The age of the child unboxers ranged from
toddler (2—4 years; 9%) to adolescent (12—18 years; 5%), with the majority (39%) being primary school
age (4-11 years). Concerning their gender, 36% of endorsers were female and 52% male, while gender
was undecided in 11% of the videos (e.g., only hands were visible, no commentary). Boys mostly
unboxed (and assembled) toy cars and Legos, whereas girls tended to unbox toys like Shopkins (tiny
collectable toys). Their main conclusion was that the toy unboxing videos of children tended to be
much more varied and used more everyday language compared to professional (e.g., EvanTubeHD) or
adult’s videos, yet they seek to mimic adult and professional videos, including their production and
branding strategies. On the other hand, well-known professional channels try to produce a semblance

of amateur authenticity by imitating the playful qualities of children’s videos (Nicoll and Nansen, 2018).

Next, three studies examined what children think about sponsored vlogs. Marsh (2016) took an
ethnographic approach to observe how a 4-year-old child engages with unboxing videos on YouTube.
According to this study, the young child took the position of cyberflaneur who seemed to enjoy the
mere act of viewing, while not engaging in nagging behavior, asking his parent to purchase the

products.

Martinez and Olsson (2019) conducted a focus group study to examine how the practice of sponsored
vlogging is perceived among 9- and 12-year old Swedish children where 12 focus groups with 46
children were conducted. Participants were shown a video (make-up tutorial) of the popular YouTuber
Misslisibell as an illustrative example of advertising in vlogs. They had normative discussions around
her vlogging practices and YouTube celebrity status related to her young age and had various
interpretations of the video as advertising. The study shows the importance of YouTubers to children
in their construction of identity and as a role model that guides their consumption (Martinez and

Olsson, 2019).

The study of Folkvord et al. (2019) is an exploratory survey study among pre-teens/teens (10—13 years)
in which they examined the amount of time children spend on viewing vlogs, their awareness and
understanding of the endorsed brand in vlogs and their self-perceived susceptibility to the potential
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persuasive effects of these vlogs. Their conclusion was that the majority of children frequently watch
vlogs and that their degree of bonding with the vlogger predicted the time they spend on watching
vlogs. Moreover, they could easily recall products and brands displayed in the vlogs (mostly food and

beverages) and believed that they themselves and others were affected by endorsements in vlogs.

2.4.2.2 Effectiveness of influencer marketing

Three experimental studies examined how children are affected by sponsored vlogs and one study
focused on how parents of children between the ages of four and 11 react to sponsored vlogs. First,
two studies examined the impact of social media influencer marketing on children’s food intake
(Coates et al., 2019a,b). The first study is a randomized trial with a between-subjects design in which
176 children (9—11 years) were exposed to mock-Instagram profiles of two popular vloggers, either
promoting healthy or unhealthy snacks. Results showed that influencer marketing of unhealthy foods
increased children’s immediate food intake, whereas the equivalent marketing of healthy foods had
no effect. In their second study, an advertising disclosure was included to alert children on the inclusion
of advertising. In a between-subjects design, 151 children (9-11 years) were exposed to popular
YouTubers’ vlogs including a non-food product, or an unhealthy snack with or without an advertising
disclosure. Participants’ intake of the marketed snack and an alternative brand of the same snack were
measured. In line with their first study, influencer marketing increased children’s immediate intake of
the promoted snack relative to an alternative non-food brand (control condition). Remarkably, the
inclusion of an advertising disclosure increased the effect, as children who viewed food marketing with
a disclosure (and not those without) consumed 41% more of the promoted snack compared to the

control group.

The study of De Jans et al. (2019a) examined how an educational vlog can help children (11-14 years)
cope with advertising. In an experimental study (N = 160), using a two (advertising disclosure: no
disclosure versus disclosure) by two (peer-based advertising literacy intervention) between-subjects
design, they examined how an advertising disclosure can reduce the persuasiveness of sponsored vlogs
and how watching an educational vlog moderates these effects. The results show that an advertising
disclosure increased their recognition of advertising and their affective advertising literacy for
sponsored vlogs, and that only affective advertising literacy negatively affected influencer
trustworthiness and PSl and purchase intention accordingly. Moreover, when young adolescents were

informed about advertising through an informational vlog (i.e., peer-based advertising literacy
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intervention), positive effects on the influencer and subsequently on advertising effects were found of

an advertising disclosure.

Evans et al. (2019) examined how parents of young children cope with sponsored vlogging on YouTube.
They gauged parents’ understanding of and responses to sponsored child influencer unboxing videos.
Through an experimental design among 418 parents, they assessed the influence of sponsorship text
disclosure (present or absent) and sponsor pre-roll (sponsor pre-roll, nonsponsor pre-roll, and no pre-
roll) for a toy on conceptual persuasion knowledge, perceptions of sponsorship transparency, and
different outcome measures. Moreover, they explored how parental mediation influences the
outcomes. They found that sponsor variations in pre-roll advertising (sponsor versus nonsponsor
versus none) and sponsor text disclosure (present versus absent) conditions did not affect parents’
conceptual persuasion knowledge of the unboxing video. However, if a sponsor pre-roll ad was
included, parents reported higher levels of sponsorship transparency of the unboxing video compared
to parents who saw no pre-roll ad or a nonsponsor pre-roll ad. There was no additional effect on
sponsorship transparency or conceptual persuasion knowledge when a sponsor text disclosure was
included. Moreover, high levels of parental mediation conditionally impacted the indirect effect of a
sponsor pre-roll advertisement via sponsorship transparency on perceptions of the unboxing video

and attitudes toward the sponsor.
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Authors Year Title Journal
Nicoll, B., Nansen, B. 2018 Mimetic Production in YouTube Toy Social Media and
Unboxing Videos Society
Marsh, J. 2016 ‘Unboxing’ videos: co-construction of the Discourse
child as cyberflaneur
Martinez, C., 2019 Making sense of YouTubers: how Journal of Children and
Olsson, T. Swedish children construct and negotiate Media
the YouTuber Misslisibell as a girl
celebrity
Folkvord, F., 2019 Children’s bonding with popular YouTube Young Consumers
Bevelander, K.E., vloggers and their attitudes toward
Rozendaal, E., brand and product endorsements in
Hermans, R. vlogs: an explorative study
Coates, A.E., 2019 Social media influencer marketing and Pediatrics
Hardman, C.A,, children's food intake: A randomized trial
Halford, J.C.G.,
Christiansen, P.,
Boyland, E.J.
Coates, A.E., 2019 The effect of influencer marketing of Pediatric Obesity
Hardman, C.A,, food and a “protective” advertising
Halford, J.C.G., disclosure on children's food intake
Christiansen, P.,
Boyland, E.J.
De Jans, S., 2019 How an Advertising Disclosure Alerts Journal of Advertising
Cauberghe, V., Young Adolescents to Sponsored Vlogs:
Hudders, L. The Moderating Role of a Peer-Based
Advertising Literacy Intervention through
an Informational Vlog
Evans, N.J., Hoy, 2019 Parenting “YouTube Natives”: The Impact Journal of Advertising

M.G., Childers, C.C.

of Pre-Roll Advertising and Text
Disclosures on Parental Responses to
Sponsored Child Influencer Videos

2.5 Conclusions

Table 2 List of the 8 included articles

Four observations can be made based on this thorough review of academic literature. First, all of the

included articles focus on YouTube as a platform, which is not surprising as it is frequently used among

children (Pew Research Center, 2018; Ofcom, 2019). Only one study (Coates et al., 2019a) used mock-

Instagram profiles in a randomized trial; however, these profiles represented popular YouTubers

among children. No studies yet focused on TikTok, a social media platform which has become very
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popular among young children. Second, all the above studies except for one were conducted among
teenagers with ages between 9 and 14 years old. Only one study (Marsh, 2016) focused on preschool
children (4-year-old children) and no studies yet focused on children between 6 and 8 years when
examining influencer marketing. Third, most articles take a consumer perspective and examine
influencer practices and how minors perceive the persuasion tactic, while specifically focusing on
persuasive content and perceptions of transparency, including the use of advertising disclosures, using
different methods. Only one study conducted a content analysis of (child) influencers’ vlogs (Nicoll and
Nansen, 2018). A final minor observation is the focus on (unhealthy) food products (Coates et al.,
2019a,b), beverages (De Jans et al., 2019a), and toys (Evans et al., 2019) in the experimental studies

gauging for influencer marketing effects on children.

3 Implications

A number of societal and policy implications arise from the findings of prior research discussed above.
More specifically, they may be important for policy aimed at protecting children’s interests. Most prior
research focused on children’s exposure to and perception of influencer marketing. The above studies
show that children spend a lot of time watching videos of their favorite influencers, in which they also
encounter influencer marketing practices (e.g., Marsh, 2016; Folkvord et al., 2019; Martinez et al.,
2019). Moreover, they are also influenced by the content these influencers post and susceptible to the
commercial messages incorporated in it (e.g., Folkvord et al., 2019; Martinez et al., 2019), specifically
those on (unhealthy) foods and beverages (e.g., De Jans et al., 2019a; Coates et al., 2019a,b).
Considering children’s susceptibility to influencer marketing practices, the findings of the above
discussed prior research support the importance of existing guidelines and regulations stressing the
fact that advertising should be recognizable as such, in particular for minor audiences. Two studies (De
Jans et al., 2019a; Coates et al., 2019b) tested the impact of an advertising disclosure on minors’
recognition of and susceptibility to influencer marketing. While both studies have shown that the
inclusion of an advertising disclosure helps children recognize advertising, the study of Coates et al.
(2019b) found that this increased recognition actually increased the effectiveness of influencer
marketing, resulting in a higher intake of the promoted snack. Moreover, De Jans et al. (2019a) found
that the inclusion of an advertising disclosure may have positive effects on the influencer and
subsequently on advertising effectiveness when minors were informed about advertising through an
advertising literacy intervention in the format of an informational vlog. These studies suggest that a

disclosure indeed helps children recognize influencer marketing practices as advertising and thus
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protects children from subconscious persuasion, without necessarily having a negative impact on the
influencer and advertising effectiveness. In addition, Evans et al. (2019) found that sponsorship
transparency in child-directed content is also appreciated by parents and has a positive effect on

parents’ perceptions of unboxing videos, attitude toward the brand, and attitude toward the sponsor.

While attempts have been made, for instance in the EU (EASA) and the US (FTC), to formulate clear
guidelines on the disclosure of influencer marketing, thus far an international, coordinated approach
is lacking (De Jans et al., 2019a). As a result of all these well-intended regulatory attempts, today there
is a plethora of disclosures and wordings (moreover in different languages) pointing out the presence
of a material connection between the influencer and the brand. Moreover, these guidelines do not
mention anything about children, neither as a target audience, nor as a source (i.e., child influencers).
In the EU, in 2018 the European Advertising Standards Alliance (EASA), Europe’s co-ordination point
for best practice in the implementation of self-regulation, has launched its Best Practice
Recommendation on Influencer Marketing?, as a point of reference for national guidance by self-
regulatory organizations (SROs). EASA states that, “subject to local parameters, SROs may vary in their
national practices and choose to go beyond what is suggested in this document to ensure that
influencer marketing abides by the national advertising codes and is honest, decent and truthful and
can be thus trusted by consumers” (EASA, 2018). Thus, these overarching European guidelines leave a
lot of room for interpretation and implementation. In the US, the FTC provides detailed endorsement
guides to instruct influencers and advertisers on what sorts of endorsements constitute advertising
and where and how disclosures should be made to comply with Truth in Advertising laws in the United
States (The FTC Endorsement Guides®). These Guides do not offer any specific information regarding
children. However, the use of influencers within online platforms — such as on YouTube — necessitates
additional guidelines for targeting children. The Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act or COPPA®
enacted in 1998 to protect children under the age of 13, “prohibits unfair or deceptive acts or practices

in connection with the collection, use, and/or disclosure of personal information from and about

3 https://www.easa-
alliance.org/sites/default/files/EASA_BEST%20PRACTICE%20RECOMMENDATION%200N%20INFLUENCER%20
MARKETING_2.pdf

4 https://www.ftc.gov/tips-advice/business-center/guidance/ftcs-endorsement-guides-what-people-are-asking

5 https://www.ftc.gov/enforcement/rules/rulemaking-regulatory-reform-proceedings/childrens-online-
privacy-protection-rule
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children on the Internet” (Electronic Code of Federal Regulations, 2019). Unboxing videos and child-
influencer channels on YouTube represent one such site where young children are the audience.
Recently, Google/ YouTube was accused of violating COPPA by the FTC and the State of New York for
collecting personal information (i.e., using personal identifiers or cookies) without parental consent
and then delivering targeted advertising to the children, sometimes for products viewed within the
video content (i.e., an advertisement for toys was served before the video that featured unboxing of
toys; Min, 2019). Google was both claiming to toy brands such as Hasbro that their content attracted
young audiences and also claiming (for regulatory purposes) that it did not have audiences under 13
so they need not worry about COPPA. In the end, Google agreed to pay a fine of $170 million and to
change some of its policies and practices, including now assuming the audience to these child-targeted
sites are children and halting the delivery of personalized ads there (YouTube, 2019a). Further
modifications may include hiding “popularity metrics” such as the number of likes on the YouTube
videos, including those of child Influencers. The measures are expected to be in place by January 2020.
Some of these actions will undoubtedly influence the practice and popularity of the sites for

advertisers.

Furthermore, although social media platforms include the disclosure of influencer marketing in their
policies, they do not strictly enforce or control for proper disclosure. Instagram and Facebook have a
branded content tool and ask users to use it when content “features or is influenced by a business
partner for an exchange of value” and tag the products and brands featured. However, it is
qguestionable whether this tagging is sufficient to help users recognize content as advertising.
Furthermore, they mention that the influencers themselves are responsible for complying with legal
obligations on disclosure of advertising (Facebook, 2018). YouTube also offers a “paid promotion”
feature. However, including these words in their video takes some effort. Influencers should not only
check the “video contains paid promotion” box in the advanced settings, they should also check the
box “Help me inform viewers of paid promotion by adding a disclosure to this video. Additional
disclosures for this video may be required under applicable laws” (YouTube, 2019b). This way, they
actually shift the responsibility to check regulations to the influencer, without enforcing disclosure in
their policy. Even YouTube Kids, YouTube’s recently launched child-friendly platform, currently has no
specific rules on the proper disclosure of sponsored content. They rather merely mention that
advertisements should “comply with applicable laws and regulations (including any relevant self-

regulatory or industry guidelines)” (YouTube, 2019c).
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Next to the protection of minor audiences, it should be noted that today influencers are often children
themselves. For instance, while the FTC stresses that influencers, “shouldn’t assume legal compliance
is someone else’s job” (Fair, 2019a), it is unclear to what extent minor influencers are considered
responsible for the content they post, including the proper disclosure of sponsored content. Moreover,
as parents or other adults such as agencies or marketers gain from children’s performances, policy
makers should consider child influencers’ protection, too. For instance, it is unclear to what extent
these children are protected by traditional workplace standards, such as Child Labor Laws and the
California Child Actor’s Bill, which ensures that children’s earnings remain their property. Specific
regulations on child labor on social media are currently lacking, while social media channels including
YouTube merely inform users about the existence of labor laws, without having a clear policy (Wong,

2019).

Furthermore, ethical questions concerning these children’s privacy and possible psychological
consequences of their online fame arise. Moreover, while YouTube and Instagram have an age limit of
13 years to comply with the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA), these age restrictions
are easy to circumvent, resulting in children lying about their age and accounts created by their
parents. In addition, children are often featured and even used for influencer marketing purposes in
their parents’ social media outlets, such as mommy blogs, which raises questions about whether
children should be protected from their parents publishing intimate or private details of their lives

without consent.

To conclude, both child audiences and child influencers need protection, both through updating laws
and guidelines to be applicable in the current digital times, and through translating them into clear,

universal guidelines that take into account the vulnerability of minors.

4  Future Research Agenda

Social media influencers’ advertising practices blur the boundaries between commercial and
entertainment content. This implies that their young audience may have difficulties recognizing
sponsored content such as unboxing videos as advertising, leading to subconscious persuasion
(Hudders et al., 2017). Given that this persuasion tactic is relatively new, there are a number of

interesting areas for future research related to influencers and children.
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4.1 Influencer marketing strategies

First of all, content analysis could render insights into which content strategies (child) influencers use
on which platforms and how they combine different strategies and platforms. In addition, specific
insights on sponsored content, including which type of brands and sectors they endorse, the branding
strategies they use, the ratio between sponsored and non-sponsored posts and their use of advertising
disclosures (#ad, #sponsored) could be valuable. Moreover, comments on (sponsored) posts could be
analyzed (e.g., through sentiment analysis) and provide insights into children’s’ appraisal and/or
criticism toward these different content strategies and the interactions between influencers and their
followers. Furthermore, social network analysis could enhance our understanding of collaborations
between influencers and brands and connections between influencers. Which accounts do child
influencers follow (age, gender, nationality...), do they connect with other influencers and how do they
engage with each other’s posts (i.e., likes, comments, views, shares...)? Third, qualitative research
could gauge for how influencers and brands feel about the strategies they use and how these may
affect young children. Do they have any ethical concerns and how do they deal with those? How do
they perceive their role in children’s consumer socialization? Today, influencers’ and brands’

perspectives on the practices they engage in are underexplored.

4.2 The impact of influencer marketing on minor audiences

To gain insights into the persuasiveness of influencers among children, scholars could examine
children’s actual media use and engagement with social media platforms and influencers. Although
some of the famous vloggers noted here (e. g. Ryan and Evan) have huge followers and audiences,
presumably children, it is unknown if and how children under 12 years old engage with other
influencers and platforms. From what age are children starting to follow vloggers? Which social media

platforms are mostly used?

Additionally, little is known about how different content strategies used by influencers can
differentially affect children. For instance, the prominence (subtle vs. prominent) and modality (visual
vs. auditory) of a product placement can be a valuable aspect to examine. Moreover, different
strategies may be exuded on different social media platforms (e.g., TikTok vs. YouTube) and also the
type of brand or product (known vs. unknown, low vs. high involvement) may impact influencer
marketing effects. Furthermore, there are several types of influencers — macro, micro, nano —that vary

along several characteristics including number and types of followers (Ismail, 2018; Alassani and
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Goretz, 2019). To what extent do different kinds of influencers reach child audiences and what are the
ramifications for advertising effectiveness? For example, would nano influencers look more authentic

and therefore less like “slick advertising”?

Future research could probe into different kinds of influencers as important sources. Research could
also examine the characteristics of these sources. To what extent do brands and consumers regard
them as likeable, credible, and trustworthy? Does the strength of the parasocial interaction children
feel with these influencers affect their persuasiveness? As the form and function of influencers change,
scholars could try to map out conceptual similarities or differences in strategy and effects of various
kinds of influencers. In addition, the possible (undesirable) longer-term effects of watching hundreds
of “unboxing” videos of toys and products could be assessed. To what extent do these vloggers
(unintentionally) contribute to materialism and affect children’s psychological well-being? To answer
the above research questions, it might be interesting to perform observatory or participatory research
to see how children cope with social media influencers’ content in their daily life. Experimental
approaches can also be valuable, although questions concerning generalizability may arise. For
instance, some scholars using an experimental approach have created “fake” influencer content for
stimuli in their research in an effort to enhance internal validity (Coates et al., 2019a,b). While the
research has uncovered some interesting findings, it is not known to what extent the findings are
generalizable to real-world influencers. Future research should work to enhance external validity as it
is the very fame of the influencer that drives influence in the marketplace. On the other hand, when
using existing content as stimulus material, the question may rise whether findings would be the same
when using different material from different influencers. Moreover, effects may differ depending on

how familiar participants are with the influencer and how they perceive him / her.

4.3 Empowering children to deal with influencer marketing

An important issue concerning influencer marketing targeting children is how children can be
empowered to cope with this contemporary advertising technique. How can we help them recognize

influencer marketing and make well-informed, conscious choices?

First, an understandable advertising disclosure may help children recognize sponsored content as
advertising (De Jans et al., 2019a). However, up to now, research on how the inclusion of advertising

disclosures may help children cope with influencer marketing has yielded mixed findings (cf. § 2.4.2.2).
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More research on the impact of advertising disclosures on advertising effects and source evaluations

could render valuable insights that may serve as a basis for (self-)regulatory initiatives (cf. §3.4).

Second, educating children about non-traditional advertising formats, including influencer marketing
could help children cope with these persuasion tactics. This could be done in a school context through
an advertising literacy training (e.g., Hudders et al., 2016; Nelson, 2016; De Jans et al., 2017), which
has shown to enhance children’s situational advertising literacy in some school districts in Belgium and
the United States. However, there is no standard advertising literacy curriculum and it is difficult for
interventions to be included within the school setting given the other curricular requirements.
Moreover, the implementation of such curriculum requires specific knowledge and skills from
teachers, who may have difficulties themselves in recognizing new and embedded advertising formats.
Therefore, they may need to adjust or refine their own advertising literacy first (Boerman et al., 2017).
In fact, children are mainly extrinsically motivated to interact with traditional learning materials as they
feel under pressure from school or parents. Therefore, alternatives such as informational vlogs (e.g.,
De Jans et al., 2019a) or educational games (e.g., De Jans et al., 2019b) could be promising ways to
include into didactic packages, as they do not take much time and can be used both in class or as a
homework assignment on digital learning platforms. Moreover, as these formats are fun and
entertaining, they may motivate children intrinsically to learn about new persuasion tactics (De Jans
et al., 2019b). Third, training parents and encouraging them to talk with their children may present
another way to instill advertising literacy. However, research suggests that the children may be
watching the YouTube videos by themselves and parents may not be aware of the commercial
implications of these videos (Evans et al., 2019). Moreover, it is known from literature on other
embedded formats (e.g., Hudders & Cauberghe, 2018) that parental mediation is not always helpful in
helping young children cope with advertising. How can parents be empowered to help their children

more critically cope with influencer marketing? Research on these topics is still limited.

4.4 Protecting children from influencer marketing

Finally, although existing (self-)regulatory initiatives stress the importance of advertising being
recognizable as such, especially when targeting children, a coordinated international approach on
influencer marketing specifically, is non-existent today. Whereas the Federal Trade Commission in the
United States requires that influencers disclose any sponsorship, the actual enforcement of this ruling
is unclear in practice (Federal Trade Commission, 2017). Also in the European Union, the regulatory

framework leaves room for interpretation and implementation, which led to a plethora of guidelines
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for disclosing sponsored content at a national level (De Jans et al., 2019a). This resulted in different
types of disclosures used across influencers, platforms, and countries, which may be tricky given that
the platforms transcend cultural borders and children may follow influencers from all over the world.
Thus, the question arises to what extent children understand the meaning of these different

disclosures and whether they help them to gain advertising literacy and enhance coping skills.

Furthermore, the question may arise whether there should be an age limit, both on targeting minors
through influencer marketing as on engaging in influencer marketing activities. Concerning the latter,
whereas formal guidelines to protect (child) influencers are lacking (e.g., on labor conditions and
compensation) influencers are considered responsible for the content they post and are expected to
comply with influencer marketing guidelines concerning the disclosure of sponsored posts (De Veirman
et al., 2019). To conclude, both the practice of child influencers engaging in paid partnerships, and the

targeting of children through influencer marketing raises ethical and legal concerns.

5 Conclusion

The current study aimed to situate and conceptualize social media influencers as a new type of
advertising source targeting children. In short, influencers can be regarded as highly popular and
admired peers. While watching YouTube or scrolling through their social media apps, children are
increasingly exposed to embedded advertising practices, emerging in the entertaining content social
media influencers post. Influencer marketing combines the merits of eWOM and celebrity
endorsement. Due to their perceived authenticity (i.e., they have no commercial interests), the
(marketing) messages they spread are perceived as highly credible word of mouth, rather than as
advertising. On the other hand, children look up to popular influencers who have gained a certain
celebrity status and are willing to identify with them while taking on their lifestyles, attitudes and

beliefs, including those on the products appearing in their social media outlets.

Prior research has shown that children indeed frequently encounter influencer marketing practices,
foremost while watching YouTube (e.g., Marsh, 2016; Folkvord et al., 2019; Martinez et al., 2019). The
commercial content these influencers post affects children’s attitudes and behaviors, for instance their
snack intake (e.g., Folkvord et al., 2019; Martinez et al., 2019; Coates et al., 2019a,b; De Jans et al.,
2019a). Taking into account children’s underdeveloped advertising literacy and consequently
vulnerability to embedded advertising practices, such as influencer marketing, some research has

searched for ways to help children recognize and cope with influencer marketing practices, for instance
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through the implementation of disclosures and advertising literacy interventions, such as
informational vlogs (Coates et al., 2019a,b; De Jans et al., 2019a). These studies provide preliminary
evidence that the implementation of a visual disclosure indeed helps children recognize influencer
marketing practices as advertising, while they do not necessarily negatively impact the influencer and
advertising effectiveness. Moreover, transparency is also appreciated by parents and has a positive
effect on their perceptions and attitudes of both the format and the products and brands featured
(Evans et al., 2019). Furthermore, three major observations arise from the (limited) literature review
that aimed to gather empirical insights on the persuasiveness of influencer marketing among children.
First, research primarily focuses on one particular platform, i.e., YouTube, despite the popularity of
other platforms among minors and influencers accordingly (e.g., TikTok, Instagram, and Snapchat).
Second, today, research on influencer marketing aimed at children is limited and mainly focusses on
children between 9 and 12, while younger and thus more vulnerable children are neglected. Third,
most research takes a consumer perspective and examines how children perceive influencer marketing
practices, while insights on the influencer perspective and the type of content they post are lacking. A
future research agenda has been set out that focuses on four potential research tracks: first, insights
into influencers’ content strategies and how they perceive their role in children’s consumer
socialization. Second, the impact of influencer marketing on children. Third, how to empower children
to deal with influencer marketing, and fourth protecting children from influencer marketing through

guidelines and regulations.
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ABSTRACT

Findings of two experimental studies show that Instagram influencers with high numbers of followers
are found more likeable, partly because they are considered more popular. Important, only in limited
cases, perceptions of popularity induced by the influencer’'s number of followers increase the
influencer’s perceived opinion leadership. However, if the influencer follows very few accounts him-
/herself, this can negatively impact popular influencers’ likeability. Also, cooperating with influencers
with high numbers of followers might not be the best marketing choice for promoting divergent

products, as this decreases the brand’s perceived uniqueness and consequently brand attitudes.

KEYWORDS

E-WOM,; influencer marketing; Instagram; social influence; social media marketing

157



AUTHOR NOTE

This chapter is published as De Veirman, M., Cauberghe, V. & Hudders, L. (2017). Marketing through
Instagram influencers: Impact of number of followers and product divergence on brand attitude.
International Journal of Advertising, 36(5), 798-828. DOI: 10.1080/02650487.2017.1348035. It was
awarded with the journal’s High Impact Award of 2017 and is currently the journal’s most read article.
This chapter has also been presented at the International Conference on Research in Advertising in

Ljubljana, Slovenia (June 2016), where it was awarded with a Best Student Paper nomination.

This work was financially supported by Fonds Wetenschappelik Onderzoek (Grant

FWO3E02015003501).

The authors would like to thank Lisa Van Den Abbeele for designing the stimulus materials.

158



1 Introduction

Recently, brands discovered the far-reaching impact and viral growth potential of forging alliances with
social media influencers to promote their products. Social media influencers are referred to as people
who have built a sizeable social network of people following them. In addition, they are seen as a
regard for being a trusted tastemaker in one or several niches. As brands continue to abandon
traditional advertising techniques, efforts are increasingly focused on these influencers to endorse
their products among their followers and beyond. These endorsements are likely to be interpreted as
highly credible electronic Word Of Mouth (eWOM) rather than paid advertising as they are often
seamlessly woven into the daily narratives influencers post on their Instagram accounts (Abidin, 2016).
This is particularly desirable for brands as it appears to be more effective than traditional advertising
tactics, due to higher authenticity and credibility, which subsequently leads to lower resistance to the
message (de Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang 2012). Therefore, by seeding a certain message or a new
product with these influencers, marketers aim to maximize the diffusion of information through their
social network (Weimann, 1994; Keller & Berry 2003). Through their posts, influencers may influence
a disproportionately large number of others, possibly indirectly via a cascade of influence through their
followers (Gladwell, 2000). Today, 75% of marketers are using influencer marketing (Augure, 2015).
One of the major challenges for brands is to identify and select these so-called influencers who may
have a strong impact on their target audience and influence them to try and adopt new products and
help diffuse them in their social network through their posts (Momtaz, Aghaie, & Alizadeh 2011;
Pophal, 2016). Today, the number of followers, which reflects network size and serves as an indication
for popularity, is frequently used to identify these influential nodes. Accordingly, higher numbers of
followers may result in larger reach of the (commercial) message and may thus leverage the power of
this specific type of word-of-mouth at scale. Regarding their commercial potential, technologies have
been developed to identify and track relevant influencers for brands and connect with them (e.g.,
Traackr, Little Bird,...). These platforms draw up criteria such as minimum 10.000 followers in order to
be suitable as brand advocate. However, to our knowledge, no research yet investigated how people
perceive and evaluate influencers’ numbers of followers. Moreover, the reach of the message through
an influencer should not be the only criterion for successful persuasive communication. To increase
the message’s impact one should search for the most likeable, credible influencer who has a high value
as an opinion leader. The challenge for advertisers thus becomes to select the most efficient and

suitable influencer, also keeping the type of product they want to promote in consideration.
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Hence, in two studies, we aim to provide more insights in the characteristics that make a social media
influencer on Instagram efficient above and beyond their potential reach through their large social
network. Being a social networking site that provides users with video- and photo-sharing possibilities,
Instagram lends itself very well for eWOM purposes because products and brands can be visually
imaged and named in the caption of the photo. Moreover, it is one of the most popular social
networking sites and currently has over 500 million active users and counting (Statista, 2016a). Study
1 explores which Instagram influencer is the best marketing choice in terms of number of followers.
Whereas previous studies have examined influence and diffusion, mainly on Twitter (Cha et al. 2010;
Weng et al. 2010), to identify a suitable brand advocate, it is essential to examine whether this number
of followers indeed is a suitable indicator for doing so. There is discussion about whether or not there
exists a link between number of followers and opinion leadership. Findings vary from a clear
connection between number of followers and opinion leadership (e.g., Yoganarasimhan, 2012; Feng,
2016; Hwang, 2015) to number of followers being merely an indication for popularity rather than
influence (e.g., Cha et al. 2010; Romero et al. 2011). The first study contributes to this on-going debate
by shedding more light on whether one’s number of followers contributes to his/her opinion leader
status and how it affects general likeability towards him/her. In particular, it is investigated whether
one’s number of followers may work as a cue — indicating one’s popularity — and whether perceived
popularity in turn might cause people to ascribe opinion leadership to the person in question, which

eventually affects the endorser’s overall likeability.

As relationships on Instagram do not always entail reciprocal activities, meaning that one can freely
choose to follow an account without the need to ask the other’s permission and without the other
feeling obliged to follow him/her back, besides the number of followers, also the number of followees
(i.e., the number of accounts the influencer follows him-/herself) and the combination of both may
affect one’s perceptions of the influencer. In popular literature, some ‘rules’ exist about the ideal
‘followers/followees ratio’ exist. There are even online calculators that calculate one’s
followers/followees ratio and explain its meaning (e.g., tffratio.com). However, to our knowledge, no
study has ever examined the impact of number of followees and the ratio between one’s number of
followers and followees. Therefore, it is investigated whether and how number of followees affects
the relationship between number of followers and likeability. In other words, the importance of one’s

‘followers/followees ratio’ in terms of likeability is examined.

Whereas the commercial use of influencers is a growing global marketing phenomenon due to their

capacity to shape purchase decisions, little is known about how the endorsements they produce on
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social media platforms in exchange for payment or sponsored products and services affect attitudes
towards the brands or products they endorse. Abidin (2015, 2016) did some ethnographic research on
how influencers insert advertisements for products and services in the textual and visual narration of
their personal, everyday lives on social media. However, experimental research on the working of
influencer marketing is largely absent. Therefore, Study 2 assesses the brand effects of influencers and
examines the moderating role of number of followers on the advertising effectiveness of influencers’
posts. In particular, effectiveness in terms of attitude towards the brand of commercial posts
containing endorsements of products with common versus divergent product designs will be
investigated. The effect of product type on brand attitudes is expected to be affected by number of
followers as this might have an impact on perceptions about the brand. Products with divergent
product designs that may respond to people’s need for uniqueness, might be perceived as less unique
when posted by an influencer with a high number of followers compared to when it is promoted by an

influencer with a moderate number of followers, which may eventually lower brand attitudes.

Hence, this study adds value by providing an understanding on how one’s number of followers affects
attitudes towards the influencer and the brands (s)he promotes. Insights are of general relevance to
word-of-mouth marketing and influencer marketing in particular and contribute to literature in several
ways. First, this study theoretically contributes to literature on influence and the dissemination of
word-of-mouth. Also, it adds to the ongoing debate concerning opinion leadership and how to identify
it. Next, this study sheds more light on how influencers determine the perception of a brand through
their endorsements. In this sense, this study contributes to literature on heuristic processing and naive
theories by investigating how an influencer’s number of followers may affect perceptions of the
uniqueness of a product and accordingly brand attitudes. Moreover, this study took into account the

moderating impact of the empirically underexposed metric number of followees.

2 Theoretical background

2.1 The emergence of influencer marketing

It has been well recognized in marketing and consumer behaviour literature that eWOM, or the
information consumers obtain from interpersonal sources, has stronger effects on consumer decision-
making than traditional advertising techniques (Goldsmith & Clark, 2008). A similar message is
perceived as more authentic and credible when it is communicated by a fellow consumer compared

to than when it would have been put forward by an advertiser. Consumers have always valued others’
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opinions, however, the advent and still growing popularity of social media has amplified the effects of
peer recommendations, as it empowered consumers to share their opinions and experiences one-to-
many. As consumers can freely create and disseminate brand-related information and voluntarily
display their brand preference to others through their social interactions, social media such as
Instagram or Facebook nowadays represent an ideal tool for eWOM (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Jansen et

al., 2009; Knoll, 2016; Lyons & Henderson, 2005).

The power of eWOM, defined as ‘any positive or negative statement made by potential, actual, or
former customers about a product or company, which is made available to a multitude of people and
institutions via the Internet’ (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p. 39) has been widely recognized and social
media has amplified and accelerated its reach. Crucial to the diffusion of eWOM, is the identification
of opinion leaders, who exert a disproportionate amount of influence on others, an idea that has
already been recognized decades ago (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). Through their social media activities,
nowadays’ digital opinion leaders or influencers, are able to influence the attitudes, decisions and
behaviours of their audience of followers (Watts & Dodds, 2007; Lyons & Henderson, 2005). Moreover,
as messages can be disseminated rapidly and easily, a viral effect or buzz might be induced. This way,
their influence does not only flow to their followers, but also spreads among followers as they share
the viral messages in their social networks (Thomas, 2004). At the same time, nowadays consumers
are not only sceptical about traditional branddriven advertising, they are also empowered to bypass it
as it is often found to be intrusive and disruptive. Consumers are able to advance forward to skip
commercials or install ad-blocking software, which makes it increasingly harder for brands to reach
consumers. As an answer that maximizes the advantages of word-of-mouth and bypasses
shortcomings of traditional advertising techniques, such as avoidance and resistance (Fransen et al.,
2015; Kaikati & Kaikati, 2004), brands increasingly focus their efforts on so-called social influencers. As
opposed to directly targeting the target market through all kinds of advertising, brands aim to
encourage highly followed and admired influencers who are regarded as trustworthy, non-purposive
opinion leaders, to talk about and recommend their products on social media platforms. This way,

brands may leverage the power of word-of-mouth and market their products indirectly.

2.2 The working of influencer marketing

Influencers are content creators who accumulated a solid base of followers. Through blogging, vlogging
or creating short-form content (e.g., Instagram, SnapChat, ...) they provide their followers an insight

into their personal, everyday lives, their experiences and opinions. By involving influencers (e.g., by
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offering to test a product, organizing an exclusive event, ... or simply paying them), brands aim to
stimulate influencers to endorse their products and this way build up their image among influencers’
often huge base of followers, a practice that is called influencer marketing. Unlike mainstream
celebrities, influencers are believed to be accessible, believable, intimate and thus easy to relate to as
they share the personal, usually publically inaccessible aspects of their life with their followers and
interact with them in flesh (Abidin, 2016; Schau & Gilly, 2003). This may generate para-social
interaction, which has been described as the illusion of a face-to-face relationship with a media
performer and makes consumers more susceptible to their opinions and behaviour (Colliander &
Dahlen, 2011; Knoll et al., 2015). 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 (Abidin,
2015). Moreover, due to its relative newness and the inexperience of consumers to influencer
marketing strategies, it is less likely to trigger persuasion knowledge which could render unfavourable

attitudes (Friestad & Wright, 1994; Tutaj & van Reijmmersdal, 2012).

Itis important for brands to approach an influencer who is well-liked by their audience to endorse their
products. Previous research for example found positive associations between attitude towards the
celebrity and attitude towards the brand (e.g., Amos, Holmes, & Strutton, 2008; Silvera & Austad,
2004). Also, Schemer et al. (2008) found that pairing a brand with positively evaluated artists results
in positive attitudes toward the brand. Moreover, brands should be careful in picking the right
influencer to endorse their brand and decide who possesses the most appropriate and desired
characteristics in relation to the brand, as the image of the influencer may transfer to the brand by
virtue of the endorsement. As consumers use brands to communicate their identity to others and
evaluate others based on their consumption behaviour (Elliott & Wattanasuwan, 1998; Reed et al.,

2012), the images that the brand conveys are of high importance.

2.3 Identifying influencers

Influencer marketing consists of identifying and targeting influential users and stimulate them to
endorse a brand or specific products through their social media activities. Just like in many other word-
of-mouth marketing strategies, a major challenge is the identification of a suitable opinion leader or
influencer (Araujo, Neijens, & Vliegenthart, 2017). As higher numbers of followers may result in larger

reach of the (commercial) message and may thus leverage the power of this specific type of word-of-
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mouth at scale, today, the number of followers is frequently used to identify influencers on social

media.

Different studies have been conducted to measure online opinion leadership and identify opinion
leaders. Of these, assessing one’s audience size or number of followers has often been put forward as
a first step to take in the quest for opinion leaders. Zhang and Dong (2008) for example developed a
roadmap to identify online opinion leaders in virtual communities in which the first step is finding out
who are active users with large followers. Concerning Twitter, Cha et al. (2010) proposed different
types of influence a person has of which the first is the audience size of the user, referring to the
number of followers a user has. A high number of followers could be advantageous to the exertion of
opinion leadership as ideas are spread more widely and rapidly and consequently, interpersonal
influence is enhanced. However, it remains uncertain to what extent consumers process this
information and use it to assess an influencer on social media, in particular in terms of opinion
leadership. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to explore the impact of influencers’ number of
followers on attitude formation, both in terms of attitudes towards the influencer (i.e., influencer

likeability) as in terms of attitudes towards the brands (s)he promotes.

3 Study 1: assessing the likeability of an Instagram influencer

3.1 Hypothesis development

3.1.1 Assessing the influencer’s likeability

Today, consumers face a wide range of available sources to find information in their buying decision
process. The internet and the advent of social media have made it possible to assimilate large amounts
of information in a very short time and without substantial costs to the user. Yet, the abundance and
diversity of information also makes it difficult for consumers to determine its value. Already in 1982,
Simon stated in his theory of bounded rationality that people have limited ability to process and
evaluate available information. Moreover, digital media have increased the complexity of determining
credible sources and assessing a source in a digital context is more difficult than in traditional face-to-
face interaction decisions. Therefore, consumers are more dependent on cues and heuristics to
evaluate information sources. Due to the emergence and ever-growing popularity of social media and
the plethora of information, consumers will likely use a heuristic (or peripheral) process to assess

influencers on social media. As such, when encountering an Instagram account, consumers may base
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their judgments on peripheral cues, such as number of followers (Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994;

Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

In line with previous research that found that people rely on cues as numbers of online contacts,
friends or followers to assess one’s popularity, we expect this to be the case on Instagram too. In its
turn, inferences about popularity may affect evaluations of the source (Tong et al., 2008; Utz, 2010;
Graham, 2014; Jin & Phua, 2014). For instance, when a source is found to be popular, this may elicit
the reasoning that if many others think something is good or correct, then it must be good or correct,
which has been referred to as the bandwagon heuristic (Sundar, 2008). Indeed, people are inclined to
believe certain sources if others do so as well (Metzger, Flanagin, & Medders, 2010). Therefore, we
expect that an influencer who is perceived as popular due to its number of followers, is likely to elicit
higher perceptions of opinion leadership compared to an influencer who is perceived as less popular.

In its turn, we expect these perceptions to positively affect the overall likeability of the influencer.

H1: The positive effect of number of followers on overall likeability of the influencer will sequentially

be mediated by perceived popularity and ascribed opinion leadership.

3.1.2 The moderating impact of influencers’ number of followees

Besides number of followers, also the number of followees and the combination of both may affect
one’s perceptions of the influencer. In popular literature, some ‘rules’ about who to follow and the
ideal ‘followers/followees ratio’, mostly concerning Twitter, exist. For example, a rule of thumb is that
you should especially follow people with a positive ratio, people who have more followers than they
follow accounts themselves. On the other hand, a user who follows many accounts him-/herself has
more opportunities to learn about different topics and opinions, and thus more ability to look beyond
their own social environment, which might be beneficial in terms of opinion leadership (Williams,
2006). However, following too much people is not beneficial either, because the likelihood that one
can keep track on all these account’s updates is very small. Moreover, following a lot of people could
be perceived as an attempt to be followed back by those people, thus increasing your own number of
followers (Siegler, 2009). On Instagram, hashtags as #followback, #follow4follow, #instafollow and
others illustrate this phenomenon. On the contrary, having a lot of followers in combination with only
a few accounts following may indicate that the followers are artificially collected or ‘fake’, which is not

beneficial either (Cresci et al., 2015).
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While there is a quest for the ideal ‘followers/followees ratio’, until today no study has investigated
whether number of followees is an important asset for consumers in the evaluation of an influencer.
Itis likely that the assumed positive effect of number of followers on the influencer’s overall likeability
(see H1) might turn negative when the influencer follows few people him-/herself. Hence, we propose

the following hypothesis:

H2: For an influencer with a high number of followees, we expect a positive effect of number of

followers on influencer likeability.

For an influencer with a low number of followees, we expect a negative effect of number of followers

on influencer likeability.

3.2 Method

3.2.1 Participants and design

The experiment used a 2 (number of followers: moderate versus high) by 2 (number of followees: low
versus high) between-subjects experimental design to test the hypotheses. A total of 117 Instagram
users (74 females, Mage = 29.54 years, SDage = 6.55) took part in the study in return for a small payment.

We recruited participants in the United States via Amazon’s mechanical turk.

3.2.2 Manipulation stimuli

Instagram accounts for two fictitious influencers, a male (Stephan Jones) and a female influencer
(Stephanie Jones), using photos of actual influencers were created. The gender of the respondent was
matched to the gender of the Instagram influencers to avoid any confounds related to gender
identification. The influencer’s persona and his/her posted photos were based on that of various,
actual real life influencers’ Instagram pages. Both influencers had a similar Instagram bio (‘Stephan(ie)
Jones | 24 y/o | My life in a nutshell | Fashion | Travel | Health | Food’|. The selected photos were
not identical but still similar for both the male and female influencer and were all lifestyle related. In
this way, they were positioned in such a way that their Instagram posts could appeal to a broad

audience.

As we choose to depict an influencer, his/her number of followers had to be at least of a moderate
size, a number we choose to set at 2,100. In the high number of followers condition, this number was
increased to 21,200 (21,2k). For the number of followees, we choose to distinguish between a low and

a high number of followees condition. In the low number of followees condition, the influencer
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followed 32 people, whereas in the high number of followees condition the influencer followed 32,200
(32,2k) people him-/ herself. We manipulated these numbers based on actual influencers’ Instagram
pages. To ensure that participants estimated these numbers equally, they were given an idea of the
average number of followers and followees as a benchmark. Participants were requested to read the
following text: ‘On Instagram, some people called influencers have very large numbers of followers.
Most of these influencers on average have about 2000 followers, and follow about 300 accounts
themselves. For very large numbers, Instagram uses K as an abbreviation for thousand and M as an
abbreviation for million. Please, take a moment to look at the Instagram profile of Stephan(ie) Jones,
an Instagram influencer who gives people through Instagram a glimpse in his/her life’. Each participant
was randomly assigned to one of the four conditions by being asked to view a screenshot of an
influencer’s Instagram page, differing in number of followers and accounts following, and then fill out

a questionnaire. An overview of the manipulation stimuli can be found in Appendices 1 and 2.

3.2.3 Measures

The items for the manipulation checks measured participants’ perceptions of the number of followers
and followees. Participants were asked if they found the influencer had a very small ( = 1) versus very
large ( = 7) number of followers and if they thought the influencer’s number of followers was smaller
(=1)versus larger (= 7) than the average influencer’s number of followers. Using the same statements,
participants were next asked to evaluate the influencer’s number of followees. Perceived popularity
was measured by a five-point semantic differential, asking participants if they found the influencer
‘unpopular versus popular’ (1 item). Ascribed opinion leadership was measured by Flynn, Goldsmith,
and Eastmans’ (1996) 5-point Likert-scale (4 items; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; a =.92),
adjusted to review others’ opinion leadership. The influencer’s overall likeability was measured using
three items of Dimofte, Forehand, and Desphande’s (2003) scale for attitude toward the spokesperson
(5-point semantic differential, a =.85). An overview of the used measurement scales in Study 1 can be

found in Appendix 3.

3.3 Results and discussion

3.3.1 Manipulation checks

First, both the male (M = 3.41, SD = .55) and female (M = 3.55, SD = .59, t(115) = 1.24, p =.22) endorser
were perceived to be equally credible. Next, participants perceived the influencer’s number of

followers to be lower in the moderate (M = 4.93, SD = 1.10) than in the high number of followers
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condition (M = 5.86, SD = 1.08, t(115) = -4.59, p < .001). Considering the number of followees,
participants perceived the influencer’s number of followees to be lower in the low (M = 2.26, SD =
1.75) than those in the high number of followees condition (M = 6.11, SD = 1.32, t(97.52) = -13.25, p <

.001). These results show that the manipulations are satisfactory.

3.3.2 Sequential mediation analysis

To test H1 and H2, we conducted a sequential mediation analysis using Hayes’ PROCESS macro (2013,
model 6, 5.000 bootstrap resamples) with number of followers as independent variable, perceived
popularity and sequentially ascribed opinion leadership as mediators and influencer likeability as
dependent variable. The analysis showed a positive effect of number of followers on perceived
popularity (al = .36, SE = .15, p = .017). Next, it was found that perceived popularity has a significant
positive effect on ascribed opinion leadership (a3 = .24, SE = .11, p = .029), which consequently has a
significant positive effect on likeability (b2 = .15, SE = .06, p =.021). Bootstrapping showed a significant
indirect effect for perceived popularity (ab = .18, SE = .07; 95% CI = [.03; .33]), but not for ascribed
opinion leadership (ab = .01, SE = .03; 95% Cl = [-.04; .08]). Important, the serial indirect effect was
significant, however small (ab = .01, SE = .01; 95% Cl = [.00; .05]). From the above analysis, it appears
that the indirect effect of number of followers on likeability is for the largest part explained by
perceived popularity only, and for a small part by the sequential mediation through perceived

popularity and ascribed opinion leadership (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1 Illustration of the Effect of Number of Followers on Likeability through Perceived Popularity and Ascribed Opinion Leadership

3.3.3 Moderation analysis

Addressing H2, a moderation analysis using Hayes’ PROCESS macro (2013, model 1, 5.000 bootstrap
resamples) with number of followers as independent variable, number of followees as moderator,
likeability as dependent variable and perceived popularity and ascribed opinion leadership as
covariates was conducted. We examined whether the effect of number of followers on likeability was
moderated by number of followees. The interaction term was statistically significant indicating that
the effect of number of followers on likeability is contingent number of followees, B = .46, SE = .23, p
= .05 .We further examined the conditional effect of number of followers on likeability at the two
numbers of followees. When number of followees was low (32), there was a significant negative effect
of number of followers on likeability, B = -.38, SE = .17, p = .03. When number of followees was high
(32,2k), no significant effect of number of followers on likeability was found, B = .08, SE = .16, p = .63.
These data suggest that the influencer’'s number of followers may have a negative effect on the
influencer’s likeability, but this is only the case when the influencer follows few accounts, not when
the influencer follows many accounts. Both ascribed opinion leadership (B = .14, SE = .06, p =.03) and
perceived popularity (B = .44, SE =.07, p <.001) had a significant positive effect on likeability (see Table
1).
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Coefficient (SE) t 95% confidence

interval

Outcome: likeability

Constant 1.75(.33) 5.31 [1.10; 2.40]
N followees -.16(.16) 1.00 [-.49; .16]
N followers -.38(.17) -2.24 [-.72; -.04]
int_1 .46(.23) 1.98 [.00; .92]
Opinion leadership .14(.06) 2.14 [.01; .26]
Perceived Popularity 44(.07) 5.96 [.29; .59]
Conditional effect of X on Y at values of the moderator

N followees = low -.38(.17) -2.24 [-.72,-.04]
N followees = high .08(.16 48 [-.24; .39]

Note: int_1 = N followers * N followees

Table 1 Tested moderation results Study 1

3.3.4 Additional analyses on the moderating role of gender

As previous studies have shown that gender differences may appear when individuals evaluate luxury
consumers (e.g., Dunn & Searle, 2010; Dunn & Hill, 2014), this may suggest that luxury purchases of
significant others may have different effects on men versus women. Hence, it was investigated
whether the above findings differ between men and women. First, results reveal that the serial indirect
effect of number of followers on likeability through perceived popularity and opinion leadership was
not moderated by gender (B = -.00, SE = .01, 95%Cl: = [-.04; .03]). Next, an analysis using Hayes’
PROCESS macro (2013, model 3, 5.000 bootstrap resamples) found that the negative effect of number
of followers on likeability when the influencer followed few accounts (32) him-/herself which was
found in the second analysis, only applied to females (B = -.58, SE = .21, p =.01). In contrast, this effect

was not significant for males (B = .02, SE = .28, p = .93).

3.4 Conclusion study 1

Examining the influence of different numbers of followers on an Instagram influencer’s likeability,
Study 1 found that having more followers positively affects attitudes towards the influencer, for the
most through higher perceptions of popularity and for a small part because these higher perceptions
of popularity leads people to ascribe more opinion leadership to the influencer. A high number of
followers may thus lead to higher perceptions of popularity, and subsequently higher likeability, but it
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does not mean that the influencer is automatically perceived as an opinion leader. Furthermore,
results suggested the emergence of a negative relationship between number of followers and
likeability when a popular influencer follows very few accounts him-/herself. However, additional
analyses pointed out that this might only be true for female Instagram users. This might imply that

female Instagram users are more sensitive to influencers’ ‘followers/followees ratio’.

As consumers have become savvy to traditional marketing techniques, brands increasingly partner up
with Instagram influencers to reach their target audience. By convincing influencers to include their
products in their posts, brands hope to capitalize on the influencer’s status, credibility and popularity.
To further elaborate on the impact of the influencer’s number of followers on the effects for brands
(s)he might promote through his/her Instagram posts, we conduct a second study. The aim of Study 2
is thus to examine the impact of the influencer’s number of followers on consumers’ attitude towards
the brand of the promoted product. Moreover, the relation between number of followers and
influencer effectiveness in terms of brand attitude will be investigated for products that have a

standard versus divergent design.

4  Study 2: assessing the brand effects of Instagram influencers

4.1 Hypothesis development

As the number of followers represents the audience with whom influencers share their ideas, a higher
number of followers might elicit stronger brand effects. Jin and Phua (2014) recently illustrated this
idea and found that positive tweets from celebrities with a high number of followers result in higher
product involvement and buying intentions than tweets from less popular celebrities. However, we

expect that the impact of the number of followers might be different according to the type of product.

Consumers in the first place evaluate products to decide whether they respond to their needs. In
particular, sometimes consumers want to buy what others have bought, but at other times, they might
be very attracted to unique products that are not obvious to obtain (Steinhart et al., 2014). Two
opposite social needs explain these preferences, i.e. the need for uniqueness and the need for
conformity (Tian, Bearden, & Hunter, 2001). However, consumers rarely have complete product
information, which makes evaluation difficult. Therefore, they often make inferences to fill these gaps.
These inferences have been referred to as naive theories and serve as common-sense explanations to

evaluate and interpret marketing communication, products and brands (Brifiol, Rucker, & Petty, 2015;
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Deval et al., 2013; Gunasti & Ross, 2009; Kardes, Posavac, & Cronley, 2004). Consumers use these naive
theories in forming product judgments and deciding whether a product responds to their needs.
Accordingly, Deval et al. (2013) found that subtle primes in a consumer context can activate naive
theories that guide consumers’ beliefs about market related phenomena such as pricing, sales
promotion, product popularity versus scarcity, and technical language. Marketers exploit these naive
theories by emphasizing product characteristics that are likely to trigger these naive beliefs associated
with desirable consumer responses when developing their communication strategies (Duncan, 1990;
Lynn, 1992). Posavac et al. (2010), for example, found that firms that are presented as profitable, are
evaluated more positively, their advertisements are considered more credible and their advertised
products evoke more positive brand attitudes, and increase purchase intention. Similar, Steinhart et
al. (2014) found that exposing consumers to functional products (i.e., products that enable one to
achieve a certain goal or complete a practical task) triggers the naive theory of popularity, or the belief
that popular products are desirable, similar to ‘bandwagon’ effects (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Deval
et al.,, 2013; Henshel & Johnston, 1987). Exposing them to selfexpressive products (i.e., unique
products, or products that enable one to diverge from others) induces beliefs in the naive theory of
exclusivity, or the belief that exclusive products are desirable (Berger & Heath, 2007; 2008; Snyder &
Fromkin, 1980).

Following the naive theory of exclusivity, we expect consumers to have a better attitude towards
brands with divergent product designs compared to brands with standard designs because they are

perceived as more unique.

H3: Products with a divergent design evoke higher attitudes towards the brand compared to products

with a standard design.

H4: The positive effect of product divergence on attitude towards the brand is mediated by perceived

brand uniqueness.

However, if the product is posted by an influencer with a high number of followers, this might trigger
the naive theory of popularity and thoughts that the product is rather common instead of unique.
When such an influencer promotes a divergent product, product uniqueness might diminish due to the
idea that many others might be interested in the product as well (Hui & Bateson, 1991; Machleit,
Eroglue, & Mantel 2000). Hence, we expect the positive relationship between product divergence and
attitude towards the brand through perceived brand uniqueness to be weakened when the product is

posted by an influencer with a very high number of followers. We hypothesize:
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H5: The indirect positive effect of divergence of the product design on attitude towards the brand
through perceived brand uniqueness, is weaker when the brand is promoted by an influencer with a
high number of followers compared to when it is promoted by an influencer with a moderate number

of followers.

42 Method

4.2.1 Participants and design

The study used a 2 (number of followers: moderate versus high) by 2 (product divergence: low versus
high) between-subjects experimental design. Contrary to Study 1 in which male participants were
exposed to a male influencer’s profile and vice-versa, in Study 2 we decided to only include female
participants, as the findings in Study 1 mainly applied to female participants and the majority of
Instagram users is female (Statista, 2016b). Hence, any gender confounds are avoided and females are
more susceptible to social influence than males (Eagly, 1983). 118 female Instagram users from the
United States recruited from Amazon’s mechanical turk completed the study in exchange for a small

payment (Mage = 26.92 years, SDage = 4.24).

4.2.2 Manipulation stimuli

Participants were exposed to the same profile of Stephanie Jones as in the first study and were
instructed to view her profile carefully. As in Study 1, in the moderate number of followers condition,
the influencer was given 2,100 followers, whereas in the high number of followers condition, this
number was increased to 21,200 (21,2k). The number of followees (N = 320) and number of posts (N =
366), was kept constant over all conditions. Again, participants were given an idea of the average
number of followers and followees of an influencer as a benchmark. After viewing the profile,
participants read that the influencer recently posted a picture on Instagram and participants were
again instructed to view the post carefully. To strengthen the manipulation, the picture that was
posted by the influencer with a moderate number of followers, had a lower number of likes (N = 210)
than the picture that was posted by the influencer with a high number of followers (N = 2,120), as this
controls for discrepancies between the number of followers versus amount of likes per post ratio. A
post of a very popular influencer is likely to be liked by more people compared to a less popular

influencer.

Divergence of the product design was manipulated based on the study of Warren and Campbell (2014).

In the low divergence condition, the influencer promoted a bottle of water with a standard design of
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a in the United States unknown brand named NZO, whereas in the high divergence condition, the
influencer promoted a drop-shaped bottle of water of the same brand. Each participant was randomly
assigned to one of the four conditions. After being exposed to the manipulation stimuli, participants

filled out a questionnaire. An overview of the manipulation stimuli can be found in Appendix 4.

4.2.3 Measures

First, as a manipulation check participants were asked whether they found the influencer had a very
small ( = 1) versus very large ( = 7) number of followers. Participants’ perceptions of the divergence of
the endorsed product’s design was measured by Warren and Campbell’s (2014) three-item 5-point
Likert scale (a =.88). Participants had to evaluate whether the design ‘is different from the norm’, ‘is
unique’ and ‘shows independence’. Attitude towards the brand was measured by Spears and Singh’s
(2004) five-item, 5-point semantic differential (o =.93). Perceived brand uniqueness (a =.93) was
measured with four items that measure the uniqueness dimension of Netemeyer et al. (2004) 10-item
5point Likert Brand Equity scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). An overview of the used

measurement scales in Study 1 can be found in Appendix 5.

4.3 Results and discussion

4.3.1 Manipulation checks

In the average number of followers condition, participants perceived the influencer’s number of
followers to be lower (M = 5.56, SD = 1.08) than those participants in the high number of followers
condition (M =6.02,SD=1.17,t(116) =-2.19, p = .03). The divergence of the endorsed product’s design
was also correctly perceived, as the design of the standard-shaped bottle (M = 2.91, SD = .97) was
evaluated significantly lower in divergence than the design of the drop-shaped bottle (M =4.25, SD =
.60, t(116) =-8.94, p < .001). The manipulations were effective.

4.3.2 Post-test on the manipulation of the bottle design

To ensure that perceived attractiveness of the standard-shaped bottled water and that of the drop-
shaped bottled water are similar and only differed in terms of perceived divergence, a post-test (N =
49; 26 females; Mage = 34.53 years, SDage = 11.49) was set up. As such, next to perceived divergence
(Warren & Campbell, 2014; three items, 5-point Likert scale; a =.91), in a between-subjects design,
participants’ attitude towards the design of the bottle (Warren & Campbell, 2014; two items; a =.84,

5-point Likert scale), aesthetic evaluation of the bottle (Bell, Holbrook, & Solomon, 1991; four items;
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5-point semantic differential; a =.94), attitude towards the product/brand (Aaker, Brumbaugh, & Grier,
2000; three items; 5-point semantic differential, a =.94), perceived quality of the brand (Taylor &
Bearden, 2002; four items, 5-point semantic differential; a =.89), evaluation of product packaging
(Ghoshal, Boatwright, & Cagan, 2011; one item, 5-point semantic differential; a = .85), perceived
product attractiveness (Page & Herr, 2002; two items, 5-point semantic differential; a =.89) and
perceived expressive aesthetics of the bottle (Cai & Xu, 2011; five items, adapted to the packaging
context, 5-point Likert scale; a =.95) were measured. An overview of the used measurement scales can
be found in Appendix 6. It was found that the two bottle designs were only evaluated as significantly

different in terms of perceived divergence (see Table 2).

Standard Divergent t (df) p
Design Design
M (SD) M (SD)

Perceived Divergence 3.11(1.11) 4.04 (.97) -3.11 (46.99) .003

Attitude towards the 3.77 (.91) 3.33(1.14) 1.49 (41.90) .144
Bottle Design

Aesthetic Evaluation 3.72(.91) 3.91 (1.05) -.68 (43.97) .502
Attitude towards the 3.76 (.92) 3.72(1.07)  .11(43.72) 912

Product/Brand

Perceived Quality of the 3.62 (.68) 3.88(.91) -1.10 (40.38) .277
Brand

Evaluation of Product 3.73(.96) 4.00 (1.08) -.91 (44.31) .366
Packaging

Perceived Product 3.51(1.15) .78 (1.02) -.78 (45.70) 440

Attractiveness
Perceived Expressive 3.53(.99) 3.62(1.19) -.25(43.03) .803
Aesthetics

Table 2 Results of the post-test on the manipulation of the bottle design

4.3.3 Simple mediation analysis

To test H3 and H4, we conducted a simple mediation analysis using Hayes’ PROCESS macro (2013,
model 4, 5.000 bootstrap resamples) with the divergence of the product design condition as
independent variable, perceived brand uniqueness as mediator and attitude towards the brand as
dependent variable. The analysis revealed a significant indirect effect of divergence of the product
design on attitude towards the brand through perceived brand uniqueness (ab = .57, SE = .11, 95% Cl:

=[.37; .81]). Exposure to the dropshaped bottle led to higher perceived brand uniqueness (o =1.02, SE
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= .17, p < .001), which, in turn, positively affected attitude towards the brand (b = .56, SE = .06, p <
.001). These results confirm H3 and H4 (see Figure 2).

Perceived
Unigueness

a [1.02[.17)]*** b [.56(.06)]%**

¢ [-29(.13)]*

c [.28(.15]]

Divergence

Note: *p <.05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Figure 2 Tested simple mediation model.

4.3.4 Conditional process analysis

To test H5, we conducted a moderated mediation analysis using Hayes’ PROCESS macro (2013, model
7, 5.000 bootstraps; 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals) with number of followers (i.e., moderate
versus high) as the moderator of the effect of divergence of the product design on attitude towards
the brand through perceived uniqueness of the brand. The moderated mediation index was significant
(ab =-.50, SE = .20, 95% Cl: = [-.93; -.15]). Based on this result, we can infer that the indirect effect of
divergence of the product design on attitude towards the brand through perceived brand uniqueness
differs significantly across different levels of followers. The interaction term was significantly indicating
that the effect of divergence of the product design on perceived brand uniqueness is contingent on

the number of followers of the influencer (B =-.91, SE = .33, p =.01).

We further examined the conditional indirect effects of divergence of the product design on perceived
brand uniqueness for the two numbers of followers (Hayes, 2013). Moderated mediation analysis
revealed that when the number of followers was moderate, there was a significant positive effect of
divergence of the product design on perceived brand uniqueness (ab = .80, SE = .15, 95% Cl: = [.53;
1.12]). When the number of followers was high, the positive effect of divergence of the product design

on perceived brand uniqueness was weaker (ab = .29, SE = .15, 95% Cl: = [.01; .58]). Therefore,
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divergence of the product design has a positive effect on perceived brand uniqueness, and that effect
is stronger when the influencer’s number of followers is moderate compared to high. Our data suggest
that exposure to a product with a divergent design leads to higher perceived brand uniqueness, which,
in turn, increases attitude towards the brand. However, this process is conditional on number of
followers of the influencer: if the product is endorsed by an influencer with a moderate number of
followers, this effect is stronger than if the product is endorsed by an influencer with a high number

of followers, confirming H5 (see Table 3 and Figure 3).

NMumber of
Followers

Perceived
Uniqueness

a [1.43(.22)]*** b [.56(.06)]%**

c' [-.29(.13)]*

Divergence

Note: *p <.05; **p <.01; ***p <.001.

Figure 3 Tested moderated mediation model: effect of divergence on Aab via perceived brand uniqueness, moderated by number of
followers.
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Coefficient(SE) t 95% Confidence

Interval

Outcome: Perceived Uniqueness
Constant 2.69(.15) 17.30 [2.38; 3.00]
Divergence 1.43(.22) 6.41 [.99; 1.87]
N Followers .52(.24) 2.120 [.05; .99]
int_1 -.91(.33) -2.75 [-1.56; -.25]
Outcome: Attitude towards the Brand
Constant 1.87(.20) 9.12 [1.47; .68]
Perceived Uniqueness .56(.06) 8.63 [.43; .68]
Divergence -.29(.13) -2.16 [-.55; -.02]
Direct effect of Xon Y

-.29(.13) -.16 [-.55; -.02]
Conditional indirect effects of X on Y at values of the moderator
N Followers = Moderate .80(.15) [.53;1.12]
N Followers = High .29(.15) [.01;.58]

Note: Index of moderated mediation: ab = -.50, SE = .20, 95% Cl: = [-.93; -.15]; int_1 = N followers * N followees

Table 3 Tested moderated mediation results Study 2

5 General discussion

5.1 Summary of major findings and implications

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 social media continue to gain in popularity and
concerns about ad-blocking grow, influencer marketing has become increasingly important to brands.
Rather than pushing their (whether or not personalized) ads to their target audience, brands are
turning to trusted online personas to get their products and messages out to the consumer. However,
despite its growing use, there has been little experimental research on the phenomenon of influencer

marketing.

One of the biggest challenges in influencer marketing is the identification of the right influencers. As a
metric for potential reach, today number of followers is often used as a starting point in the search for
influencers. This study’s findings contribute to the quest for influencer selection by indicating that an
influencer’s number of followers affects consumers’ attitudes towards him/her (i.e., likeability) and

that this is mainly explained by perceptions of popularity, in line with the findings of Quercia et al.
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(2011) and Romero et al. (2011). Only a small serial effect was found, indicating that these perceptions
of popularity caused consumers to ascribe opinion leadership to the influencer in question. In other
words, a high number of followers may not always translate into true influence. Accordingly, this study
theoretically contributes to the on-going debate concerning opinion leadership and how to identify it

and word-of-mouth diffusion literature.

Moreover this study is the first to include the importance of one’s ratio of followers versus followees
in the assessment of an influencer. It was found that a high number of followers may negatively impact
influencer likeability for influencers who are following few accounts themselves. As such, this finding
confirms the negative implications of the in popular-literature-described ‘hugely positive ratio’s’
(Siegler, 2009). The current study could not provide evidence for the underlying mechanism of this
effect. Future research is needed to further disentangle this effect. We expect that a low number of
followees may have a detrimental impact on the trustworthiness and credibility of the endorser. A high
number of followers combined with a low number of followees can be an indicator of a false account
created for advertising purposes or might elicit perceptions that the influencer is mainly aiming at
commercial collaborations, thus being less authentic, whereas authenticity should be precisely the

strength of collaborating with influencers.

Next, this study theoretically contributes to literature on heuristic processing and naive theories. In
particular, Study 2 found that consumers’ attitudes towards a new, unknown brand which has not yet
established brand knowledge in the consumers’ mind may be influenced by a product’s design and the
perceptions that it evokes. Specifically, it was found that a product with a divergent design causes
perceptions of uniqueness which eventually positively affect consumers’ attitudes towards the brand,
in line with the naive theory of exclusivity (Berger & Heath 2007, 2008). These findings are not new,
however and more important, it was found that the influencer’s number of followers may change
perceptions in the sense that when a product with a divergent design is endorsed by an influencer with
a high number of followers, perceptions of uniqueness and eventually attitudes towards the brand are
lower compared to when it is endorsed by an influencer with a moderate number of followers. A high
number of followers triggered the idea that the product is not that unique after all, as many others are
interested in it (Machleit, Eroglue, & Mantel 2000). These findings are consistent with Hellofs and
Jacobson’s (1999) findings that if the market share of exclusive products grows, this may infer a loss of
exclusivity for consumers. If a product with a divergent design which people purchase to stand out
from the crowd, appears in a great number of Instagram feeds, the brand’s perceived uniqueness will

be lowered, leading to lower brand attitudes. Thus, important, when searching for an appropriate
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influencer, marketers must also consider the type of product they want to promote. Although it is
tempting to choose an influencer with a high number of followers in any case, this would not be the
best marketing option for each product type. These insights are very important as they indicate once
again that a high number of followers is not always a guarantee of success. Therefore, the topics
influencers post and the audience they reach in terms of interests and activities, rather than the size

of their audience might be more important to take into account.

5.2 Limitations and future research

Obviously, brands should look beyond just the number of followers and followees as they determine
their ideal pool of influencers. Especially because we found that influencers with high numbers of
followers do not necessarily evoke perceptions of opinion leadership. One should evaluate the topics
they are posting on, the quality of the content they post, their fan engagement, photography style,
etc. Future research could delve into these specific assets and how they influence the preference for
a specific influencer, and more important the influencer’s true influence on consumer decisions.
Additionally, because meaning may transfer from people to associated brands (McCracken, 1986),
different influencers could evoke different effects. Future research could explore whether certain
types of influencers are more likely to influence brand perceptions in a beneficial way than others.
Moreover, previous research that examined transfer effects from the endorser onto the perception of
products and brands, mainly in the domain of celebrity endorsement, has found that certain attributes
or characteristics of endorsers may enhance advertising effectiveness (Bergkvist, Hjalmarson, & Magi,
2016). Consumers’ perceptions of endorsers affect the effectiveness of the message and the
consumer—brand relationship (Clow et al., 2006; Dwivedi, Johnson, & McDonald, 2016). In particular,
accompanied by a relevant fit with the endorsed products (Kirmani & Shiv, 1998; Misra & Beatty, 1990),
personal attributes of the endorser may enhance his or her persuasiveness. As such, endorsers should
be perceived as credible, attractive and they should be well liked in order to have positive effects on
brand evaluations (see Bergkvist & Zhou, 2016 for a review). Source credibility is driven by perceived
expertise and trustworthiness of the communicator and influences consumers’ attitudes (see
Pornpitakpan, 2004 for a review). Attractiveness refers to the endorser’s physical appeal and may
positively affect brand evaluations (e.g., Eisend & Langner, 2010; Lord & Putrevu, 2009; Till & Busler,
2000), however its importance might depend on the advertised product (e.g., Kamins, 1990). Moreover
attractiveness goes beyond physical attractiveness, other aspects such as perceived familiarity,

similarity and likeability may impact the endorser’s persuasiveness (McGuire, 1985; Ohanian, 1991).
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These factors have been kept constant in both studies reported; however, they will possibly moderate

the observed effects and should be included in future research.

Another factor that may impact the effectiveness of influencers’ endorsements is the fit between the
influencer and the brand, or the similarity or consistency between the brand and the influencer, which
has been referred to as the match-up hypothesis (e.g., Kamins, 1990). Also, recently Bergkvist et al.
(2016) found that an important factor in celebrity endorsements is consumers’ attribution of motives
for the celebrity’s 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. In this sense, future research may investigate whether different
social media endorsements may evoke different perceptions about the influencers’ motives among

consumers and how these perceptions may affect endorsement effectiveness.

We aimed to maximize internal validity and the effects of the manipulation stimuli by creating fictitious
Instagram profiles that resembled real influencer profiles as much as possible. Also we manipulated
the influencer’s number of followers and followees based on actual influencers’ Instagram pages.
Although we gave participants an idea of a typical influencer’s average number of followers and
followees as a benchmark, it is still possible that certain participants might have differently evaluated
these numbers. Participants might have for example used the number of followers and followees of
an influencer they know as a benchmark, or even their own number of followers and followees.
Therefore, to improve external validity, future research could use actual Instagram profiles or even set

up a collaboration with influencers and question their followers.

In Study 2 in which we focus on influencers’ endorsements, to avoid confounds and create realistic
manipulations, we deliberately adapted the Instagram post’s number of likes according to the
influencer’s number of followers. This is because we expected that a low number of likes may
negatively affect the credibility of the account with a high number of followers. This is because an
influencer with a high number of followers can be expected to have higher number of likes on his/her
posts than an influencer with a low number of followers. A low number of likes can be an indication of
a low quality message for the account with a high number of followers, while it would be normal for
the account with a low number of followers and that would also create a confound in the results.
Future research may delve into the importance of number of likes and the relationship between one’s
followers and the number of likes that (s)he is able to generate. In this sense, it might be interesting

to investigate the effects of an incongruence between number of followers and number of likes, both
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in terms of attitudes towards the influencer as in terms of attitudes towards the endorsed brand or

product.

The second manipulation in Study 2 was product divergence, however, be it for a low involvement
product, namely bottled water. Findings could differ for high-involvement products. Furthermore, a
bottle of water seems to be no product consumers use to signal their identity and thus purposely use
in public. As people use products to signal their identity, findings might be different for typical public
products. Therefore, future research should examine a wider variety of product categories and look
for further differences between product types to generalize our results. Moreover, to avoid influences
of consumers’ established brand knowledge, the brand stimuli in Study 2 were unknown to the
participants. However, consumers’ evaluations may vary according to consumers’ prior experiences or
familiarity with the brand (e.g., Hong & Sternthal, 2010). Therefore, future research should investigate
whether the results also hold true for known brands that have established a strong brand image in
consumers’ minds and whether results differ depending on these brand images. For instance,
divergent designs may only work for brands that are known for their creativity compared to more
traditional brands. Also, consumers may have different preferences for divergent products. Future
research should take into account these personal preferences and include certain trait variables such
as “Centrality of Visual Product Aesthetics” (Bloch, Brunel, & Arnold, 2003) that may affect the

preference for divergent product designs.

In Study 1, both males and females participated in the study. However, Study 1 indicated that the
found negative effect of number of followers on likeability when the influencer followed very few
accounts, only applied to females. Looking for an explanation, we found that this might be the case
because females are more susceptible to social influence than males (Eagly, 1983). Therefore, we
choose to only allow female participants in Study 2, next to the fact that mainly females use Instagram.
However, further research should delve deeper into the specific differences between men and women.
Not only females are more susceptible to social influence, this is also the case for adolescents as they
are very concerned about others’ evaluations and feel under constant scrutiny by an imaginary
audience (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). Therefore, in future research it might be interesting to focus
on young Instagram users. Moreover, Instagram has a large population of young users and is
considered the most important social network by American teenagers than any other network

(Meeker, 2015).
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Another promising research direction is to explore whether the impact of influencer marketing differs
depending on certain personality traits of the observer (e.g., self-esteem, need for uniqueness,...).
Because people give meaning to the (commercial) messages they receive, different people may have
different preferences for different types of influencers and posts including brands, according to their

characteristics (Mick & Buhl, 1992; Stern, 1991).

To conclude, number of followers is an interesting metric in the quest for influencers, however it is not
the Holy Grail of influencer marketing. Equally important is the influencer’s ‘followers/followees ratio’,
as influencers with a high number of followers but a very low numbers of followees might be found
less likeable. Moreover, the type of product willing to promote through an influencer should be taken
into account. When considering an influencer marketing strategy to promote divergent products,
partnering with an influencer with a high number of followers might not be the best option, as this

may lower the brand’s perceived uniqueness and consequently brand attitudes.
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7 Appendices

7.1 Appendix 1. Manipulation stimuli Study 1 female participants

On Instagram, some people called influencers have very large numbers of followers. Most of these influencers on average have about 2000 followers, and follow about 300
accounts themselves. For very large numbers, Instagram uses K as an abbreviation for thousand and M as an abbreviation for million.

Please, take a moment to look at the Instagram profile of Stephanie Jones, an Instagram influencer who gives people through Instagram a glimpse in her life
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7.2 Appendix 2. Manipulation stimuli Study 1 male participants

Read the text below carefully

On Instagram, some people called influencers have very large numbers of followers. Most of these influencers on average have about 2000 followers, and follow about 300
accounts themselves. For very large numbers, Instagram uses K as an abbreviation for thousand and M as an abbreviation for million

Please, take a moment to look at the Instagram profile of Stephen Jones, an Instagram influencer who gives people through Instagram a glimpse in his life
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7.3 Appendix 3. Overview of used measurement scales in Study 1

Manipulation check

Stephan(ie) Jones has a ... amount of followers (1 = very small; 7 = very large).
Stephan(ie) Jones is followed by ... people than an average influencer (1 = less, 7 = more).
Stephan(ie) Jones follows a ... amount of people (1 = very small; 7 = very large).

Stephan(ie) Jones follows ... people than an average influencer (1 = less, 7 = more).

Perceived popularity

Do you find Stephan(ie) Jones...

Unpopular 00000 Popular

Ascribed opinion leadership (Flynn, Goldsmith, & Eastman, 1996, a = .92)

If I'd wanted lifestyle advice, | would turn to Stephan(ie) Jones for advice.

If | would follow Stephan(ie) Jones on Instagram, | would pick products based on what she
posts.

Stephanie Jones’ opinion on lifestyle could have an impact on me.

Stephanie Jones could influence my opinions about lifestyle.

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)

Likeability of the influencer (Dimofte, Forehand, & Desphande 2003, a = .85)

Do you find Stephan(ie) Jones...

Cold

00000 Warm

Unlikeable 00000 Likeable

Unfriendly 00000 Friendly
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7.4 Appendix 4. Manipulation stimuli Study 2

First, participants got the following instructions:

Read the text below carefully:
On Instagram, some people called influencers have very large numbers of followers. Most of these influencers on average have about 2000 followers, and follow about 300

accounts themselves. In a couple of hours they are able to collect about 200 likes.
For very large numbers, uses K as an abb for thousand.

influencer who gives people through Instagram a glimpse in her life.

Please, take a moment to look at the gram profile of Jones, an Instag

Next, participants were exposed to one of the following screenshots of Stephanie Jones’ Instagram

profile, depending on the condition they were assigned to (moderate versus high number of followers).

The screenshot was displayed immediately below the instructions.
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After clicking the ‘next’ button, participants got to see the following textbox:

Recently, Stephanie Jones posted this picture on Instagram. Please, take a moment to look at it

Next, participants were exposed to one of the following screenshots of Stephanie Jones’ posted
picture, depending on the condition they were assigned to. The screenshot was displayed immediately

below the instructions.
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7.5 Appendix 5. Overview of used measurement scales in Study 2

Manipulation check N followers

Stephan(ie) Jones has a ... amount of followers (1 = very small; 7 = very large).
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Manipulation check perceived divergence of the product’s design (Warren & Campbell, 2014, a =
.88)

The design of the water bottle

...is different from the norm.

...is unique.

...shows independence.

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)

Attitude towards the brand (Spears & Singh, 2004, a = .93)
Do you find NZO water...

Bad 00000 Good

Unfavorable 00000 Favorable

Dislikeable 00000 Likeable

Unappealing 00000 Appealing

Unpleasnt 00000 Pleasant

Perceived brand uniqueness (Netemeyer et al. 2004, a = .93)
- NZOis ‘distinct’ from other brands of bottled water.
- NZO really ‘stands out’ from other brands of bottled
water.
- NZOis very different from other brands of bottled water.
- NZOis ‘unique’ from other brands of water.

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)
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7.6 Appendix 6. Overview of used measurement scales in post-test Study 2

Perceived divergence (Warren & Campbell, 2014, a = .91)
Read the statements below carefully, and indicate how you would evaluate the design of the
water bottle.

- The design is different from the norm.

- The design is unique.

- The design shows independence.

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)

Attitude towards the design of the bottle (Warren & Campbell, 2014; o = .84)
Read the statements below carefully, and indicate how you would evaluate the design of the water
bottle.

- llike the design.

- l'would like to drink water from a bottle like this.

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)

Perceived expressive aesthetics of the bottle (Cai & Xu, 2011; a = .95)
Read the statements below carefully, and indicate how you would evaluate the design of the
water bottle.

- llike the look and feel of the bottle.

- The bottle is visually appealing.

- The visual design of the bottle is attractive.

- The bottle looks pretty.

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)

Aesthetic evaluation (Bell, Holbrook, & Solomon, 1991; a = .94)
Do you find NZO water...

Offensive 00000 Enjoyable

Poor looking 00000 Nice looking

Displeasing 00000 Pleasing

Unattractive 00000 Attractive
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Attitude towards the product/brand (Aaker, Brumbaugh & Grier, 2000; a = .94)

Do you find NZO water...
Bad 00000 Good
Unfavorable 00000 Favorable
Dislikeable 00000 Likeable

Evaluation of product packaging (Ghoshal, Boatwright, & Cagan, 2011; o = .85)
Do you find NZO water...

Ordinary 00000 Appealing
Inferior 00000 Superior
Bad 00000 Good

Worse than most brands 00000 Better than most brands

Attitude towards the product/brand (Aaker, 2000; o = .94)
Do you find NZO water...
Bad 00000 Good

Perceived product attractiveness (Page & Herr, 2002; a = .89)
Do you find NZO water...

Bad appearance 00000 Good appearance

Ugly 00000 Beautiful
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CHAPTER 5
DISCLOSING SPONSORED INSTAGRAM POSTS: THE ROLE
OF MATERIAL CONNECTION WITH THE BRAND AND
MESSAGE SIDEDNESS WHEN DISCLOSING COVERT
ADVERTISING

Marijke De Veirman & Liselot Hudders

ABSTRACT

Regulation prescribes that sponsored social media posts should clearly disclose their material
connection with brands. However, research on the impact of such disclosures is limited. This study
used an experimental 4 x 2 between-subjects design (N = 414), reflecting different types of material
connections between the influencer and the brand and two kinds of message sidedness, to investigate
how the sponsorship disclosure affects consumers’ responses to sponsored Instagram posts. Findings
show that including a sponsorship disclosure (compared to no disclosure) negatively affects brand
attitude through enhanced ad recognition, which activates ad skepticism, which, in turn, negatively
affects the influencer’s credibility. Further, results show a significant moderated mediation effect in
that source’s credibility and, consequently, brand attitude was only negatively affected when the
influencer used a one-sided message and not when the message was two-sided. Also, influencers who
post genuine product recommendations and thus have no commercial relationship with the brand, do
well by explicitly mentioning this. Including a statement that a post is not sponsored, rather than
leaving it unclear whether their post is sponsored, may generate more positive brand responses

through lowered ad recognition and skepticism.

KEYWORDS

Influencer marketing; Instagram; sponsorship disclosure; message sidedness
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1 Introduction

The proliferation of digital advertisements has encouraged consumers to ignore ads or avoid them by
using technology such as ad blockers. This practice has significantly eroded the value of traditional
brand-driven advertisements (Petty & Andrews, 2008; Kelley, Kerr, & Drennan, 2010). Consumers are
empowered to avoid unwanted advertising, and they aim to decide for themselves which information,
commercial or not, is needed and used in their decision-making process. At the same time, consumers
are well-informed that traditional advertisements only provide arguments that put the promoted
products in a favorable light, reducing their credibility (De Veirman, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017,
Fransen et al., 2015). Therefore, they value and trust the opinions of peers more, which is generally
defined as (electronic) word-of-mouth (eWOM), and use these opinions to guide their purchase
decisions. This eWOM is perceived to be more genuine and unbiased and is widely available online
(e.g., online review platforms as TripAdvisor or Yelp) and on social media (e.g., Facebook, Instagram,
or Twitter), in particular (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Schindler & Bickart, 2005). As awareness has been
raised about the value and persuasiveness of eWOM among advertisers, eliciting eWOM has become

an important marketing strategy (Goldsmith & Clark, 2008).

One way to do so is to utilize influencers to endorse brands via eWOM on social media (De Veirman et
al., 2017). Influential social media users with numerous followers typically receive products for free
(i.e., material compensation) or are being paid (i.e., financial compensation) to include and
recommend brands on their social media profiles and, in this way, shape their followers’ opinions (De
Veirman et al., 2017; Phua, Jin, & Kim, 2017). These sponsored posts can be considered a form of native
advertising, defined as ‘any paid advertising that takes the specific form and appearance of editorial
content from the publisher itself’ (Wojdynski & Evans, 2016). Indeed, sponsored Instagram posts mimic
and blend with organic, non-sponsored posts, appearing in users’ news feeds without interrupting
their social media experience, unlike non-integrated social media ads (Abidin, 2016; Wojdynski et al.,
2016; De Veirman et al., 2017). Moreover, influencers may remain vague about their commercial
relationship with the sponsoring brand. Therefore, along with the emergence and popularity of
sponsored social media posts, there is a growing concern that consumers might not recognize these
sponsored posts as paid ads but rather as highly credible word-of-mouth endorsements, which could
lead to deceptive persuasion (Kaikati & Kaikati, 2004; Fransen et al., 2015; Evans et al., 2017; De
Veirman et al., 2017; Evans et al., 2017; Boerman, van Reijmersdal, & Neijens, 2015). As a result, a

clear and prominent disclosure of their commercial nature is recommended to comply with The
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Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC) guides concerning native advertising (2015) and EU rules applicable

to online native advertising [Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB) 2016].

These disclosures may trigger consumers’ ability to recognize the commercial content and
subsequently activate a critical reflection of the post, skills that have been defined as advertising
literacy (Hudders et al., 2017). Indeed, prior studies found that a clear disclosure is necessary to trigger
advertising recognition, which, in turn, may reduce resistance to ad persuasion. Evans et al. (2017)
recently investigated the impact of disclosure language in sponsored Instagram posts and found that
a clear disclosure (‘PaidAd’ or ‘Sponsored’), produced more advertising recognition compared to a
vague abbreviation (‘SP’) or no disclosure. A clear disclosure had a positive effect on advertising
recognition and disclosure memory, which could negatively impact brand attitudes and users’
willingness to share a post or advertisement. Similarly, Wojdynski and Evans (2016) found that using
‘sponsored’ or ‘advertising’ in sponsored news stories online led to greater advertising recognition
than nebulous disclosure language, which negatively affected brand attitudes. The same tendency was
discovered in blogs, where van Reijmersdal et al. (2016) found that consumers’ attitudes regarding the
product being reviewed and likelihood to purchase were lowered as a result of increased advertising
literacy in response to clear disclosures. Our study builds on these findings and investigates the role of
disclosing the type of commercial relationship between the influencer and the brand (i.e., financial
versus material compensation) in sponsored posts and compares it with a non-sponsorship disclosure
and a non-disclosed post. In particular, we inquire into how differently disclosed sponsored Instagram
posts affect brand attitude. Moreover, we investigate whether and how the content of a (sponsored)

post, more specifically message sidedness, impacts consumers’ responses to sponsorship disclosures.

Although disclosures are indispensable in a transparent and ethical advertising policy, advertisers (and
influencers) may be reluctant to use them, as most previous research shows that disclosures negatively
affect brand attitudes and even influencer evaluations. Accordingly, the current study will examine
whether message sidedness may counter the negative impact of advertising disclosures on brand
evaluations. Although consumers assign greater weight to negative information in their decision
making, two-sided messages may turn out positive for the sponsoring brand (Shoham, Moldovan, &
Steinhart, 2017). This is because message sidedness may reassure consumers that the influencer is
credible because a more nuanced view of the product has been given (Uribe, Buzeta, & Velasquez,
2016; Eisend, 2006; 2007). This is of particular interest as advertising disclosures may challenge

credibility perceptions and, consequently, attitudes toward the sponsoring brand (Friestad & Wright,
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1994; Campbell & Kirmani, 2008; Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998; van Reijmersdal, Neijens, & Smit,
2010).

The obtained novel insights advance our theoretical understanding of how the disclosure of covert
advertising tactics affects consumer responses and the role of advertising literacy in this process.
Furthermore, they provide insights into the consequences of the FTC guidelines, which state that
influencers should clearly and conspicuously disclose any ‘material connection’ with advertisers, which
is mostly monetary payment or free product (FTC, 2015). Moreover, findings on message sidedness
are particularly important, as there has been little research to date about its impact in covert
advertising formats, while the impact of message sidedness in traditional advertising has been widely
investigated. Furthermore, while the link between two-sidedness and source credibility has been well
established, it is more tenuous whether this link may also restore perceptions of credibility and,
consequently, brand attitudes and evaluations when they have been challenged by a disclosure
indicating that the message is, in fact, an ad (Eisend, 2006). To conclude, our study is the first to
investigate the impact of explicitly disclosing non-sponsorship in social media posts, a hashtag that

yields almost 200,000 search results on Instagram, alone.

We conducted an experimental study based on a 4 x 2 between-subjects design (sponsorship
disclosure: material compensation versus financial compensation versus not sponsored versus no
disclosure message sidedness: one-sided versus two-sided) among Instagram users to test our
hypotheses. We focused on Instagram, as this is currently the most used platform for influencer
marketing [World Federation of Advertisers (WFA) 2018]. In 2017, there were 14.5 million brand-
sponsored influencer posts on Instagram, and this number is expected to double by 2019 (Statista,
2018a). Moreover, now that Instagram officially has more than 1 billion monthly active users, the need

for proper disclosure of Instagram influencer marketing is more relevant than ever.

2 Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development

Figure 1 presents our conceptual model. We focus on how different sponsorship disclosure types affect
attitudes toward a brand, which is consumers’ overall evaluation of a brand (Wu & Wang, 2011) and
is a primary element of customer-based equity (Lane & Jacobson, 1995; Morgan & Hunt, 1994).
Because it is an important predictor of consumer behavior and brand preference, in particular,
reinforcing brand attitude has been recognized as one of the most essential marketing objectives (Wu

et al,, 2011). Moreover, we take into account the possible moderating effect of message sidedness.
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The aim of this study is fourfold: first, we aim to unravel the process through which sponsorship
disclosures (#sponsored) are likely to affect consumers’ evaluations of the influencer and brand
attitudes. Second, we will take a closer look at influencer posts about genuine product
recommendations and investigate whether consumer responses differ when the influencer explicitly
mentions he or she is not sponsored compared to when a post does not include any disclosure. Third,
we investigate the role of disclosing the type of material connection (i.e., material versus financial
compensation disclosure) and compare it to a non-sponsorship disclosure. To conclude, we will take

into account the moderating impact of message sidedness.

Message
Sidedness

Advertising
Recognition

Source
Credibility

Sponsorship
Disclosure Type

Brand Attitude

Figure 1 Conceptual model

2.1 The effects of advertising disclosures in sponsored social media posts

Digital advertising is often fully integrated into media content, disguising its commercial nature
(Hudders et al., 2017). For instance, sponsored social media posts resemble genuine posts and are
difficult to identify as commercial content. Accordingly, product recommendations posted by
influencers are perceived to be authentic, honest, and sincere recommendations from influential
people who are perceived to be experts in the field (De Veirman et al., 2017). These recommendations
are therefore much more persuasive than brand-generated messages, which are perceived as being

biased (Bickart & Schindler, 2001).

According to FTC guidelines (FTC 2015) and EU legislation (IAB 2006), consumers have the right to know
when they are exposed to commercial content. This knowledge will help them to cope with persuasion

critically. Following the persuasion knowledge model (Friestad et al., 1994), when people recognize a

212



persuasive attempt, they can use their knowledge about persuasion to process the attempt critically
and decide either to be persuaded or to resist the persuasion. More specifically, all individuals’
knowledge and skills, specifically regarding advertising, can be defined as advertising literacy (Hudders
et al.,, 2017). The phrase refers to individuals’ capacity to recognize advertising, understand its
persuasive intent, and have insight into persuasive tactics. In addition, it refers to individuals’
knowledge about detecting and controlling emotions that are aroused by advertisements and their
ability to evaluate ads on perceived fairness and appropriateness (Hudders et al.,, 2017). This
knowledge, which should be activated when confronted with an advertising message, helps an
individual to process the advertising critically. An important precondition for the proper activation of
this knowledge is that people are aware that they have been confronted with advertising. This
awareness is, however, difficult when exposed to covert or native advertising that resembles editorial
content. Clear advertising disclosure should, therefore, help consumers recognize the commercial
nature of a sponsored post and cope with persuasion (e.g., Boerman, van Reijmersdal, & Neijens, 2012;

van Reijmersdal et al., 2015; van Reijmersdal et al., 2016).

Indeed, recent research suggests that sponsorship disclosures may help individuals recognize the
commercial intent of a sponsored social media post (Boerman, Willemsen, & Van der Aa, 2017; Evans
et al.,, 2017). When consumers are made aware of the persuasive nature of a message through
disclosure, resistance to the persuasion attempt is likely to occur (Main, Dahl, & Darke, 2007). As a
result, critical feelings such as ad skepticism may be instigated (Boerman et al., 2012; Rozendaal,
Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2011). The latter is supported by reactance theory (Brehm & Brehm, 1981),
which suggests that consumers do not want to be manipulated and attach great importance to their
autonomy and independence. When consumers become aware of a persuasion attempt, for instance
by disclosing sponsorship, they develop reactance, as they feel threatened in their freedom to make
their own decisions. Therefore, disclosing sponsorship may negatively affect brand responses through
a critical reflection on the ad (e.g., Campbell, Mohr, & Verlegh, 2013; Wojdynski et al., 2016; van
Reijmersdal et al., 2016).

Two studies have investigated whether sponsorship disclosure can make sponsored social media posts
more transparent. In particular, Boerman and colleagues (2017) found that a ‘sponsored’ disclosure
added to a sponsored Facebook post from a celebrity increased individuals’ ability to identify this post
as advertising. This label, in turn, negatively affected eWOM intentions through decreased trust in the
message. Similarly, Evans et al. (2017) found that including disclosure in the form of a hashtag

‘#sponsored’ in the caption of a sponsored post on Instagram is effective in increasing consumers’
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recognition of the post as advertising. This label also lowered brand attitudes and users’ willingness to

share the post.

When consumers encounter a social media post that displays a brand, they may draw upon their
advertising literacy to evaluate the influencer’s underlying motives for incorporating a certain brand
in an Instagram post. Inferences of ulterior motives may result in less favorable evaluations of the
influencer (Vonk, 1998, Campbell & Kirmani, 2000). When a sponsorship disclosure is included, any
suspicion of ulterior motives turns into certainty. A sponsorship disclosure leaves no doubt about the
reason why an influencer depicts a brand in a social media post. An advertising disclosure may
therefore lead consumers to think that the influencer is biased, which may negatively impact the
influencer’s credibility (Hwang & Jeong, 2016; Uribe et al., 2016) and consequently result in decreasing
attitudes towards the brand (Friestad et al., 1994; Campbell et al., 2008; Obermiller & Spangenberg,
1998; van Reijmersdal et al., 2010). For instance, Uribe and colleagues (2016) found that explicitly
disclosing a blog’s intent to advertise negatively impacted the perceived source’s credibility and
intentions. Similar, Janssen, van Sprang, and Fransen (2017) recently found that the negative effects
of disclosures in sponsored blogs on brand attitude and purchase intention could be explained by a
decrease in the perceived credibility of the influencer. Therefore, we posit that when a sponsorship
disclosure is included in a sponsored social media post, it will likely instigate consumers to question
the influencer’s credibility and, consequently, negatively affect their attitudes toward the sponsoring

brand.

Drawing on the persuasion knowledge model (Friestad et al., 1994) and reactance theory (Brehm et
al.,, 1981), we propose that sponsorship disclosure is likely to help consumers in detecting the
commercial nature of a sponsored Instagram post. The realization that an Instagram post has a
commercial purpose will activate a skeptical evaluation of the post, which will lower the influencer’s
credibility and ultimately result in a negative evaluation of the brand. Accordingly, we suggest a
sequential mediation path explaining the effects of a sponsorship disclosure on brand attitudes

through ad recognition, ad skepticism, and source credibility:

H1: A disclosed sponsored Instagram post will lead to lower brand attitudes compared to a non-
disclosed Instagram post through enhanced ad recognition, activating ad skepticism, and lowering

perceptions of influencer credibility.
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2.2 The effects of explicitly disclosing non-sponsored influencer posts

Due to the increase of sponsored influencer posts on Instagram, influencers tend to explicitly mention
if a post including a brand is a genuine recommendation by including the hashtag #notsponsored. This
non-sponsorship disclosure serves as a cue that confirms the Instagram post is an expression of
genuine liking of the brand and the influencer has altruistic motives in sharing opinions with his or her
followers. In other words, if consumers infer that the influencer has no commercial motive, they are
likely to curtail their use of advertising literacy because it does not apply to the situation (Friestad et
al., 1994). This difference can be explained by Kelley’s (1973) attribution theory, which holds that
consumers’ idea of why someone is sharing a message influences how the message is received. A non-
sponsorship disclosure leaves no doubt about the influencer’s true intentions and will, therefore, most
likely be perceived as highly credible eWOM, which may induce more positive reactions toward the
brand compared to a non-disclosed post, which makes possible brand interference unclear (Campbell

et al., 2008). Therefore, we expect that:

H2: A non-sponsorship disclosure in an Instagram post will lead to higher brand attitudes compared to
a non-disclosed Instagram post. We expect this effect to be sequentially mediated by lowered ad

recognition and ad skepticism and higher perceptions of source credibility.

2.3 The role of the material connection between the influencer and the brand

Influencers should clearly and conspicuously disclose their material connection with brands (FTC 2017).
In practice, material connections may include either monetary payment or free product samples. As
explained previously, advertising literacy can be used to evaluate an influencer’s motives behind
including a brand in a post (Campbell et al., 2000). However, we suggest that effects could also vary
based on the type of compensation. In particular, we compare consumers’ influencer and brand
evaluations when the influencer discloses being paid by a brand to include products in their social
media posts versus receiving free products. We compare both to posts in which the influencer explicitly

disclosed that a recommendation was not sponsored.

Both forms of disclosed compensation will lead to lower brand attitudes compared to the non-
sponsorship disclosure due to higher ad recognition, which activates ad skepticism. However, we
expect that the honesty of an influencer might be perceived differently. When influencers are
financially compensated, consumers will likely perceive the post as ‘bought’ by the brand, whereas

when the influencer was given a free product, they tend to perceive it as a product trial. An influencer
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who is being paid to recommend a brand on social media may be less likely to express an honest
opinion about the product and, therefore, be positively biased. As a result, consumers might feel
misled (Campbell et al., 2000). When an influencer is sent a free product, the brand has no guaranteed
exposure nor control over the content of the sponsored post. If an influencer chooses to endorse a
brand, his or her followers tend to believe that the influencer genuinely wants to share an opinion
about the brand, because the post would not exist, otherwise. This is known as the correspondence
bias (Gilbert & Malone, 1995), which is the tendency to assume that a person’s behavior is a true
reflection of their underlying dispositions (beliefs and opinions), when, in fact, their behavior could be
explained entirely by situational factors, e.g., when the influencer is gifted a free product. Therefore,
we expect that material compensation will have a significantly less negative impact on both the

influencer and the brand than financial compensation.

H3: Both a disclosure indicating financial compensation and material compensation will lead to lower
brand attitudes through increased ad recognition, ad skepticism, and lower source credibility

compared to a non-sponsorship disclosure.

However, the negative effects will be less significant in the case of material compensation compared

to financial compensation.

2.4 The moderating role of message sidedness

Research on how the content of a sponsored social media post affects its effectiveness is mainly
absent. However, we expect that the content may impact the effects of sponsorship disclosure. In
particular, we expect that a disclosure of sponsorship may affect consumers’ attitudes differently in
one-sided messages than they do in two-sided messages. Message sidedness refers to the content of
the propositions within a persuasive appeal. When an influencer only highlights the positive aspects
of a product without mentioning any disadvantages, this is a one-sided message. When he or she
chooses to highlight both positive and negative aspects of the product, a two-sided message is used
(Winter & Kramer, 2012). Previous research in the context of sponsored blogs proposed that two-sided
messages enhance the credibility of the endorser (Huang & Lin, 2009; Uribe et al., 2016, Janssen et al.,
2017). The inclusion of negative information in the message may make people believe the influencer
is more genuine and honest as he or she discusses not only the overt positive facets of the product
(Crowley & Hoyer, 1994; Eisend 2007). This phenomenon can be linked to the discounting principle of

attribution theory, which states that ‘the role of a given cause in producing a given effect is discounted
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if other plausible causes are also present’ (Kelley 1973, p. 113). When an Instagram post has a
sponsorship disclosure, consumers will attribute the sponsored post to persuasive motives. However,
consumers’ attribution to the given cause (i.e., the influencer was compensated for including the brand
in a post) will be weakened, and, consequently, persuasion motives will be discounted if other plausible
causes are also present. By using a two-sided message, a second plausible cause is introduced, which
is the influencer has altruistic motives and genuinely wants to share opinions with other consumers.
In this sense, adding both positive and negative arguments serves as validation that the influencer is
an authentic consumer who actually tried the product and is not merely interested in (financial)
compensation in return for the promotion (Schindler & Bickart, 2005). These perceptions of honesty
can mitigate adverse effects on source credibility and message attitudes due to sponsorship
disclosures (Carr & Hayes, 2014; Hwang et al., 2016). For instance, Hwang and colleagues (2016) found
that including a sponsorship disclosure in a blog post had negative effects on source credibility
perceptions and message attitudes. However, these negative effects were not present when the
blogger emphasized that although the blog was sponsored, he or she was sharing personal and honest
opinions. In a similar vein, Uribe and colleagues (2016) found that when a blog included an advertorial
label, a two-sided message was perceived as more credible than a one-sided one. Hence, we expect
that using two-sided messages in a sponsored Instagram post may reduce the negative impact of

sponsorship disclosure.

H4: When an influencer uses a one-sided message in a sponsored post, the indirect negative effect of
a sponsorship disclosure on brand attitude, through the perceived credibility of the influencer, is more

likely to occur compared to when an influencer uses a two-sided message in a sponsored post.

We expect that message sidedness will work in similar ways for financial versus material compensation
sponsorship disclosures; in that, two-sided messages reduce the negative impact of sponsorship
disclosures through increased perceptions of the credibility of influencers. When an influencer is
financially motivated, consumers assume that the sponsored post typically has more positive
information about the brand, whereas an influencer who received free products will likely be perceived
as less biased (Lu, Chang, & Chang, 2014). Therefore, following attribution theory, we expect that
negative effects might be stronger for sponsored posts indicating financial compensation. (Winter et
al., 2015) One-sided messages, on the other hand, confirm consumers’ expectation of influencer bias
and a distorted evaluation of the product and may further strengthen the negative impact of a financial

compensation sponsorship disclosure.
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H5: The impact of a financial compensation sponsorship disclosure (versus non-sponsorship disclosure)
on brand attitude through influencer credibility will be stronger when the brand post displays one-
sided messages than when it displays two-sided messages. These effects will be weaker on a material

compensation sponsorship disclosure.

3 Method

3.1 Experimental design and procedure

We conducted an experiment based on a 4 x 2 between-subjects design (sponsorship disclosure:
material compensation versus financial compensation versus not sponsored versus no disclosure
message sidedness: one- versus two-sided). After reading a short introduction text, participants were
asked if they have an Instagram account, as this was a criterion for inclusion in the sample. If they did
not, they were directed to the end of the survey. Hereafter, participants’ age and gender were

guestioned, after which the experiment started.

Participants were randomly exposed to one of the conditions. They were asked to imagine they were
scrolling through their Instagram feed and came across a post by an influencer they follow. This post
contained an endorsement for a fictitious brand and contained different types of disclosures and either
one-sided or two-sided arguments. They were asked to have a good look at the Instagram post and
afterward, participants completed a questionnaire. First, the dependent variable, brand attitude, was
included, after which the mediating variables, namely source credibility, ad recognition, and ad
skepticism were questioned. Hereafter, the manipulation checks were included, followed by
guestioning participants’ involvement with a healthy lifestyle which is considered as a covariate in the

analyses.

3.2 Stimulus material

An Instagram post of a fictitious influencer was created, using both a male and female version
(Stephan/Stephanie Jones). The gender of the influencer has been matched to the gender of
respondents to make sure that men were only exposed to the male influencer and women were only
exposed to the female influencer. The two versions have been merged in the analyses. The post was

created using Adobe Photoshop software. It was designed to resemble an authentic Instagram post
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appearing in the news feed of an Instagram user, consisting of a picture of a product and a picture

caption. The post pictured energy bars from an unknown brand, ‘Innerme’ (Figure 2).

6 stephenjones 0 stephaniejones

QY N GQAY A

2.120 likes 2.120 likes

stephenjones Snacktime! These #innerme stephaniejones Snacktime! These #innerme
energybars are my absolute favorite, energybars are my absolute favorite

Sure they'll give you the energy you need! Sure they'll give you the energy you need!

A QO H O & A QO H O &

Figure 2 Stimulus material

Sponsorship disclosure was manipulated by adding four different types of sponsorship disclosures in
the picture caption indicating either material, financial, or no compensation or not disclosed (see Table
1 for an overview of the manipulations). Next, message sidedness was manipulated by adding a short
review of the product depicted in the Instagram post below the picture. This description consisted of
positive product features (one-sided message) or both positive and negative product features (two-
sided message). In particular, the one-sided message stated, ‘Snacktime! These #innerme energybars
are my absolute favorite. Sure they’ll give you the energy you need!” While the two-sided message
stated, ‘Snacktime! These #innerme energybars are my absolute favorite. Although they contain quite

some sugar, sure they’ll give you the energy you need!’
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One-sided

Two-sided

Not disclosed

Not-sponsored

Material
Compensation

Financial
Compensation

Snacktime! These #finnerme

energybars are my absolute favorite.

Sure they’ll give you the energy you
need!
Snacktime! These #innerme

energybars are my absolute favorite.

Sure they’ll give you the energy you
need! This isn’t a sponsored post. |
just felt like trying them out and
share my opninions. #notsponsored

Snacktime! These #finnerme

energybars are my absolute favorite.

Sure they’ll give you the energy you
need! Thanks to @innerme | could
try these out for free and share my
opinions. #sponsored

Snacktime! These #innerme

energybars are my absolute favorite.

Sure they’ll give you the energy you
need! @innerme paid me to try
these out and share my opinions
#sponsored

Snacktime! These #innerme energybars
are my absolute favorite. Although they
contain quite some sugar, sure they’ll
give you the energy you need!
Snacktime! These #innerme energybars
are my absolute favorite. Although they
contain quite some sugar, sure they’ll
give you the energy you need! This isn’t a
sponsored post. | just felt like trying
them out and share my opninions.
#notsponsored

Snacktime! These #innerme energybars
are my absolute favorite. Although they
contain quite some sugar, sure they’ll
give you the energy you need! Thanks to
@innerme | could try these out for free
and share my opinions. #sponsored
Snacktime! These #innerme energybars
are my absolute favorite. Although they
contain quite some sugar, sure they’ll
give you the energy you need! @innerme
paid me to try these out and share my
opinions #sponsored

Table 1 Manipulation stimuli

A pretest among an Amazon Mechanical Turk sample (N = 167, 107 females, meanage = 31.83 years,
SDage = 7.09) was conducted to check manipulations of message sidedness and the type of material
connection between the influencer and the brand and to measure disclosure recognition. To check
manipulations of sidedness, a multiple choice question, asking what kind of information the influencer
included in his or her Instagram post (‘Only arguments in favor of Innerme’ or ‘Both arguments favoring
and disfavoring Innerme’) was used. To check manipulations of the type of material connection
between the influencer and the brand, three items measured on a seven-point Likert scale were used.
Disclosure recognition was measured by asking participants ‘Which of the following text entries did
you notice in Stephen Jones’s Instagram post?’ Participants could choose one option from a list of
possible disclosures. A detailed overview of the used measurement scales can be found in
‘Methodological details’ Appendix. The detailed results are shown in Table 2. In particular, results show
that 85.4% of the respondents could correctly recognize the disclosure type in the no disclosure
condition while 14.6% could not (z = 6.4, p <. 001). In the not sponsored disclosure condition, 70% of
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the respondents correctly recognized the disclosure while 30% did not (z = 3.6, p <. 001). Although
respondents seemed to have more difficulties in recognizing the correct disclosure type in the material
and financial compensation conditions, further analyses show that respondents indicated more often
that the influencer received financial compensation in the financial compensation condition (M = 4.16)
compared to the material compensation condition (M = 3.15, p <. 001). Regarding perceived message
sidedness, results reveal that 97.6% of respondents correctly indicated that the post contained only
arguments in favor of the brand in the one-sided condition, while 2.4% of the respondents failed the
manipulation check (z = 12.3, p <. 001). The manipulation of the two-sided condition was less
successful, as 66.3% of the respondents indicated that the post contained both arguments against and
arguments in favor of the brand in the two-sided condition, while 33.7% of the respondents did not

notice (z =4.2, p <.001).

Message Sidedness

Correct Wrong z-test
One-sided 97.6% 2.4% 12.3%**
Two-sided 66.3% 33.7% 4 x**
Disclosure Type
Classification

Correct Wrong z-test
Not disclosed 85.4% 14.6% 6.4%**
#notsponsored 70.0% 30.0% 3.6%%*
Material Compensation 43.9% 56.1% 1.1(n.s.)
Financial Compensation 53.3% 46.7% 0.6 (n.s.)

Material Connection

Not Disclosed Not-Sponsored Material Financial
Compensation Compensation
compensation
Perceived Material 3.59(1.12) 2.90(1.37) 4.34 (1.04) 4.22 (.90)

Compensation

F(163)=15.02, p<.001 |

k¥

%k %k ¥

* k%
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Perceived Financial 3.07 (1.10) 2.60(1.32) 3.15(1.17) 4.16 (.98)
Compensation

F(163)=14.12,p<.001 |

%k k k
%k k k
| |
%k %k x
No Compensation 2.95 (1.05) 3.48 (1.43) 2.10(1.14) 1.84 (1.19)
F(163)=16.38,p<.001 |
* % %
|
%k k
|
%k %k %k
|
%k %k %k

Table 2 Pretest results

3.3 Measures

To check manipulations of sidedness, participants’ perceptions about the Instagram post were
guestioned with three items measured on a seven-point Likert scale (‘The Instagram post only gives
opinions in favor of Innerme’, ‘The Instagram post gives both opinions in favor as arguments against
Innerme’, and ‘The information in the Instagram post is balanced’). To check manipulations of the type
of material connection between the influencer and the brand and disclosure recognition, the same

scales as in the pretest were used.

Dependent and mediating variables were measured with validated scales, measured on seven-point
Likert scales. Brand attitude (ab) was measured with five items (Spears & Singh, 2004, M = 4.47,SD =
1.42, a = 0.96). Credibility of the influencer was measured with Ohanian’s source credibility scale
(1990, M =4.23,SD =1.13, a = 0.96) consisting of 14 items. Advertising recognition was measured with
three items reflecting participants’ ability to recognize advertising (‘The Instagram post ... is adverting’,
‘... contains advertising’, and ‘ ... is commercial’), adapted from van Reijmersdal et al. (2016, M = 5.69,
SD =1.30, a = 0.86). Ad skepticism was measured with four items [‘l think the Instagram post tells the

truth’ (reversed item), ‘I don’t believe what the influencer wrote in the Instagram post’, ‘I can learn
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real product information from this Instagram post’ (reversed item), and ‘After reading this Instagram
post, | have been accurately informed about the product information’ (reversed item)] from Lu, Chang,
and Chang (2014, M = 4.15, SD = 1.35, a = 0.85). Involvement with a healthy lifestyle was included as
a covariate in the analyses and was measured with the following two items: ‘A healthy lifestyle is
important to me’ and ‘Information about a healthy lifestyle interests me’ (van Reijmersdal et al., 2010,
M =5.72,SD =1.02, r =0.721, p <. 001). A detailed overview of the used measurement scales can be

found in ‘Methodological details’ Appendix.

3.4 Participants

There were 414 US-based participants recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk who completed the
study (229 females, Mage = 32.57 years, SDage = 8.29) in return for a small fee. Precisely, 59 responses
were deleted from the data file, as these participants failed to answer one or more control questions

correctly. This exclusion leaves 355 participants (195 females, Myge = 32.66 years, SDage = 8.29).

3.5 Statistical analyses

We first report the results of a correlational analysis to examine the correlations between the
mediating and dependent variables. Next, we use the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018, v.3, 5000
bootstrap resamples, 95% confidence interval) to conduct sequential mediation and moderated
sequential analyses to test the effects of adding a sponsorship disclosure to a branded Instagram post
on brand attitudes and the moderating effects of message sidedness. In particular, we compare the
effects of three different types of sponsorship disclosures, supplemented with a control condition
without sponsorship disclosure. We report the results in different steps, comparing different sets of
disclosures, in line with the hypotheses proposed in the theoretical framework. First, we compare the
non-disclosed post (coded as 0) with the sponsorship disclosure posts (coded as 1) in which we merged
the material and financial compensation conditions (N = 266). Second, we compare the non-disclosed
post (coded as 0) with the non-sponsorship disclosure (coded as 1) (N = 178). Third, we compare the
non-sponsorship disclosure (coded as 0) with the material compensation (coded as 1) and the financial
compensation (coded as 2) disclosure using a multi-categorical mediation and moderation analysis (N
=266). In all analyses, involvement with a healthy lifestyle was included as a covariate as it was found
to be significantly related to brand attitude (r = 0.16, p <. 001). The detailed results of the analyses can

be found in ‘Methodological details’” Appendix.
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4  Results

Table 3 provides an overview of the hypotheses and the results, along with information on whether
each hypothesis is supported or not. In addition, Figure 3 represents the corrected model illustrating

significant and insignificant paths.

Hypothesis Supported? Main result
Hypothesis 1 Supported ab =-.05, SE =.03, 95% Cl: = [-.12; -.01]
Hypothesis 2 Supported ab =.27,SE=.07,95% Cl: = [.14; .42]

Hypothesis 3 Partly supported  abmat. comp. = -.26, SE =.07, 95% Cl: = [-.42; -.14]
abfin comp.= -.21, SE = .06, 95% Cl: = [-.34; -.11]

Hypothesis 4 Supported abonesided = -.47, SE = .18, 95% Cl: = [-.82; -.13].
abtwo-sided = .02, SE =.19, 95% Cl: = [-.35; .40]

Hypothesis 5 Not supported Abmat. comp. = .11, SE = .30, 95%Cl: = [-.47; .68]
absin. comp. = .23, SE =.28, 95%Cl: = [-.31; .79]

Table 3 Hypotheses overview

Message
Sidedness

Source
Credibility

Advertising
Recognition

Sponsorship
Disclosure Type

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- Brand Attitude

Figure 3 Corrected conceptual model

4.1 Manipulation checks

First, manipulation checks revealed a successful manipulation of the independent variables. A detailed
overview of the manipulation check results can be found in Table 4. First, results show that most
participants correctly classified the disclosure type. Results reveal that 80.9% of respondents in the no
disclosure condition (z = 8.9, p <. 001), 76.4% of respondents in the non-sponsored condition (z = 7.0,
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p <. 001), 63.5% of respondents in the material compensation condition (z = 3.7, p <. 001), and 70.7%
of respondents in the financial compensation condition (z = 5.6, p <. 001) correctly recognized the
sponsorship disclosure. In Table 4, an overview can be found of results on participants’ perceptions of
material versus financial compensation the influencer received from the brand.

Concerning message sidedness, results reveal that respondents perceived significantly more
arguments in favor of the brand in the one-sided condition (Mone-sided = 6.13, SDone-sided = 0.98, Mtwo-sided
= 4.42, SDtwo-sided = 1.83; t (353)= 10.92, p <. 001), while respondents perceived significantly more
arguments that were balanced (Mone-sided = 2.19, SDone-sided = 1.55, Miwo-sided = 4.13, SDtwo-sided = 1.85; t
(353) =10.70, p <. 001) and both against and in favor of the brand (Mone-sided = 3.01, SDone-sided = 1.63,
Miwo-sided = 4.09, SDtwo-sided = 1.65; t (353) =6.20, p <. 001) in the two-sided condition.

Message Sidedness

One-sided M (SD) Two-sided M (SD) t(df)
The Instagram post only gives opinions in favor of Innerme.

6.13 (.98) 4.42 (1.83) 10.92(353)***
The Instagram post gives both opinions in favor as arguments against
Innerme.

2.19 (1.55) 4.13 (1.85) -10.70(353)***
The information in the Instagram post is balanced.

3.01(1.63) 4.09(1.65) -6.20(353)***
Disclosure Type Classification

Correct Wrong z-test
Not disclosed 80.9% 14.6% 8.9%**
#notsponsored 76.4% 23.6% JHE*
Material 63.5% 36.5% 3. 7%
Compensation
Financial 70.7% 29.3% 5.6%**
Compensation
Material Connection
Condition Not Disclosed Not-Sponsored Material Financial
Perceived Compensation Compensation
compensation
Perceived Material 4.64 (1.46) 3.75 (1.65) 5.73 (1.25) 5.42 (1.43)
Compensation
F(351) =32.41, p<.001 |
k%
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k k%

* % %
I
* % %
I
%k x
Perceived Financial 4.51 (1.64) 3.33(1.64) 4.45 (1.73) 5.34 (1.59)
Compensation
F(351) = 22.61, p <.001 |
* % %
I
* % %
I
kK x
I
%k %k %k
I I
k%
No Compensation 3.53 (1.68) 4.70(1.73) 2.61 (1.70) 2.17 (1.57)
F(351) =39.98, p <.001 |
%k k
I
k%
I
k k%
I
%k %k %k
I I
%k %k %k

Table 4 Manipulation check results

4.2 Correlation analysis

First, we checked for correlations between the mediating variables ad recognition, ad skepticism and
source credibility and the dependent variable brand attitude. All variables significantly correlated at
the 0.01 level. Ad recognition was positively correlated with ad skepticism (r = 0.40) and negatively

with source credibility (r =-0.24) and brand attitude (r = -0.26). Ad skepticism was negatively correlated
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with source credibility (r = -0.72) and brand attitude (r = -0.68). To conclude, source credibility and

brand attitude were positively correlated (r = 0.73).

4.3 Sequential mediation analyses to test the mediating role of ad recognition, ad

skepticism, and source credibility

4.3.1 Comparing no disclosure with the #sponsored condition

First of all, a sequential mediation analysis (PROCESS model 6) with the disclosure condition as an
independent variable, advertising recognition, ad skepticism, and source credibility as mediators,
brand attitude as a dependent variable, and involvement with a healthy lifestyle as a covariate showed
a significant indirect effect from the presence of a disclosure on brand attitude through advertising
recognition, ad skepticism, and source credibility (ab = -0.05, SE = 0.03, 95% Cl = [-0.12; -0.01]). A
sponsorship disclosure increased ad recognition (al = 0.31, SE = 0.13, p = .02), which, in turn, led to
higher ad skepticism (d21 = 0.48, SE = 0.07, p <. 001) and negatively affected source credibility (d32 =
-0.63, SE = 0.04, p < .001), which was positively related with brand attitude (b3 = 0.58, SE = 0.07, p <.
001). The analyses additionally revealed a sequential mediation through ad recognition and ad
skepticism only (ab = 0.05, SE = 0.03, 95% Cl = [-0.12; -0.00]). Ad skepticism had a negative effect on
brand attitude (b2 = -0.36, SE = 0.07, p <. 001). No significant indirect effects appeared through ad
recognition only (ab = -0.01, SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [-0.05; 0.03]), nor through ad skepticism only (ab = -
0.02; SE = 0.06, 95% Cl = [-0.16; 0.09]), nor through source credibility only (ab = -0.07, SE = 0.06, 95%
Cl = [-0.20; 0.04]). In conclusion, there was no significant net direct effect of the presence of a
disclosure on brand attitude (¢’ = 0.06, SE = 0.12, p = .61). These results support Hypothesis 1 (Figure
4).
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d21=[.48(.07), p<.001] d32 = [.63(.04), p < .001]

Advertising Source

Recognition Credibility

al=1[31(.13), p=.02] b2 =[-36(.07), p<.001] b3=[.58(.07), p=.02]

Disclosure
Type: no
disclosure vs.
#sponsored

Brand Attitude

¢ =[.06(.12), p = .61]

Figure 4 Sequential mediation analysis: comparing the no disclosure with the #sponsored condition

4.3.2 Comparing no disclosure with the #notsponsored condition

Next, we compared the effects of explicit disclosure that a post was not sponsored with the control
condition in a serial mediation analysis (PROCESS model 6) with the disclosure condition as an
independent variable, advertising recognition, ad skepticism, and source credibility as mediators,
brand attitude as a dependent variable, and involvement with a healthy lifestyle as a covariate. Results
showed a significant indirect effect from the presence of a disclosure on brand attitude through
advertising literacy and, sequentially, skepticism and source credibility (ab = 0.27, SE = 0.07, 95% Cl =
[0.14; 0.42]), confirming Hypothesis 2. Ad recognition was lower when participants were exposed to
an Instagram post that explicitly mentioned that it was not sponsored (al =-1.09, SE = 0.20, p <. 001),
which, in turn, had a positive effect on skepticism (d21 = 0.50, SE =0.07, p <. 001). Increased skepticism,
consequently, appeared to negatively affect source credibility (d32 = -0.64, SE = 0.04, p <. 001), which
was positively related to brand attitude (b3 = 0.76, SE = 0.09, p <. 001). The analyses also revealed a
significant indirect effect from explicitly mentioning a post was not sponsored on brand attitude
through ad recognition and ad skepticism (ab = 0.12, SE = 0.05, 95% CI = [0.04; 0.23]). Ad skepticism
negatively affected brand attitude (b2 = -0.23, SE = 0.08, p <. 001). Similar to the first analyses, no
significant indirect effects appeared through ad recognition only (ab = 0.08, SE = 0.06, 95% CI = [0.04;
0.18]). However, a significant indirect effect through ad skepticism only (ab = -0.11, SE = 0.06, 95% ClI
= [-0.25; -0.02]) was found. There was no significant indirect effect from the presence of a disclosure
on brand attitude through source credibility only (ab =-0.12, SE = 0.09, 95% CI = [-0.30; 0.05]). Further,
there was no significant net direct effect of the presence of a disclosure on brand attitude (¢’ = -0.03,

SE =0.14, p = .82) (Figure 5).
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d21=[.50(.07), p<.001] d32 = [.64(.04), p < .001]

Advertising Source

Recognition Credibility

a1=[-1.09(.20), p <.001] b2 =[-.23(.08), p<.001] b3=[.76(.09), p=.02]
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disclosure vs.
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Brand Attitude

¢ =[-03(.14), p=.82]

Figure 5 Sequential mediation analysis: comparing the no disclosure with the #notsponsored condition.

4.3.3 Comparing the #notsponsored, #sponsored material compensation, and #sponsored financial

compensation conditions

Next, we compare posts that explicitly mentioned compensation (either material or financial) to the
explicitly not sponsored post. First, a multi-categorical serial mediation analysis (PROCESS model 6)
was used, with the connection to the brand as an independent variable, ad recognition, ad skepticism,
and source credibility as mediators, brand attitude as a dependent variable, and involvement with a
healthy lifestyle as a covariate. Results showed a significant negative indirect effect from the
connection to the brand on brand attitude through ad recognition, ad skepticism, and credibility,
sequentially, when comparing the material compensation condition to the not sponsored condition
and when comparing the financial compensation condition to the not sponsored condition (abmat. comp.
=-0.26, SE=0.07, 95% Cl = [-0.42; -0.14]; abfin. comp.= -0.21, SE = 0.06, 95% Cl = [-0.34; -0.11]). Compared
to an explicit disclosure of non-sponsorship, both material compensation (al = 1.57, SE = 0.18, p <.
001) and financial compensation (a1l =1.27, SE=0.17, p <. 001) conditions led to higher ad recognition,
leading to more ad skepticism (d21 = 0.46, SE = 0.06, p <. 001) and negatively affecting source
credibility (d32 = -.60, SE = .04, p <. 001), which was positively related with brand attitude (b3 = 0.61,
SE = 0.07, p <. 001). Although there appeared to be no significant difference between the impact of
paid and gift conditions on ad recognition, a comparison of the standardized indirect effects showed
that the negative indirect effects on brand attitude were stronger when comparing the material
compensation disclosure with the non-sponsorship disclosure (ab = -0.19, SE = 0.05, 95% Cl = [-0.30; -
0.10]) than when comparing the financial compensation with the non-sponsorship disclosure (ab = -
0.15, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [-0.24; -0.08]). Similar to the previous analyses reported, we also found a
229



sequential mediation through ad recognition and ad skepticism only (abmat. comp.= -0.24, SE = 0.08, 95%
Cl =[-0.40; -0.11]; abfin. comp.= -0.20, SE = 0.07, 95% Cl = [-0.34; -0.08]). Ad skepticism negatively affected
brand attitude (b2 =-0.34, SE =0.06, p <. 001). No significant indirect effects appeared when comparing
the effects of the three disclosure conditions on brand attitude through ad recognition only (abmat. comp-
=-0.03, SE=0.09, 95% Cl =[-0.22; 0.15]; abin. comp.=-0.02, SE =0.07, 95% Cl = [-0.17; 0.13]), nor through
ad skepticism only (abmat. comp. = 0.12, SE = 0.08, 95% Cl = [-0.03; 0.29]; absin. comp. = 0.12, SE = 0.07, 95%
Cl = [-0.01; 0.28]), nor through source credibility only (abmat. comp. = 0.06, SE = 0.08, 95% Cl = [-0.11;
0.23]; abfin. comp.= 0.02, SE =0.07, 95% Cl =[-0.11; 0.17]). To conclude, there was no significant net direct
effect of the presence of a disclosure on brand attitude (¢’mat. comp. = 0.12, SE = 0.16, p = .44; C’fin. comp. =
0.01, SE = 0.15, p = .92). Based on these findings, we can partly accept Hypothesis 3, as both types of
disclosure negatively affected brand attitudes through ad recognition, ad skepticism, and source
credibility. However, disclosing material compensation unexpectedly appeared to be more detrimental

in terms of brand attitude than disclosing financial compensation (Figure 6).

d21 = [.46(.06), p < .001 d32 = [-.60(.04), p < .001
Advertising [46(.06). p < .001] -601.09), p < .001] Source

Recognition Credibility

@11, comp. = [1.57(.18), p <.001] b2 = [.34(.06), p <.001] b3 =[.61(.07), p=.02]
alsn comp = [1.27(.17), p <.001]

Disclosure Type:

#notsponsored vs.
material and financial
compensation

Brand Attitude
¢’ =[12(16), p= 44]

Figure 6 Sequential Mediation Analysis: Comparing the #notsponsored, #sponsored material compensation and #sponsored financial

compensation conditions.

4.4 Moderated mediation analyses

4.4.1 Comparing no disclosure with the #sponsored condition

First, we conducted a moderated mediation analysis (PROCESS model 7) with message sidedness as a
moderator of the effect of the presence of a sponsorship disclosure on brand attitude through source
credibility. Involvement with a healthy lifestyle was included as a covariate. The analysis revealed the

presence of moderated mediation through source credibility (ab = 0.49, SE = 0.26, 95% Cl = [0.00;
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1.02]). Next, we further examined the conditional indirect effects of the disclosure condition on brand
attitude for one- versus two-sided Instagram posts. Only for one-sided Instagram posts, there was a
significant indirect negative effect of the disclosure condition on brand attitude through source
credibility (ab =-0.47, SE =0.18, 95% Cl = [-0.82; -0.13]. In contrast, when the Instagram post included
a two-sided message, this indirect effect was not significant (ab = 0.02, SE = 0.19, 95% Cl = [-0.35;
0.40]). These results support Hypothesis 4. However, interestingly to note, a more detailed analysis of
the effects on influencer credibility shows that influencer credibility is not significantly different
between disclosed one-sided and two-sided messages (B = -0.19, SE = 0.17, p = .27), while non-
disclosed one-sided messages seem to lead to higher credibility ratings compared to two-sided

messages (B =-0.75, SE = 0.24, p =.002) (Figure 7).

Influencer Credibility

7
6
5 4,75
4,21 4,05 4,07
4
3
2
1
0
One-Sided Two-Sided
Argumentation Argumentation

B Not disclosed ™ #sponsored

Figure 7 The impact of message sidedness of (non)disclosed influencer posts on influencer credibility

4.4.2 Comparing the no disclosure with the #notsponsored condition

Next, a moderated mediation analysis (PROCESS model 7) was conducted with message sidedness as
a moderator of the effect of a not sponsored disclosure (no disclosure, coded as 0 versus #sponsored,
coded as 1) on brand attitude, through source credibility. Involvement with a healthy lifestyle was
included as a covariate. The analysis revealed no significant moderated mediation (ab = 0.35, SE =0.32,

95% Cl = [-0.26; 0.98]).
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4.4.3 Comparing the #notsponsored, #sponsored material compensation, and #sponsored financial

compensation conditions

A multi-categorical moderated mediation analysis (PROCESS model 7) was conducted with message
sidedness as a moderator of the effect of connection with the brand (#notsponsored, coded as 0 versus
material compensation, coded as 1 versus financial compensation, coded as 2) on brand attitude,
through source credibility. Involvement with a healthy lifestyle was included as a covariate. The
analysis revealed no presence of moderated mediation when the influencer was given a free product
(ab=0.11, SE=0.30, 95% Cl = [-0.47; 0.68]), nor when the influencer was paid for promoting the brand
(ab = 0.23, SE = 0.28, 95% CI = [-0.31; 0.79]). Therefore, we need to reject Hypothesis 5. However,
further analyses revealed significantly lower ad recognition when an influencer was paid for endorsing
a brand compared to when he or she was given free products when the sponsored post used a two-
sided message (Mmat. comp. = 6.29, SDmat. comp. = 0.81; Min. comp. = 5.87, SDfin. comp. = 1.11; p = .05). No
differences between the two forms of compensation were found when the sponsored post used a one-

S|ded message (Mmat, comp- = 624, SDmat_ comp. = 081, Mfin, comp. = 605, SDfin_ comp- = 104, p = 35)

5 General Discussion

5.1 Theoretical contributions and future research

This study contributes to the further understanding of the function of disclosures in sponsored
Instagram posts as a type of native advertising. First, it was found that disclosing sponsored content,
regardless of the type of material connection between the influencer and the brand, activated
advertising recognition and resulted in more ad skepticism, which, in turn, negatively affected brand
attitude. These results provide further support for previous findings suggesting that adding a
sponsorship disclosure helps consumers recognize sponsored posts as advertising, which reduces the
effectiveness of the ad (Evans et al., 2017; Boerman et al., 2017). Advertising literacy (Friestad et al.,
1994) is thus an important underlying mechanism that explains how sponsorship disclosures may
induce advertising recognition, which results in coping mechanisms such as heightened skepticism that

may negatively affect the effectiveness of sponsored influencer posts (Nelson, Wood, & Paek, 2009).

Moreover it was found that in its turn, ad skepticism leads to more negative perceptions of influencer
credibility, in line with the recent study by Jansen et al. (2017). Consumers tend to believe that
influencers are trustworthy sources who express their genuine liking for a brand, which makes them

more likely to be persuaded, according to source credibility theory (Erdogan, 1999; Hovland & Weiss,
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1951; Ohanian, 1991). When they are informed about the commercial nature of a post, and consumers
understand the true motives of the influencer, they become skeptical, which causes negative

responses toward the influencer and, consequently, the brand.

Second, results reveal that it may be beneficial for both influencers and brands to disclose non-
sponsored posts clearly. This disclosure not only leads to more positive brand effects but also to more
positive evaluations of the influencer, in terms of credibility, compared to a non-disclosed post. At first
sight, these results are not in line with the study by Carr and Hayes (2014), which compared a review
including a non-sponsorship disclosure with a non-disclosed review and found no differences in
perceived source credibility between both conditions. Our results also revealed no direct impact on
source credibility; however, an indirect effect through ad recognition and ad skepticism was found.
Therefore, it is important that future research further unravels the importance of such a non-
sponsorship disclosure, especially now that sponsored content is a common practice, whereas four
years ago Carr and Hayes (2014) assumed that consumers perceive a non-sponsorship disclosure as an

unnecessary statement that the blogger is credible.

Third, the current study aimed to investigate whether the type of material connection between the
influencer and the brand might impact brand attitude differently. Results show that sponsorship
disclosure indicating financial or material compensation led to higher ad recognition compared to a
non-sponsorship disclosure. This higher ad recognition led to higher ad skepticism, lower influencer
credibility, and lower brand attitude. However, unexpectedly, the difference between a material
connection and a non-sponsorship disclosure appeared to be greater than the difference between a
financial compensation sponsorship and a non-sponsorship disclosure. Below, we discuss two possible

explanations for this finding.

A first explanation can be found in perceptions about the influencer’s transparency. When an
influencer honestly discloses that he or she was paid to endorse a brand on social media, consumers
are made fully aware of the influencer’s bias and commercial motives. When the influencer states that
he or she was given a free product in return for exposure, there is more uncertainty about the
influencer’s true motives. That is, the brand may have an agreement with the influencer including free
products in return for a recommendation, or the brand may have sent free products to the influencer,
hoping that it would be included in social media posts. This result may be in line with the results of
Carr et al. (2014), which showed that bloggers were perceived to be less credible when they were more
vague about the sponsorship relation compared to when they explicitly disclosed a financial

relationship. Thus, it might be that the material compensation sponsorship disclosure was perceived
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as the influencer being less straightforward than when he or she admitted to receive financial
compensation. Therefore, future research should probe for perceptions about the influencer’s honesty
and trustworthiness and question to what extent consumers think the brand determined the content
of the sponsored post. Moreover, feelings of deception could be an important mediator, explaining
the effects of different types of disclosures on attitudes toward both the influencer and the brand. In
support of this, recently, Evans, Wojdynski and Hoy (2018) found that the negative impact of
covertness of advertising format on attitudes and behavioral intention via advertising recognition
could be mitigated by perceptions of sponsorship transparency. Thus, in case of more covert
advertising formats, such as sponsored social media posts, being clear about the post’s advertising
nature, may result in less feelings of deception and consequently reactance (Evans et al., 2018; Brehm,
1966). It seems that regardless of the type of commercial relationship, being straightforward about
the post’s commercial nature and specifically, the form of compensation is important to minimize

feelings of deception and consequently negative consumer responses.

A second plausible explanation for the indication that a material compensation disclosure may be more
detrimental than we expected at first is that free gifts could trigger feelings of envy among consumers,
more than paid brand promotions. An influencer who is paid to promote products may be perceived
as being more professional, which may make it more acceptable to consumers. This ambiguity should
be addressed in future research by measuring feelings of envy and appropriateness of the
compensation method. In general, future research should provide further insights into how to mitigate
the negative effects of disclosing a material connection between the influencer and the brand without
misleading consumers. Related, examining the difference between disclosures from influencers (e.g.,
using hashtags, as we examined in our study) versus disclosures added by media platforms
(standardized disclosure) could be an interesting future research topic. The source of the disclosure
may heavily affect the credibility of an influencer, as he or she is no longer disclosing the sponsored
content; rather, an external source does it. This difference may lead to higher feelings of
manipulativeness and lead to lower credibility for the advertising message. The use of two-sided

messages may be even more important for standardized disclosures.

Fourth, we examined the importance of message framing in a sponsored Instagram post. In particular,
we examined how message sidedness affects the effects of sponsorship disclosures. More specifically,
negative evaluations of influencer credibility were found to be more likely when a disclosed (compared
to a nondisclosed post) Instagram post used a one-sided message to promote the product. When a
two-sided message was being used, no significant difference appeared between disclosed and non-
disclosed influencer posts, in line with Uribe and colleagues (2016). However, when looking into the
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results in more detail, they reveal that credibility perceptions are particularly high when the post was
one-sided and not disclosed. Influencer credibility ratings of the one-sided disclosed post were at the
same level compared to the disclosed and non-disclosed two-sided messages. Contrary to our
expectations, two-sided messages that were disclosed did not lead to higher credibility ratings
compared to one-sided messages. Accordingly, further research is necessary to examine how
discussing both negative and positive product features may serve as a validation cue for the
influencer’s honesty (Schindler & Bickart, 2005). In particular, it remains unclear why an influencer
posting a two-sided non-disclosed post is perceived as less credible compared to when he or she posts
a one-sided post. This finding is inconsistent with previous research that indicates that sources of two-
sided messages are generally perceived as more honest, which benefits the overall credibility of the

message (Crowley et al., 1994; Eisend 2007).

5.2 Practical implications

As influencer marketing has evolved to an exponentially growing marketing tactic, public policy
concerns on its persuasiveness and covert nature have been rising. Transparency about the
commercial nature of the post has become crucial. Recent guidelines and (self-)regulatory initiatives
force influencers to disclose any commercial relationship (FTC 2015; IAB 2016). They emphasize the
importance of sponsorship transparency so that consumers are able to differentiate sponsored
content from editorial content or genuine (and non-sponsored) product reviews. The current study
shows that adding a detailed disclosure in which information is given about the nature of the
commercial relationship (either a financial compensation or a free product) helps consumers recognize
sponsored influencer posts as advertising. Moreover, the current study shows that disclosures increase
the critical processing of influencer posts as ad recognition evoked by a sponsorship disclosure induces
ad skepticism, which in turn negatively affects brand responses. Furthermore, it was found that
sponsorship disclosures may also affect perceptions of influencer credibility and consequently brand
attitudes due to increased ad skepticism following ad recognition. These findings indicate that clear
disclosures do not miss their purpose and indeed help consumers recognize sponsored influencer posts
as advertising, which may result in increased skepticism and consequently negative outcomes for both
the influencer and the brand. However, as also recognized by van Reijmersdal et al. (2016)
transparency might be appreciated and recognized by the influencer’s followers in the long run and in
the end might soften their resistance. This is also supported by the finding that consumers appreciate
a clear non-sponsorship disclosure. As such, the influencer can eliminate any suspicion that consumers

may have towards a non-disclosed post. Consumers dislike the feeling of being misled, and a clear non-
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sponsorship disclosure offers them more certainty about the truthfulness of the product

recommendation, as there is no third-party influence.

Concerning the type of compensation method, both a disclosure indicating financial as material
compensation negatively affected brand attitudes through ad recognition, ad skepticism, and source
credibility. Still and unexpected, disclosing material compensation appeared to be more detrimental
in terms of brand attitude than disclosing financial compensation. This might be important for

marketers to take into account when deciding on the type of remuneration for influencers.

As negative brand outcomes through perceived credibility of the influencer are more likely to occur
when an influencer uses a one-sided message in a sponsored post compared to a two-sided message,
influencers using two sided-messages in their sponsored posts seem to be desirable for brands.
However, in terms of influencer credibility, the results of this study suggest that including two-sided
arguments to a disclosed Instagram post is equally effective compared to one-sided arguments. It
seems that, when including a sponsorship disclosure, it does not matter which argument style the

influencer uses; however, future research is needed to get more certainty about this.

To conclude, when comparing the two types of compensation methods, it was found that when the
influencer used a two-sided message when disclosing financial compensation, this led to significantly
lower ad recognition compared to when he or she was given free products while no differences
between the two forms of compensation were found when the influencer used a one-sided message.
These results suggest that two-sided messages could decrease ad recognition for paid brand

endorsements.

5.3 Limitations

To conclude, we discuss some limitations of the current study that may provide further guidance for
future research. First, we selected one particular type of product, energy bars, which may limit the
generalizability of the findings. Results may be different for products which are more expensive (e.g.,
luxury clothes) or more experiential (e.g., travel). These products may lead to higher feelings of envy
and may result in more negative effects when disclosing financial or material compensation. It would
be interesting to examine further how the product type impacts the effectiveness of advertising
disclosures. Moreover, the used brand stimuli were unknown to respondents to avoid influences of
consumers’ established brand knowledge. However, consumers’ familiarity or prior experiences with
a product may affect brand evaluations (Hong & Sternthal, 2010). Therefore, future research should

investigate whether our findings are generalizable to known brands and whether results differ
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depending on consumers’ prior brand knowledge. Furthermore, it might be that the energy bars used
in the stimuli were not necessarily perceived as healthy by the respondents. Thus, rather than
measuring and controlling for involvement with a healthy lifestyle, product involvement might have

been a better control measure.

Second, we only examined one particular message strategy, two-sided messages, and we only
manipulated the figure caption and not the picture. Adding an element of two-sidedness may more
strongly affect consumers compared to manipulating the caption. Pictures may have a more significant
impact than message elements. Further research should also examine the impact of other message
strategies, as research on how a sponsored influencer post should be designed is quite limited. When
consumers encounter a sponsored post, they will most likely rely on cues or heuristics to aid them in
their evaluations and decision process (Kardes, Posavac, & Cronley, 2004). In this sense, the language
used in the sponsored post may serve as a cue for an assessment of credibility. For instance, it would
be interesting to examine the impact of language elements such as typos and language errors, using
foreign languages, slang, or dialects. Moreover, language is particularly important, as consumers

should decode and comprehend the post as intended by the influencer (Christiansen & Tax, 2000).

A third limitation concerns the manipulation of message sidedness. While the manipulation of the one-
sided message was clearly successful, the manipulation of the two-sided message was less clear to
respondents. Even though the difference between the respondents who correctly understood the
manipulation (66.3%) and respondents who did not (33.7%; z = 4.2, p <. 001), proved to be statistically
different, it does not convincingly support the conclusion of a successful manipulation. However, as
message sidedness is an intrinsic feature of the message, it does not require a manipulation check as
argued by O’Keefe (2003). Regardless of the respondent’s evaluation, it is an objectively verifiable
manipulation. Still, future research might search for better manipulations of two-sidedness. For
instance, we assume that the fact that the energy bars contain a lot of sugar might not be perceived
as a negative characteristic by some participants. Moreover, the manipulation of sidedness is
important; for instance, Hwang and colleagues (2016) blame the lack of a moderating effect of
message sidedness on the effect of sponsorship disclosure on an unsuccessful manipulation of two-

sidedness.

Fourth, the study did not control for influencer credibility and the influencer used in the study was
fictitious and thus unknown to participants. It could be that an influencer’s prior credibility might have
an impact on sponsorship disclosure effects such that effects might differ for people who are followers

of the influencer and people who have no prior experience with the influencer. For instance, when an
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influencer is known to post authentic, reliable recommendations and is always clear about his or her
commercial partnerships, a clear disclosure might be less detrimental in terms of influencer credibility

and brand attitude.

In addition, although Instagram is one of the most popular social network sites worldwide (Statista,
2018b) and currently the most used platform for influencer marketing (WFA, 2018), only including
sponsored Instagram posts in the stimuli limits the applicability of the study results to other platforms
and consumers, as Instagram is most popular with younger users below the age of 35 and more used
by females than males (Statista, 2018b; 2018c). Moreover, we focused on adult Instagram users;
however, the effects may be stronger for youths (between 12 and 18), who are heavy Instagram users
and have a lower advertising literacy. Future research should further unravel the effects among a

younger audience.

To conclude, a more in-depth analysis of the design of sponsorship disclosures is necessary to be able
to formulate guidelines on the design of such disclosures. In sum, the current study provides further
evidence for the importance of sponsorship disclosures to disclose sponsored content that is covert

and potentially misleading for consumers.
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7 Methodological Details Appendix

7.1 Pertinent details about the procedure and a priori screening rules for excluding

subjects from data collection and rationale

For both the pretest and main study, the data were collected in March 2018. The links to the online
experiments were provided through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk accompanied by the following
description: “Give us your opinion about an Instagram post” and the following keywords: “survey,
demographics”. Qualification requirements were “HIT Approval Rate (%) for all Requesters' HITs
greater than or equal to 85” and “Location is US”. The minimum age to participate was 18 years. The

reward per assignment was $0.85. The average session length was 515.22 seconds.

The experiments were created in Qualtrics, which made it possible to assign each participant to one of
the conditions. 419 responses were collected. 5 participants who reported having no Instagram
account after reading the introduction, were directed to the end of the experiment, which brought
back the sample to 414 participants. 59 responses were deleted from the data file as these participants
failed to correctly answer one or both control questions. This brought the sample back to 355

participants.

7.1.1 Overview and full phrasing of all questions used in the reported research

Pretest

1. Introduction

Thank you for taking time to participate in our survey!

The survey should take about 15 minutes, and your responses are completely anonymous.
You can only take the survey once. At the end of the survey you will receive a code which
you paste into the box on the Mechanical Turk platform to receive credit for taking part in
our survey.

If you have any questions about the survey, please email us: <e-mail>
We really appreciate your input!

2. Do you have an Instagram 0 Yes

account? 0 No*

*Directed to end of survey

3. | Whatis your age?
4. | Areyou...?* 0 Male
0 Female

5. Please, read the text below carefully
Imagine you are scrolling through your Instagram feed and you come to the following post of
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Stephen / Stephanie Jones, an influencer you follow.
Please, carefully take a look at the Instagram post below.

6. Manipulation Stimuli ‘ Cfr. Figure 2
11. | Manipulation Check Sidedness
What kind of information did Stephen / Stephanie Jones include in his/her Instagram post?
(tick the correct box
Only opinions in favor of Innerme.
Both opinions in favor as against Innerme.
12. | Manipulation Check Disclosure Recognition
Which of the following text entries did you notice in Stephen / Stephanie Jones' Instagram
post? (tick the correct box)
O #sponsored
O #spon
O #advertisement
O #ad
O #notsponsored
O #nospon
O none of the above
13. | Manipulation Check Material Connection
Read the statements below carefully and indicate to what extent you agree (1 = totally
disagree, 7 = totally agree).
Stephen / Stephanie Jones received free samples of Innerme in return for promotion.
Stephen / Stephanie Jones received financial compensation in return for promoting Innerme.
Stephen / Stephanie Jones did not receive any compensation for posting about Innerme on
Instagram.
15. | Socio-Demographical Details
To finish, we would like to ask you some questions about yourself.
16. | What is the highest degree or level of school 0 None
you have completed? If currently enrolled, 0 High / Secondary school
highest degree received? 0 Bachelor
0 Master
0 PhD
17. | Are you currently...? 0 Student
0 Full time employed
0 Part time employed
0 Unemployed
0 Retired
18. | What is your marital status? 0 Single / never been married
0 Married or domestic partnership
0 Widowed
0 Divorced
0 Separated
19. | What is your race? 0 White

0 African American
0 Other (please specify) ...
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20.

Thank you for participating in this study. Your validation code for m-Turk is... Please press the
“NEXT” button in order to receive your payment!

* The gender of the participant was matched to the gender of the manipulation stimuli (i.e., the

influencer’s Instagram account). Thus, male participants were exposed to the Instagram account of

Stephen Jones, female participants to the one of Stephanie Jones. Accordingly questions containing

info about the influencer’s gender were also adapted.

Main Study

Introduction

Thank you for taking time to participate in our survey!

The survey should take about 15 minutes, and your responses are completely anonymous.
You can only take the survey once. At the end of the survey you will receive a code which
you paste into the box on the Mechanical Turk platform to receive credit for taking part in
our survey.

If you have any questions about the survey, please email us: <e-mail>
We really appreciate your input!

2. Do you have an Instagram 0 Yes
account? 0 No*
*Directed to end of survey
3. | Whatis your age?
4. | Areyou...?* 0 Male
0 Female
5. | Please, read the text below carefully
Imagine you are scrolling through your Instagram feed and you come to the following post of
Stephen / Stephanie Jones, an influencer you follow.
Please, carefully take a look at the Instagram post below.
6. | Manipulation Stimuli ‘ Cfr. Figure 2
7. | Brand Attitude (Spears & Singh 2004)
Do you find Innerme...
bad 00000 good
unfavorable 00000 favorable
dislikeable 00000 likeable
unappealing 00000 appealing
unpleasant 00000 pleasant
8. | Source Credibility (Ohanian 1990)

Do you find Stephen / Stephanie Jones...

unattractive 00000 attractive
not classy 00000 classy
ugly 00000 beautiful
plain 00000 elegant
insincere 00000 sincere
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undependable 00000 dependable

dishonest 00000 honest
unreliable 00000 reliable
untrustworthy 00000 trustworthy
not an expert 00000 expert
inexperienced 00000 experienced
unknowledgeable 00000 knowledgeable
unqualified 00000 qualified
unskilled 00000 skilled
9. | Ad Recognition (van Reijmersdal et al. 2016)
Read the statements below carefully and indicate to what extent you agree (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
The Instagram post...
... is advertising.
... is commercial.
... contains advertising.
10. | Ad Skepticism (Lu, Chang & Chang 2014)
Read the statements below carefully and indicate to what extent you agree (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
| think Stephen / Stephanie Jones’ Instagram post tells the truth. (R)
| don’t believe what Stephen / Stephanie Jones wrote in his/her Instagram post.
| can learn real product information from Stephen / Stephanie Jones’ Instagram post. (R)
Please select ‘Strongly disagree’.*
After viewing Stephen / Stephanie Jones’ Instagram post, | have been correctly informed
about the product information. (R)
* Control question
11. | Manipulation Check Sidedness
Read the statements below carefully and indicate to what extent you agree (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
Stephen / Stephanie Jones’ Instagram post only gives opinions in favor of Innerme.
Stephen / Stephanie Jones’ Instagram post gives both opinions in favor as against favor of
Innerme.
The information in Stephen / Stephanie Jones’ Instagram post is balanced.
12. | Manipulation Check Disclosure Recognition

Which of the following text entries did you notice in Stephen / Stephanie Jones' Instagram
post? (tick the correct box)

O #sponsored

O #spon

O #advertisement

O #ad

O #notsponsored

O #nospon

O none of the above
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13. | Manipulation Check Material Connection
Read the statements below carefully and indicate to what extent you agree (1 = totally
disagree, 7 = totally agree).
Stephen / Stephanie Jones received free samples of Innerme in return for promotion.
Stephen / Stephanie Jones received financial compensation in return for promoting Innerme.
Stephen / Stephanie Jones did not receive any compensation for posting about Innerme on
Instagram.
Please select ‘Somewhat disagree’*
* Control question
14. | Involvement with a Healthy Lifestyle (van Reijmersdal, Neijens & Smit 2010)
Read the statements below carefully and indicate to what extent you agree (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
A healthy lifestyle is important to me.
Information about a healthy lifestyle interests me.
15. | Socio-Demographical Details
To finish, we would like to ask you some questions about yourself.
16. | What is the highest degree or level of school 0 None
you have completed? If currently enrolled, 0 High / Secondary school
highest degree received? 0 Bachelor
0 Master
0 PhD
17. | Are you currently...? 0 Student
0 Full time employed
0 Part time employed
0 Unemployed
0 Retired
18. | What is your marital status? 0 Single / never been married
0 Married or domestic partnership
0 Widowed
0 Divorced
0 Separated
19. | What is your race? 0 White
0 African American
0 Other (please specify) ...
20. | Thank you for participating in this study. Your validation code for m-Turk is... Please press the

“NEXT” button in order to receive your payment!

* The gender of the participant was matched to the gender of the manipulation stimuli (i.e., the

influencer’s Instagram account). Thus, male participants were exposed to the Instagram account of

Stephen Jones, female participants to the one of Stephanie Jones. Accordingly questions containing

info about the influencer’s gender were also adapted.
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7.1.2 Exploratory analyses

Correlation Table

Ad Recognition Ad Skepticism Source Credibility | Brand Attitude
Ad Recognition 1 r=.40,p<.001 r=-24,p<.001 r=-.26,p<.001
Ad Skepticism 1 r=-.72,p<.001 r=-.68, p<.001
Source Credibility 1 r=.73, p<.001
Brand Attitude 1

Main Effect of Disclosure Type

We conducted a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with the different disclosure types as

independent variable and ad recognition, ad skepticism, source credibility and brand attitude as

dependent variables. There were only significant differences between the four disclosure types for ad

recognition (F = 28.34, p < .001). A scheffe multiple comparisons test showed that only the explicit

non-sponsorship condition significantly differed from all other disclosure types (p < .001) in that it is

significantly less recognized as advertising than the no disclosure condition, the #sponsored material

compensation and #sponsored financial compensation condition.

Results one-way ANOVA

df F Sig.
Ad Recognition 3 28,35 <.001
Ad Skepticism 3 1.86 13
Source Credibility 3 .57 .63
Brand Attitude 3 .37 .25

Mean scores for ad recognition
M SD

No disclosure 5.82 1.19
Explicit non-sponsorship 4.74 1.50
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#sponsored material compensation 6.26 .81

#sponsored financial compensation 5.96 1.07

Main effect of message sidedness

We conducted an independent samples t-test with message sidedness as independent variable and ad
recognition, ad skepticism, source credibility and brand attitude as dependent variables. The results
showed that compared to two-sided posts, one-sided posts resulted in significantly higher source
credibility (t (353) =3.12, p =.00) and brand attitude (t (353) = 3.33, p <.001). No significant differences
between one-sided and two-posts were found for ad recognition (t (353) = 1.02, p = .31) nor ad

skepticism (t (353) =-1.19, p = .24).

Mean scores for source credibility and brand attitude

M SD
Source Credibility | One-sided 4.41 1.10
Two-sided 4.05 1.13
Brand Attitude One-sided 4.71 1.38
Two-sided 4.22 1.42

Interaction effect of disclosure type and message sidedness

We checked the interaction effects between disclosure type and message sidedness with a two-way
ANOVA. Results only revealed a significant interaction effect on advertising recognition (F (3, 346) =
.38, p <.001) and ad skepticism (F (3, 346) = 1.53, p = .01). Pairwise comparisons showed that only the
explicit non-sponsorship condition significantly differed from all other disclosure types both when a
one-sided and a two-sided message was used in that it leads to significant lower ad recognition (Mone-
sided = 4.74, SDone-sided = .17, p < .001; Muwo-sided = 4.68, SDiwo-sided = .18, p < .001) compared to all other
disclosure types, i.e. the no disclosure (Mone-sided = 5.96, SDone-sided = .17, p < .001; Miwo-sided = 5.65, SDtwo-
sided = .18, p <.001), the #sponsored material compensation (Mone-sided = 6.25, SDone-sided = .17, p < .001;
Miwo-sided = 6.31, SDtwo-sided = .18, p < .001) and #sponsored financial compensation (Monesided = 6.04,
SDone-sided = .18, p < .001; Miwo-sided = 5.92, SDtwo-sided = .17, p < .001) conditions. Concerning ad skepticism,
pairwise comparisons showed only significant differences between the disclosure types when a one-
sided message was used. More specific, the no disclosure condition (M = 3.81, SD = .20) led to

significant lower ad skepticism compared to the #sponsored gift (M = 4.37, SD = .19, p = .04) and
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#sponsored paid (M = 4.34, SD = .20, p = .05) condition. Also, the explicit non-sponsorship condition

(M =3.83,SD =.19) led to significant lower ad skepticism than the #sponsored gift condition (M = 4.37,

SD=.19, p = .05).

Estimated Marginal Means

Estimated Marginal Means of Ad Recognition

6,25 6,31
5,96 5,92
5,65
474 4,68
no disclosure
expl. non spon
gift
paid
one-sided two-sided

Message Sidedness
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Estimated Marginal Means

Estimated Marginal Means of Ad Skepticism

434
/ ﬂ:ﬂ,
/ 4,16
4,09
81
one-sided two-sided

Message Sidedness
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7.1.3 Hypothesis testing

Statistical Analyses — Process Macro Model 6

Comparing the No Disclosure with the #sponsored condition

Coefficient(SE) t 95% Confidence
Interval

Outcome: Advertising Recognition
Constant 4.91(.38) 13.05 [4.17; 5.65]
Disclosure .31(.13) 2.32 [.05; .58]
Involvement with a .16(.06) 2.53 [.03;.28]
healthy lifestyle
Outcome: Skepticism
Constant 3.29(.56) 5.87 [2.18; 4.39]
Disclosure .07(.16) A4 [-.24; .38]
Advertising Recognition .48(.07) 6.79 [.34; .63]
Involvement with a -36(.07) -4.93 [-.50; -.22]
healthy lifestyle
Outcome: Credibility
Constant 6.74(.40) 16.84 [5.95; 7.53]
Disclosure -.13(.112) -1.19 [-.33;.08]
Advertising Recognition .03(.05) .53 [-.07; .13]
Skepticism -.63(.04) -15.28 [-.71; -.55]
Involvement with a .19(.11) 1.70 [-.09; .11]
healthy lifestyle
Outcome: Brand Attitude
Constant 3.35(.70) 4.78 [1.97; 4.73]
Disclosure .07(.13) .51 [-.19; .32]
Advertising Recognition -.03(.06) -.41 [-.15; .10]
Skepticism -.36(.07) -5.23 [-.50; -.23]
Credibility .58(.07) 7.68 [.43;.72]
Involvement with a .05(.06) .83 [-.07; .17]
healthy lifestyle
Total effect of Xon Y

-.17(.19) -.91 [-.54; .20]
Direct effect of Xon Y

.07(.13) .51 [-.19; .32]
Indirect effects of X on Y*
M = advertising -.05(.03) [-.12; -.00]
recognition & skepticism
M = advertising -.05(.03) [-.12; -.01]

recognition, skepticism &
credibility

Partially standardized indirect effects of X on Y*



M = advertising -.04(.02) [-.08; -.00]
recognition & skepticism

M = advertising -.04(.02) [-.08; -.00]
recognition, skepticism &

credibility

*Non-significant indirect effects are not reported

Comparing the No Disclosure with the #notsponsored condition

Coefficient(SE) t 95% Confidence
Interval

Outcome: Advertising Recognition

Constant 5.37(.64) 8.32 [4.09; 6.63]
Disclosure -1.09(.20) -5.37 [-1.49; -.69]
Involvement with a .08(.11) .72 [-.13; .29]

healthy lifestyle

Outcome: Skepticism

Constant 3.08(.67) 4.59 [1.75; 4.41]
Disclosure .50(.19) 2.57 [.12;.88]
Advertising Recognition .50(.07) 7.51 [.37; .63]
Involvement with a -34(.09) -3.55 [-.53; -.15]

healthy lifestyle

Outcome: Credibility

Constant 6.79(.42) 16.00 [5.85; 7.50]
Disclosure -.15(.11) -1.36 [-.39; .07]
Advertising Recognition .06(.04) 1.43 [-.02; .15]
Skepticism -.64(.04) -14.35 [-.73; -.55]
Involvement with a -.01(.06) -17 [-.12; .10]

healthy lifestyle

Outcome: Brand Attitude

Constant 2.40(.79) 3.03 [.84; 3.97]
Disclosure -.03(.14) -.23 [-.31; .24]
Advertising Recognition -.07(.05) -1.35 [-.18; .03]
Skepticism -.23(.08) -2.89 [-.39; -.07]
Credibility .76(.09) 8.31 [.58;.94]

Involvement with a .03(.07) 43 [-.11; .17]

healthy lifestyle

Total effect of Xon Y

-.09(.21) -43 [-.51;.33]

Direct effect of Xon Y

-.03(.14) -.23 [.82;-.31]

Indirect effects of X on Y*
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M = advertising .13(.05) [.04; .23]
recognition & skepticism

M = skepticism & -.24(.10) [-.45; -.06]
credibility

M = advertising .27(.07) [.14; .42]
recognition, skepticism &

credibility

Partially standardized indirect effects of X on Y*

M = advertising .09(.03) [.03; .16]
recognition & skepticism

M = skepticism & -.17(.07) [-.31; -.04]
credibility

M = advertising .19(.05) [.10; .29]
recognition, skepticism &

credibility

*Non-significant indirect effects are not reported

Comparing the #notsponsored, #sponsored material compensation and #sponsored financial

compensation conditions

Coefficient(SE) t 95% Confidence
Interval

Outcome: Advertising Recognition

Constant 3.69(.42) 8.80 [2.86; 4.52]
X1 1.58(.18) 8.96 [1.23; 1.92]
X2 1.27(.17) 7.37 [.93; 1.61]
Involvement with a .18(.07) 2.61 [.04; .31]

healthy lifestyle

Outcome: Skepticism

Constant 3.44(.48) 7.11 [2.49; 4.40]
X1 -.36(.20) -1.77 [-.76; .04]
X2 -.35(.19) -1.84 [-.73;.02]
Advertising Recognition .46(.06) 7.36 [.34; .58]
Involvement with a -28(.07) -4.08 [-.42; -.15]

healthy lifestyle
Outcome: Credibility

Constant 6.48(.36) 17.80 [5.76; 7.19]
X1 .10(.14) 68 [-.18; .37]
X2 .04(.13) .28 [-.22; .30]
Advertising Recognition .02(.05) .48 [-.07; .11]
Skepticism -.60(.04) -14.09 [-.68; -.51]
Involvement with a .00(.05) .10 [-.09; .10]

healthy lifestyle
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Outcome: Brand Attitude

Constant 3.24(.62) 5.21 [2.01; 4.46]
X1 .12(.16) 77 [-.19; .44]
X2 .01(.15) .09 [-.28; .31]
Advertising Recognition -.02(.05) -.34 [-.12; .09]
Skepticism -.34(.06) -5.19 [-.46; -.21]
Credibility .61(.07) 8.53 [.47; .75]
Involvement with a .02(.06) .38 [-.09; .13]
healthy lifestyle

Relative total effects of Xon Y

X1 -.08(.21) -.38 [-.49; .33]
X2 -.13(.20) -.64 [-.54; .27]
Relative direct effects of Xon Y

X1 12(.16) 77 [-.19; .44]
X2 .01(.15) .10 [-.28; .31]
Relative indirect effects of X on Y*

M = advertising X1 -.24(.08) [-.40; -.11]
recognition & X2 -.20(.07) [-.34; -.08]
skepticism

M = advertising X1 -.26(.07) [-.42; -.14]
recognition, X2 -.21(06) [-.34; -.11]
skepticism &

credibility

Partially standardized indirect effects of X on Y*

M = advertising X1 -.18(.05) [-.29; -.08]
recognition & X2  -.14(.05) [-.25; -.06]
skepticism

M = advertising X1 -.19(.05) [-.30; -.10]
recognition, X2  -.15(.04) [-.24; -.08]
skepticism &

credibility

*Non-significant indirect effects are not reported
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Statistical Analyses — Process Macro Model 7

Comparing the No Disclosure with the #sponsored condition

Coefficient(SE) t 95% Confidence
Interval

Outcome: Credibility
Constant 3.75(.44) 8.56 [2.89; 4.61]
Disclosure -.54(.21) -2.61 [-.94; -.13]
Sidedness -.70(.24) -2.94 [-1.17; -.23]
int_1 .56(.29) 1.91 [-.02; 1.13]
Involvement with a .18(.07) .07 [.04; .31]
healthy lifestyle
Outcome: Brand Attitude
Constant 19(.42) A4 [-.64;1.01]
Disclosure 05(.13) 41 [-.21; .32]
Credibility 88(.66) 15.72 [.77; .99]
Involvement with a 09(.06) 1.45 [-.03; .21]
healthy lifestyle
Direct effect of Xon Y

.05(.13) 41 [-.21; .32]
Conditional indirect effects of X on Y at values of the moderator
One-sided -.47(.18) [-.82;-.13]
Two-sided .02(.19) [-.35; .40]
Index of Moderated Mediation
Sidedness .49(.26) [.00; 1.02]

Comparing the No disclosure with the #notsponsored condition
Coefficient(SE) t 95% Confidence
Interval

Outcome: Credibility
Constant 3.82(.53) 7.22 [2.77; 4.86]
Disclosure -.37(.22) -1.64 [-.81; .07]
Sidedness -.70(.22) -3.13 [-1.15; -.26]
int_1 .35(.32) 1.09 [-.27; .33]
Involvement with a .16(.08) 1.92 [-.00; .33]
healthy lifestyle
Outcome: Brand Attitude
Constant -.15(.46) -.33 [-1.07; .76]
Disclosure 11(.13) .82 [-.15; .37]
Credibility 1.01(.06) 16.57 [.89; 1.13]
Involvement with a .05(.07) .65 [-.09; .19]

healthy lifestyle

Direct effect of Xon Y
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11(.13) .82 [-.15; .37]
Conditional indirect effects of X on Y at values of the moderator

One-sided -.37(.22) [-.81; .06]
Two-sided -.02(.23) [-.48; .44]
Index of Moderated Mediation

Sidedness .35(.32) [-.26; .98]

Comparing the #notsponsored, #sponsored material compensation and #sponsored financial

compensation conditions

Coefficient(SE) t 95% Confidence
Interval

Outcome: Credibility
Constant 3.65(.42) 8.75 [2.83; 4.48]
X1 -.15(.23) -.67 [-.61;.30]
X2 -.20(.23) -.85 [-.65; .26]
Sidedness -.35(.23) -1.51 [-.81; .11]
int_1 .13(.33) .38 [-.53;.79]
int_2 .26(.33) .79 [-.39; .91]
Involvement with a .13(.06) 1.98 [.00; .26]
healthy lifestyle
Outcome: Brand Attitude
Constant .49(.40) 1.22 [-.30; 1.28]
X1 -.00(.15) -.02 [-.30; .29]
X2 -.07(.14) -46 [-.35; .22]
Credibility .88(.05) 16.16 [.77; .99]
Involvement with a .05(.06) .88 [-.06; .16]

healthy lifestyle
Relative direct effects of Xon Y

X1 -.00(.15) -.02 [-.30; .29]
X2 -.07(.14) -.46 [-.35; .22]
Relative conditional indirect effects of X1 on Y at values of the moderator
One-sided -.14(.20) [-.53; .27]
Two-sided -.02(.22) [-.45; .41]
Index of Moderated Mediation X1

Sidedness .11(.30) [-.47; .70]
Relative conditional indirect effects of X2 on Y at values of the moderator
One-sided -.17(.19) [-.53;.20]
Two-sided .12(.20) [-.33; .45]
Index of Moderated Mediation X2

Sidedness .23(.28) [-.31;.79]
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CHAPTER 6
EXPLOARATION OF FOOD AND BEVERAGE APPEARANCES
IN CHILD VLOGGERS’ YOUTUBE CHANNELS: A CONTENT
ANALYSIS OF RYAN’S WORLD

ABSTRACT

As children’s media habits shift to online media, predominantly YouTube videos, they are exposed to
new forms of advertising, such as embedded brands and products within unboxing videos or reviews
featured in child influencers’ videos. In addition to toys, foods and beverages are often showcased
within these videos, which may shape children’s food preferences and behaviors. However, research
on the presence of foods and beverages in child influencers’ YouTube channels is non-existent.
Therefore, using socio-cognitive theory as a framework, we explore the types of foods and beverages
featured in child influencer videos and the ways in which they are integrated into the entertaining
content. Our exploratory content analysis of 168 videos (approximately 28 hours) on the most popular
child influencer’s YouTube Channel, Ryan’s World, showed that even though a significant number of
the videos featured less healthy snacks (e.g., chocolates), there was also some presence of healthier
foods (dairy, fruits, vegetables). The foods were featured in multiple ways from games to experiments
— mostly in entertaining ways and an atmosphere of fun and joy. Despite sometimes blatant
commercial content, only 4 of the 168 videos included disclosure of sponsorship. Implications with

respect to child influencer marketing and public policy making are discussed.

KEYWORDS

Food Advertising, Influencer Marketing, Social Cognitive Theory, Advertising Literacy, YouTube,

Children, Child Influencers, Content Analysis
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1 Introduction

An 8-minute video titled “Ryan's Star Pals Toys Kids Meal Surprise at Carl's Jr. and Hardees” features
child influencer Ryan and his parents promoting a merchandising deal of Ryan’s Star Pals Meals at the
Carl’s Jr. restaurant (Wiener-Bronner, 2019). The video, uploaded on June 30, 2019, is set in the fast
food restaurant and features the family ordering and eating the food and promoting their own brand.
Although this video was not labeled as ‘advertisement’ or ‘sponsored,’ it clearly promotes Ryan’s
merchandise and the fast-food restaurants (i.e., Carl’s Jr. and Hardees). In only a few months, the video
has garnered nearly 4.5 million viewers who watched the fun of hanging out, eating the fast food, and
playing with the toys. Ryan (born in 2011) is one of the first child influencers or “kidfluencers” in the
realm of influencer marketing. He launched his YouTube channel in 2015 and to date (March 2020) has
earned 37.06 billion views (NoxInfluencer, 2019). Ryan has been referred to as a “pioneer - one of the
first YouTube stars to tap into a young public’s desire to purchase and play with items backed by their
favorite YouTube personalities” (Pflum, 2018). Indeed, in the hundreds of videos Ryan and his family
have created, he is creating, playing with and sharing merchandise (his and other brands) to young
audiences. This integration of endorsements into the fun and entertaining videos Ryan and other
popular kidfluencers regularly post on YouTube, has been referred to as a form of influencer marketing

(De Veirman, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017; De Jans, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2019).

As children’s media habits have shifted from traditional ‘live’ television with commercials embedded
to more on-demand online content such as YouTube (Nelson et al., 2017), this media space has
received more attention and engagement from its young viewers. In this ‘new’ world of media for
children, kidfluencers are reaching their young audiences through social media, promoting all kinds of
products, including foods. We suggest that Ryan is one of the first kidfluencers to shape the food
attitudes and preferences of his young audiences. Although Ryan’s YouTube channel, Ryan’s World,
primarily presents videos of toys and games, in many of his videos, the star is seen playing with and

consuming toy food and real food.

Given that nearly 1 in 5 children of five years old and younger and those of school age (6 to 19 years)
in the United States are considered obese (Hales et al., 2017), with media (screen time, including social
media exposure) deemed a contributing factor (Robinson et al., 2017), an investigation of the ways in
which children are exposed to food-related messages in kidfluencer videos needed. According to social
cognitive theory, for young children, particularly under the age of eight, media becomes a significant
environmental factor that shapes their behaviors, including dietary attitudes and preferences (e.g.,
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Buijzen, Schuurman, & Bomhof, 2008; Gilmore & Jordan, 2012; Harris, Bargh, & Brownell, 2009). Due
to their underdeveloped cognitive skills, young children are highly likely to imitate and internalize what
they watch in media. If the food or beverages are positively displayed in the medium, children are more
likely to prefer the food or increase their food intake. Moreover, as food cues are embedded in
entertaining content, the persuasiveness of messages may be much stronger compared to traditional
forms of advertisements (Coates et al., 2019a), because children may not realize the persuasive intent
of the messages. Therefore, according to public policies and guidance by the Federal Trade Commission
(2015) and the Children's Advertising Review Unit (CARU), sponsored videos should place a ‘clear and
conspicuous’ disclosure of incentivized relationships between endorsers and sponsoring brands in a
standardized format. However, in the past, Ryan’s World was notified multiple times that their channel
did not adequately provide disclosure for young audiences (BBB National Programs, Inc. 2017; Hsu
2019). Hence, children may have trouble recognizing that his entertaining videos may also be
presenting persuasive material, resulting in difficulties in activating their persuasion knowledge (i.e.,
the knowledge, abilities, and skills to cope with advertising; Boush, Friestad, & Rose, 1994). As a result,
this blurred advertaining format may lead to unwanted persuasion (Nairn & Fine, 2008), which may be
particularly problematic when the vlogger promotes less healthy foods, resulting in an increased intake

of these foods (Coates et al., 2019a; b).

Considering kidfluencer videos as a powerful new food marketing channel, there is a need for
meticulous observation of food and beverage exposure in these videos (e.g., Boyland & Whalen, 2015;
Harris & Kalnova, 2018). Past research has examined the prevalence of foods in children’s television
(e.g., Hebden, King, & Kelly, 2011; Speers, Harris, & Schwartz, 2011; Vilaro et al., 2017), movies (e.g.,
Matthes & Naderer, 2018; Naderer, Matthes, & Spielvogel, 2019; Sutherland et al., 2010), online games
(e.g., Harris et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2009) ), and recently in social media apps (e.g., Potvin Kent et al.,
2019; Tan et al., 2018). Yet there is no research that we found which specifically investigates the extent

to which food is featured in child vloggers’ videos.

Given children’s changing media habits and the current popularity of child vloggers, the objective of
this study was to investigate the prevalence of food and beverages in today’s most popular child
vlogger channel: Ryan’s World. We also analyzed the ways in which foods and beverages are shown or
acted upon in the videos, and to what extent Ryan and his family respond to the foods and beverages
emotionally. Moreover, we specifically explored which brands appear in his food-related videos and

registered whether and which type of advertising disclosure is used (audio and/or written).
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2 Literature Review

2.1 Social cognitive theory and media content effects on children’s eating behavior

Children are an important demographic for marketers, mostly because of theirimpact on their parents’
buying decisions, including food and beverages (Baldassarre, Campo, & Falcone, 2016; McDermott et
al., 2006). During childhood, children learn about food and eating through exposure and availability of
foods as well as through modeling behaviors (Birch & Davison, 2001; Hammons & Fiese, 2011). These
models typically are parents; however, multiple interacting environmental influences impact children’s
eating habits (Story, Neumark-Sztainer, & French, 2002), of which peers are also important
socialization agents (Ahn & Nelson, 2015; Hemar-Nicolas et al., 2013). Peer modeling can be explained
by Bandura’s influential (1986) social cognitive theory (SCT), which states that individual behavior is
determined by personal, behavioral and environmental factors. Children ‘learn’ what behaviors are
appropriate or receive positive rewards by observing and sometimes imitating what they see around
them. Building on this theory, previous research has found that peer influence is an important
environmental factor impacting children’s eating habits (Ahn & Nelson, 2015). Children not only model
the eating behavior of real-life peers, but also from peer characters observed in entertaining media
content, such as movies where the stars may also serve as role models (e.g., Matthes & Naderer, 2015,
Naderer, Matthes, & Zeller, 2018). Consequently, in the current media environment, social learning
may also occur through kidfluencer models on social media, even though they are not part of children’s

immediate environment (Bandura, 2002).

Today, children cannot only instantly access and consume content, they can also actively create it, for
instance by making video blogs (vlogs) on YouTube (Reid-Chassiakos et al., 2016). Some of these young
digital content creators have managed to gather a large audience of subscribers who regularly watch
them reviewing toys, giving tutorials or showing their activities, including with family and friends.
Children look up to their favorite ‘YouTubers’ or ‘vloggers’ and are willing to identify with them, making
influencers important role models to children (De Jans et al., 2019). Accordingly, when peer-aged
kidfluencers interact with and consume certain foods or beverages, this observation could lead
children to model this behavior and develop a preference towards the types of foods and beverages
the influencer promotes (Bandura, 1986). In addition, children tend to develop parasocial relationships
with their favorite vloggers, meaning that they imagine being part of their environment and perceive
them as real-life friends (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Lee & Watkins, 2016). As a result, perceptions of the
brands the influencer endorses may also be positively impacted (Lee et al., 2016).
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2.2 Effects of exposure to food marketing in kidfluencer videos

Kidfluencers’ popularity has not gone unnoticed by advertisers, who have started to approach and
reward them for integrating their products into their videos. This marketing practice has been referred
to as influencer marketing, whereby brands partner up with kidfluencers (or their parents) and provide
them with free products, trips or even payment in return for being part of their videos (De Veirman et
al., 2017). Therefore, while watching their engaging videos, children are often unknowingly exposed to
advertising as it is fully embedded within the entertaining content their attention is focused upon
(Hudders et al., 2017). Indeed, previous research found that children have difficulties recognizing new
advertising formats. In particular, advertising embedded in entertaining and/or interactive media
content, as is the case for sponsored influencer videos (De Pauw et al., 2017). Moreover, influencers
often refrain from being transparent about relationships with brands as clear rules are lacking or
enforced across cultural contexts (De Veirman & Hudders, 2019). Consequently, children may have
trouble recognizing that an entertaining video may also be presenting persuasive material, resulting in
difficulties in activating their persuasion knowledge (i.e., the knowledge, abilities, and skills to cope
with advertising; Boush, Friestad, & Rose, 1994). As a result, this blurred advertaining format may lead
to unwanted persuasion (Nairn & Fine, 2008) as children adopt the attitudes and behaviors of their

favorite, highly trusted vloggers (Berryman & Kavka, 2017).

To our knowledge, only two studies focused on food marketing by influencers targeted at young
children. Through a randomized trial among 176 children, Coates, Hardman, Halford, Christiansen and
Boyland (2019a) found that exposure to a popular influencer’s promotion of unhealthy foods on
Instagram increased children’s (9-11 years) immediate food intake. In a second study (Coates et al.,
2019b), 151 children (9-11 years) watched popular YouTube influencers’ vlogs in which a non-food
product, or an unhealthy snack was endorsed with or without an advertising disclosure. In line with
the first study, children who watched the vlog that included an unhealthy snack showed an increased
immediate intake of the promoted snack relative to the alternative non-food brand. Remarkably, the
advertising disclosure did not have the intended effect, as it enhanced children who watched the food

brand’s food intake.

While these studies show the persuasiveness of food marketing by influencers among children, to date,
it is rather unclear to what extent children are actually exposed to foods and beverages through
influencers. Recently, Tan, Ng, Omar, and Karupaiah (2018), recorded ads encountered while viewing

a sample of the most popular YouTube videos (n = 250) targeting children. Ads were recorded and

269



analyzed for type of product promoted and ad format ((un)skippable video vs. overlay) as well as
marketing tactic. Of the 187 ads, 38% (n = 71) featured food and beverages, among which 56.3% (n =
40) promoted non-core foods (i.e., consumed more for pleasure than health), including fast food (n =
15, 21.1%) and chocolate and candy (n =12, 16.9%). Among these, the most common techniques were
taste appeal (42.3%), unigueness/novelty (32.4%), the use of animation (22.5%), fun appeal (22.5%),
use of promotional characters (15.5%), price (12.7%), and health and nutrition benefits (8.5%). While
this study shows that unhealthy food ads are prevalent in content aimed at children on YouTube, it
remains unclear to what extent children are exposed to foods and beverages included in their favorite
influencers’ videos. Different than traditional YouTube ads such as pre-rolls, the food appearances
within the YouTube content do not interrupt children’s viewing experiences as the endorsements are
embedded in the content the child has chosen to view. So, whereas children may ‘learn’ that a pre-roll
ad is advertising, they may not understand that a kidfluencer playing with food or eating food may also

be a form of advertising.

Therefore, given children’s changing media habits and the current popularity of kidfluencers, this study
investigates the prevalence of food and beverages in today’s most popular kidfluencer channel: Ryan’s
World. We also analyze the ways in which foods and beverages are shown or acted upon in the videos,
and to what extent Ryan and his family may respond to the foods and beverages emotionally. The

following research questions are posed:

RQ1: What kinds of foods and beverages are featured in Ryan’s World videos?

RQ2: How are foods and beverages displayed in Ryan’s World videos?

2.3 Sponsorship disclosure and brand exposure from Ryan’s World food-related

videos

According to the FTC (FTC, 2015b), native advertising is defined as “where an ad’s look and feel closely
resembles other videos posted... consumers are likely to perceive the video as independent content
reflecting the impartial opinion of the host, and would not likely attribute it to the sponsoring
advertiser.” Alongside the emergence of influencer marketing, public policies and recommendations
regarding sponsorship disclosure were also strengthened and frequently reviewed by the FTC (FTC,
2015a), Children's Advertising Review Unit (CARU) (BBB National Programs, Inc., 2016; 2017) and other
non-profit watchdog organizations, such as Truth in Advertising (TINA) (TINA, 2019a). In 2016, the first
complaint with respect to sponsorship disclaimer was filed for the EvanTubeHD YouTube channel (BBB
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National Programs, Inc., 2016). CARU underscored the blurred boundaries between advertising and
editorial or entertainment content and encouraged EvanTubeHD to follow social media endorser
guidance. The guidance advises the sponsored video to place a ‘clear and conspicuous’ disclaimer of
incentivized relationships between endorsers and sponsoring brands in a standardized format. More
specifically, audio disclosures were suggested to social media influencers for young children, who may

not be able to read yet.

In the following year, Ryan’s World was alerted to include a disclosure statement more prominently
during their videos (BBB National Programs, Inc. 2017). Ryan’s World was notified that their channel
did not adequately provide disclosure for young audiences. Similar to the EvanTubeHD case, CARU
recommended the channel to insert an audio disclosure at the beginning of each sponsored video to
help young audiences identify its persuasive intent. Two years later in 2019, Ryan’s World again
encountered accusations for promoting Carl’s Jr. and Hardees in two videos without any clear
sponsorship disclosure (Hsu, 2019). TINA filed a complaint against Ryan’s World for violating the
Federal Trade Commission Act, which states that an ad’s format should not be deceptive or misleading,

which may cause confusions about the advertisements’ commercial nature.

However, for the purpose of academic research, there has been no previous research on investigating
advertising disclosure of food-themed videos produced by kidfluencer YouTube channels. In addition,
public policy makers and scholars have paid little attention to ‘unintentional’ and ‘subtle’ exposure of
food brands via kidfluencer YouTube Channels despite the consistent monitoring of the social media
platform by the FTC and other non-profit organizations. Therefore, we explore a wide range of food
references and brands appearing in Ryan’s World food-related videos with the following research

guestions in mind:
RQ3: Is there an advertising disclosure used in the videos and which type of disclosure is used?

RQ4: What brands are presented in Ryan’s World food videos?

3 Method

3.1 Sample and coding

This study was conducted on Ryan’s World, which is currently the most popular kidfluencer YouTube

channel with over 21 million subscribers as of July 2019. We included all Ryan’ World videos primarily
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featuring foods or beverages, from the start of this YouTube channel in March 17, 2015 up to the time
of data collection, May 13, 2019. Only videos including foods or beverages (or food or beverage brands)
in the title or thumbnail were included. From the total of 1,389 videos, a sample of 168 videos was
captured with an average length of 597.93 seconds (about 10 minutes), which resulted in about 28

hours of content. Duplicates were excluded from the analysis.

The coding procedure included three graduate assistants. First, the coders were trained and co-
analyzed ten videos to reach agreement on every single coding item. This initial coding process was
reiterated until every coder clearly understood the coding items. Also, along with the training, the
coding scheme was revised based on the coders’ feedback. Next, each coder analyzed the rest of the
videos separately to determine inter-coder reliability. Thus, two coders each independently coded all
168 videos, and the third coder was involved to resolve discrepancies between the two coders. Table

1 presents an overview of the inter-coder reliability of all coding items.

Coding Item Kalpha
Real vs. Fake Food Display 0.80
Fast Food 0.83
Soft Drink 1.00
Cereal 0.81
Fruit Juice 1.00
Fruits 0.95
Vegetables 0.94
Confectionery 0.83
Main Characters 0.81
Type of Food Display 0.82
Consumption 0.82
Emotions 0.84
Sponsorship Disclosure Type and Timing 1.00

Table 1 Inter-coder reliability of coding items

3.2 Coding scheme

Food Type. All food and beverage appearances (depicted visually, mentioned verbally or both) were
written down. As coders cannot distinguish between deliberate and unintentional placements, all food

and beverage appearances were documented (e.g., Naderer et al., 2019; Sutherland, et al., 2010). Next,
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we distinguished between real foods and fake foods (generally toy foods). Hereafter, we differentiated

several food and beverage categories.

Food Display. There were two ways in which we analyzed the form of food display. First, we noted the
multiple types of video food display formats. The first draft of formats was developed based on
research by Ramos-Serrano and Herrero-Diz (2016). They conducted a content analysis of videos from
another kidfluencer YouTube channel, EvanTube. They found a number of formats used, including
unboxing, product review, storytelling, challenge, TV appearance and so on. We then revised and
created additional formats after viewing a small sample of the videos in Ryan’s World. In the final
round, there were eleven types of formats captured for coding: 1) unboxing or showing foods, 2)
pretend plays, 3) food challenge, 4) regular games, 5) science experiments, 6) cooking or making food,
7) grocery shopping, 8) normal consumption, 9) food as a reward, 10) others and/or 11) not applicable.
Secondly, we observed characters’ food consumption and their emotional reactions. The characters
eating or pretending to eat (i.e., in pretend plays) foods were documented as: Ryan, Ryan’s parents
(either Ryan’s mother or father), animated characters or licensed media characters (e.g., Combo
Panda, Gus the Gummy Gator, Spiderman), others (e.g., other toys or objects) and not applicable.
Characters’ reactions to foods were analyzed as positive, negative, neutral and/or not applicable

(either verbal, facial or body expression; e.g., thumbs up).

Main Characters. The presence of each of the following characters was noted: Ryan, Ryan’s mother,
Ryan’s father, Ryan’s twin sisters (Emma and Kate, 3 years old), animated (e.g., Combo panda) or
licensed media characters (e.g., Superman, Batman, Lightning McQueen) and/or others (the three

coders were asked to specify if needed).

Advertising Disclosure. The type of advertising disclosure (if any) was noted according to its disclosure
modality and timing. Coders wrote down the exact disclosure words used in the video. Disclosure
modality differentiated between no disclosure, audio disclosure, written disclosure (either in the
description box under the video or a written disclaimer during the video) or dual modality. If the
disclosure was presented as audio or a written statement during the video, coders specified when this
occurred: beginning of the video, middle of the video or end of the video. Example videos were
included in the coding scheme as extra illustration for each category. Notes or memos on the content

analysis could be made in an open-ended column.

Food Brand Exposure. In an open category, we recorded the brand names of the foods, beverages and
food retail establishments that were clearly and recognizably depicted (brand name or logo), explicitly
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mentioned, or both, in line with previous research (e.g., La Ferle & Edwards, 2006; Sutherland et al.,

2010; Naderer et al., 2019).

4  Findings

4.1 RQ1: Food and beverages (Brand names) featured in Ryan’s World videos

Across the 168 videos (approximately 28 hours of video content) foods and beverages were captured
about 700 times during the 4-year time period (March 2015 to May 2019). On average, Ryan’s young
audience was exposed to 4.81 (SD = 4.41) foods in a single video, meaning that children experienced
and learned four to five different types of foods or beverages per average 10-minute video. There were
three videos where the setting - Ryan’s experience in McDonald’s and Chuck E Cheese — did not clearly
show foods, but the rest of the videos featured at least one type of food or beverage. Although the
videos primarily included one to three types of food throughout their duration, we discovered,
interestingly, that videos with more than ten foods or beverages gradually increased since March 2018.
Ryan and his family illustrated a variety of foods and incorporated them into their unique pretend plays
and games, which may provide insightful ideas for the young audience’s play or product preferences.

See more details in Table 2.
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March March
March March
# of 2016- 2017-
2015-March 2018- Total (%)
Foods/Terms 2016 March March Mav2015
2017 2018 v
0 2 1 0 1 4 (2.38)
45
1 11 15 13 6
(26.79)
20
2 3 8 7 2
(12.90)
20
3 2 5 8 5
(12.90)
4 1 2 6 4 13 (7.74)
5 0 3 5 2 10 (5.95)
6 0 3 6 3 12 (7.15)
7 0 1 7 0 8 (4.76)
8 1 1 1 2 5 (2.98)
9 0 4 2 2 8 (4.76)
23
10+ 0 5 8 10
(13.69)
Total 20 48 63 37 168 (100)

Table 2 The number of foods and beverages displayed in Ryan’s World videos

Overall, confectionery foods was the most prevalent category [N = 122 out of 168 videos (72.62%);
chocolates (N = 41), gummy snacks (N = 36), candies (N = 30), ice cream (N = 21)]. Next was fast food
[N = 96 out of 168 videos (57.14%); pizza (N = 29), fries (N=27), hamburgers (N = 24)], which also
frequently appeared in Ryan’s World videos. We, however, also noted the prevalence of healthier
foods, such as dairy products (N = 46, 27.38%), fruits [N = 41 out of 168 videos (24.40%); bananas (N =
18), berries (N = 16), oranges (N = 16), apples (N = 13)] and vegetables [N = 34 out of 168 (20.24%);
carrots (N = 15), mushrooms (N = 10), broccoli (N = 9)]. Again, several videos included multiple food
items. Although fast food, fruits and vegetables were displayed in the videos as a toy or real food with
a similar proportion, confectionery items, such as chocolates, candies and jelly snacks were more likely

to be presented in the form of real package/real foods.

Healthier foods such as fruits and vegetables were more actively promoted after March 2017. The
proportion of fruit and vegetable presentations in the videos were 70.73% (N = 29 out of 41) and

67.64% (N = 23 out of 34), respectively, after March 2017. In recent years (March to April 2019), Ryan
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and his parents were more likely to emphasize healthy food choices by exploring less healthy versus
healthier snacks (i.e., items in your shopping list, vegetables or cookies? VEGETABLES!) or by literally
saying ‘stay healthy’ to the audience. Those videos also highlighted the phrase: ‘be happy and rise up’
by Ryan, which indirectly delivers a positive message to the audience about the importance of ‘mental

health.” See more details in Table 3.

Food Category Total (N) Percent (%)
Fast food (e.g., burger, fries, taco, pizza, sushi) 96 13.3
Fruits 76 10.53
Candies (e.g., gummy, bubble gum; lollipop, 73 10.11
marshmallow)

Vegetables 60 8.31
Cookies and (pan)cake 55 7.61
Sugary dairy (e.g., ice cream, whipped cream, milkshake) 47 6.51
Chocolate 42 5.82
Milk, Yoghurt and cheese 42 5.82
Swee.t toppings (e.g., peanut butter, syrup, sprinkles, 31 4.99
frosting)

Condiments 28 3.88
Water/Ice 21 2.91
Sauces (ketchup, mustard, sweet and sour, ...) 20 2.77
Snack foods (cracker, potato chips, popcorn) 20 2.77

Table 3 Descriptive statistics of food portrayals by food categories

4.2 RQ2: Format of food display

Among the videos, there are eleven frequent types of food display formats in Ryan’s videos. Foods and
beverages were primarily displayed through unboxing (N = 64, 38.10%) and pretend play (N = 55,
32.74%). Food unboxing was viewed, for example, by showcasing “egg surprises” after game play, food
challenges and so on. Pretend play settings included grocery stores, food trucks and restaurants
(mostly showing hamburgers, pizza, ice cream or juice). Fruits (15 out of 41 videos, 36.59%) and
vegetables (N = 14 out of 34 videos, 41.18%) were dominantly featured via Ryan’s pretend play with
his family including Ryan’s twin sisters, other animated characters (e.g., Combo Panda, Gus the Gummy
Gator) and licensed character dolls (e.g., Spider Man, Paw Patrol). Interestingly, this pretend play of
Ryan and his parents was more likely to be scripted, video-edited with special visual and sound effects
as well as staged, particularly in recent videos. The videos were not merely showing Ryan’s personal

life, but more geared toward interacting with his young audience.
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The next most common display formats were food challenges (N = 28, 16.67%), regular games (N = 28,
16.67%), and cooking/making foods (N = 27, 16.07%), particularly between March 2016 and March
2018. After March 2018, the videos started focusing on using unboxing and pretend play. Science
experiments in which foods, particularly soft drinks, candies and water, were actively used, only
accounted for 6.55% (N = 11) of all the food videos. We believe that these entertaining science
experiments may have been instigated by Ryan’s mother, who was a high school chemistry teacher

before starting to manage Ryan’s World full time (Popper, 2016). See Table 4.

March
. . March 2015- March 2016- March 2017-
Display/Periods 2018- N (%)
March 2016 March 2017 March 2018

May2019

None 2 1 0 0 3(1.79)
Unboxing 7 22 15 20 64 (38.10)
Pretend Play 3 11 27 14 55 (32.74)
Food Challenge 2 13 9 4 28 (16.67)
Games 2 9 13 4 28 (16.67)
Experiments 4 1 3 3 11 (6.55)
Cooking 3 12 7 5 27 (16.07)
Grocery Shopping O 1 0 1 2(1.19)
Background 0 1 0 0 1 (0.60)
Others 0 0 4 1 5(2.97)
Normal Eating 2 0 2 4 8 (4.76)
Food as Rewards 0 2 13 1 16 (9.52)

* Note: Each video may feature more than one type of food display format. In such case, we counted each format separately.

Table 4 . Food display formats of Ryan’s World food videos

Beyond playing with or unboxing the foods, actual consumption or pretend ‘eating’ were featured in
a significant portion of videos. Ryan (N = 101, 60.11%) and his parents (N = 66, 39.29%) were the main
characters consuming (or pretending to eat) the foods and beverages. Moreover, animated characters
from Ryan’s other YouTube Channels, such as Combo Panda and Gus the Gummy Gator, also often
pretended to eat in the videos (N = 28, 16.67%). In general, Ryan and his parents were likely to elicit
positive attitudes toward the foods (N = 107, 63.69%) displayed in the videos by showing thumbs up
or telling good taste of the foods (e.g., yummy, it’s so good, | like it). Although we clearly captured
Ryan’s affection toward sweets (e.g., chocolates, gummy snacks and candies) in the earlier videos, the
focus has appeared to shift toward healthier foods and beverages (e.g., fruits and vegetables, milk,
fruit/veggie smoothies). Only 27.38% (N = 46) of the videos did not show anyone eating the foods and

beverages. Those videos presented Ryan and his parents making food with Play Doh or engaging in
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imaginary play (e.g., restaurants or grocery store) or visiting restaurants (e.g., McDonald’s, Chuck E

Cheese).

4.3 RQ3: Presence of sponsorship disclosure in Ryan’s World videos

Out of 168 food-related videos, there were only four videos that disclosed sponsorship. The first video
introduced a new game called “Hot Wheel Mind Racers” by Osmo. This is an augmented reality car
racing game that combines physical Hot Wheel toy cars and an iPad app (Takahashi, 2017). In the
beginning of the video, a disclosure: “This is an advertisement for Osmo” was clearly stated in a dual
modality (written and audio) format whereas only a written statement was presented in the middle of
the video. Although the focus of the video was introducing a new game, a penalty of ‘pie in the face’

was featured at the end of the video.

The second sponsored video featured in Ryan’s World was Hasbro’s Play Doh Ice Cream Maker. The
sponsorship disclosure statement (“This is an advertisement for Hasbro”) was presented in written and
audio forms at the beginning and the middle of the video. Interestingly, this video started from Ryan’s
mother purchasing a Hasbro Play Doh Ice Cream Maker at Walmart and then showcasing the toy
unboxing and pretend play with Ryan’s parents. However, there was no mentions or disclosure

statements of Walmart or Play Doh.

The third sponsored video presented Ryan’s family exploring games and entertainment at the Chuck
E. Cheese restaurant in October 2018. The video also started with the disclosure statement “This is an
ad for Chuck E. Cheese’s” in dual modality format. Interestingly, the same video was re-posted again
in January 2019, but there was no sponsorship disclosure statement anywhere in the video. This was
also captured by Truth in Advertising, a non-profit organization which aims to protect consumers from
deceptive advertising, filing a complaint of Ryan’s World not adequately disclosing sponsorship

disclosure (TINA, 2019b).

The last sponsored video was about Ryan’s trip to Halos Mandarin Orchards. Halos invited Ryan’s
family to their mandarin orchards in California. The video started with a disclosure statement of Halo’s
sponsorship (“This is an advertisement for Wonderful Halos”) and Ryan sharing how Halo’s Mandarin
is ‘sweet, seedless, and easy to peel.” Along with Ryan’s descriptions of all the benefits of Halos, Ryan’s
father also talked about how Halos are a healthy snack (“You know, this wonderful Halos are grown in
California and they are such a healthy snack”). The video primarily featured Ryan and his parents

picking and eating Halos mandarins in the orchards and exploring Halos factories. At the end of the
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video, Ryan’s parents thanked Halos for showing them all the facilities and orchards and again

mentioned that Halos is America’s number one healthy snack brand among parents and kids.

In addition to the analysis of all the coding items, we were also intrigued by Ryan and his family
promoting Ryan’s World Toys and other merchandise from February 2018. There were multiple ways
of promoting toys and merchandise within the unboxing videos. One type of promotional tactic is
literally telling the audience directly at the end of each video, which continued for 3 to 32 seconds.
These examples sound exactly like advertising messages — literally calls to action - from Ryan or Ryan’s
mother: (1) “This video shows Ryan’s World products, Ryan helped create!” (2) “Parents, Ryan’s World
Toys and clothing are out at Walmart and Target” (3) “Parents, Ryan’s World plates, bowls, forks and
spoons, water bottles and pajamas available at Target and Target.com. We hope you like using Ryan’s
World dinnerware for your kids.” And (4) “You can get your own Ryan’s World Toys and clothing at
Walmart and Walmart.com. There are so many toys including Giant Egg Surprise, Slime, Putty, Squishy,
Ryan’s Molecules, Giant Squishies, Bubble Pals, Slime Blaster, Plus and action figures or vehicles of

Ill

Combo Panda and the Gus the Gummy Gator. Look, my clothes are in Walmart

We were also able to observe Ryan frequently wearing Ryan’s World t-shirts and his own branded toys
as game rewards or in pretend play. In one of the videos celebrating Mother’s Day, Ryan prepares a
special pancake and cereal with Ryan’s World themed merchandise plates, bowls and spoons. These
more recent videos represented a hybrid commercialized format combining self-promotion of Ryan’s

merchandise and other toys and foods in pretend play.

4.4 RQ4: Brand exposure in Ryan’s World videos

In total, about 373 brand names appeared in the videos. Milk was one of the few frequently portrayed
healthier products with a brand name (e.g., Borden, Horizon Organic Milk). Fruits and vegetables were
more likely to be presented in a transparent container and bowl for cooking/food challenges, in grocery
stores out of focus or in the form of a toy for pretend play. On the other hand, the presence of brand
power was more obviously disclosed for confectionery and fast foods. McDonald’s (N = 30 out of 373,
8.04%) was the most frequently appearing brand in Ryan’s World videos, in settings of pretend play,
store visits and McDonald’s theme vintage toys. Interestingly, the presence of McDonald’s was
significantly reduced after 2017. The brand name was mainly featured in videos prior to November
2017 (N = 28 out of 30, 93.33%). Along with McDonald’s, GoGurt (N =9, 2.41%) was also mentioned or

displayed in the videos since the Happy Meal set provides an option of yogurt. Chocolate and candy
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brands such as Hershey’s (N = 20, 5.36%), M&M’s (N = 14, 3.75%), and Skittles (N= 8, 2.14%) were the
major brand names captured in the videos. Kinder Egg Surprise (N=17) was also provided to Ryan very
often as a reward after games and challenges. Reddi Wip, one of the whipped cream brands (N=14,
3.75%), was also frequently included. Frostings and other condiment brands also randomly appeared,
but Reddi Wip consistently appeared when Ryan and his parents were playing a game (e.g., pie in the
face) or making food (e.g., cake, milkshake, pizza challenge). The total visual portrayals or verbal
mentions of brand names peaked in 2017 (N = 172) and significantly dropped in 2018 (N = 78). The
timing corresponds with the FTC’s increased enforcement of disclosure law and their updated release
of their Enforcement Guides, which detail the do’s and don’ts for social media influencers (Fair, 2017).
In addition, this also corresponds with CARU’s inquiry of Ryan’s Worldregarding sponsorship disclosure

of ad content in mid-October 2018.

In summary, regardless of Ryan’s World intention, the vast exposure of audiences to the foods and
brand names may facilitate young children to unknowingly develop their food preferences and eating
habits. Our findings of the content analysis show that Ryan’s World gradually shares healthier food
snacks, such as fruits and vegetables even though their videos were full of chocolates, candies and fast
food. In addition, there is not much sponsorship disclosure, and none related to the promotion of

Ryan’s own merchandise.

5 Discussion and Implications

Our exploratory research was conducted to assess the prevalence and nature of food display in today’s
most popular kidfluencer YouTube channel, Ryan’s World. After viewing 168 videos and 28 hours of
content, we found that foods, beverages and food retail establishment brands (e.g., grocery stores and
restaurants) are frequently portrayed in the videos, with most of the foods representing energy-dense,
nutrient-poor foods, such as confectionery and fast food. This discovery matches the prevalence of
such foods ubiquitous on other forms of children’s media, such as television (e.g., Jenkin et al., 2014),
movies (e.g., Matthes et al., 2018) and games (e.g., Lee et al., 2009). However, unlike the other media
forms, we noted a positive trend: in recent years, Ryan’s World also provided educational videos, such
as science experiments and words or behaviors to encourage healthy eating. For example, pretend
play videos featuring fruits and vegetables considerably increased in 2019, even included as an
ingredient of pizza. This change in content may imply that this kidfluencer YouTube channel is
determined to position themselves as ‘educational and entertaining’ with growing popularity of Ryan’s
World merchandise (Gutelle, 2018) and Ryan’s Mystery Playdate, a brand-new Nickelodeon series for
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preschool children (Business Wire, 2019). Thus, although the main emphasis of the channel remains
on toys, it is noteworthy that more than 10% of the videos featured food in the content. While those
foods were predominantly less healthy foods, we also witnessed some opportunity for children to

observe and learn about healthier foods.

Our research also showed the ways in which foods and beverages were primarily displayed, primarily
through active use, imaginary play and actual trial by the lead star: Ryan. Instead of a background role,
food was often a part of the ‘story’ of the 10-minute videos, featured through unboxing and pretend
play. Foods, such as chocolate or candy were sometimes the ‘reward’ for games or food challenges,
reinforcing the positivity of less healthy foods. Children at young ages naturally are playing with their
foods (e.g., Nelson, Duff, & Ahn, 2015) so these videos also reinforce the idea of fun and play with
foods. Pretend play settings for Ryan included field trips to natural settings that are already part of
children’s real lives, such as grocery stores, food trucks or restaurants, but also sometimes showed
‘vacations,” such as the family holiday to an orange grove. The ways in which food was used in the

videos provides a range of food-related behaviors for young audiences to model.

The results also show Ryan and his family’s positive reactions toward most of the foods and beverages
in the videos. Through sometimes exaggerated positive affirmation both with facial expressions and
auditory exclamation, the stars display to the young audience the joy of consuming the foods. Since
early videos released in 2015 to 2017 featured less healthy snacks such as chocolates, gummy snacks
and fast foods, the kidfluencer’s positive reactions might encourage young child audiences to desire,
ask for and enjoy these foods because the video content reinforces the message that sweets and fast
foods are something fun and good. Similarly, we may expect Ryan and other characters’ positive
behaviors and endorsements of fruits (e.g., apples, oranges, bananas, berries) and vegetables (e.g.,
carrots, broccoli, corns) in the recent, more educational videos to bolster young audiences’

underdeveloped healthy eating habits.

Another interesting finding of our research is that the amount of less healthy food brands in the videos
gradually decreased over time. Whereas other research has noted an increase in promotional content
on social media over time (Schwemmer & Ziewiecki, 2018), we see the most prevalent brand,
McDonald’s, only presented two times after 2017. Also, portrayals or verbal mentions of chocolate and
candy brands, such as M&M’s and Skittles were significantly reduced after 2018. To what degree these

trends were strategically planned by Ryan and family is unknown.
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However, we also detected increasing commercialization within the videos through consistent self-
promotion of Ryan’s World merchandising business, which does not appear to be strictly monitored
by the FTC since those videos are not sponsored by a third-party brand. This plugola or self-promotion
of Ryan’s apparel (pajamas, t-shirts), books and television channel may be a loophole that influencers
can circumvent in the current disclosure regulation environment. Such self-promotions further blur
the line between entertainment and endorsement, which may be difficult for young children to
recognize. Further, given that Ryan’s World Toys and merchandise is also subtly interweaving foods,
including the fast food industry (e.g., Carl’s Jr. and Hardee’s announced children’s meals packaged with

Ryan’s World toys; QSR 2019), this co-marketing should be investigated more.

6 Limitations and Future Research

Despite some interesting findings, our study has limitations, which may serve as opportunities for
future research. First, this exploratory content analysis was limited to only one channel, Ryan’s World,
which limits the generalizability of our findings. Given that this is the first known study to investigate
the prevalence and nature of food within kidfluencer videos, we hope the coding scheme and findings
may serve as a basis to investigate other channels. For example, we noticed that Hardees and Carl’s Jr.
are also working with another influencer, HobbyKidsTV. This channel also features some food-themed
videos, such as real versus gummy food and cranberry juice challenge, but there appears to be a
greater variety of content. EvanTubeHD, which launched in 2011, also has several food-themed videos.
It may be interesting to see if the same strategies and foods are featured in other kidfluencer videos
and note to what extent branded material is disclosed. A novel approach that provides a broad view
across multiple video channels (but not necessarily a deeper view of the food in context) could be

applied using “automated content analysis” (Schwemmer et al., 2018).

A next step is investigating children’s understanding of sponsored and non-sponsored food influencer
videos and exploring the potential effects of viewing on their (eating) attitudes and actual behaviors.
Would avid viewers respond differently than new viewers? To what extent may age or gender
moderate any effects? Research with young children could also investigate their lived experiences and
relationship with this channel and its star. Do children watch these videos alone? Do they believe that
Ryan is a real person, like a friend? To what extent may a parasocial relationship with an influencer

drive media engagement, modeling behaviors and pestering for products?
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Furthermore, although some videos look exactly like advertisements, we noticed very little disclosure:
only 4 in 168 videos contained any disclosure. More recent videos (e.g., Pie Face Cannon challenge)
look very much like long-form commercials, which resemble demonstrations of the product in an
atmosphere of fun. Research could investigate if parents know or care if there is disclosure and to what
extent critics and public policy makers can navigate and police the sometimes fine-line between

entertainment and advertainment.

Although Ryan was the star of the videos, we noticed how a cast of supporting characters were also
potential influencers. For example, Ryan’s parents were often engaged in the videos, by co-playing and
endorsing the products and brands either explicitly or implicitly by displaying emotions and verbal
affirmation. For instance, Ryan’s parents said positive comments, such as “I love chocolate” and “It
looks yummy — but it’s not healthy.” Future research could focus on the role of parents in kidfluencer

videos.

Over time, there appears to be a shift in Ryan’s content featuring some educational material, for
example related to what is healthy food and what is not. The trip to the orange grove and discussions
in the grocery store are examples of ways that healthier habits could be shaped. Future research could
investigate the potential of kidfluencers such as Ryan in modeling positive health behaviors. Despite
the exploratory nature of our study, we hope the findings can spark conversation and future research

in this area of persuasion and children.
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ABSTRACT

Influencer marketing is an increasingly popular advertising strategy which involves brands forging
alliances with social media influencers to promote their products on the influencers’ social media
profiles. Most academic research on influencer marketing focuses on the consumer perspective,
however, research on how young (and vulnerable) teenage influencers cope with their status is non-
existent. The current study fills this gap by conducting a qualitative study with teenage influencers to
get a better insight into the phenomenon of social media influencers from these influential youngsters’
point of view. First, the study aims to outline the process in which teenagers become social media
influencers and how they aim to arrange commercial deals with brands and consequently become
powerful intermediaries between brands and consumers. Second, the study elaborates on how social
media empowers these youngsters in the light of the consumer empowerment model (Kucuk, 2009),
which distinguishes four components within perceived consumer power, namely: internet technology
competence, economic self-efficacy, social self-efficacy and legal self-efficacy. To conclude, as social
media may not only empower teenagers, but may also harm their well-being, potential downfalls of

being a social media influencer are mapped.
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1 Introduction

Fueled by the omnipresence of smartphones and mobile connections, there has been a considerable
increase in teenagers’ online activities in recent years. Social media apps such as Instagram, Facebook,
TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube in particular receive significant attention from these teens. Accordingly,
they spend loads of time browsing social media and lurking the content others post (Lup, Trub, &
Rosenthal, 2015). In particular, a recent Ofcom report (Ofcom, 2018) states that almost seven out of
ten teens (12 to 15 years) in the United Kingdom have at least one social media profile. In addition, the
Pew research report (2019) shows that 70% of the U.S. teens consult their social media platforms
multiple times a day. Especially YouTube and Instagram appear to be the most popular online

platforms among teenagers nowadays.

Next to browsing these visual platforms, teenagers also create their own posts for their social media
profiles on which they upload photos or videos, or give status updates about their activities and
interests. A growing group of social media users is succeeding to build a large follower base by posting
attractive, relevant and/or interesting content that strongly appeals to their followers. Some of them
become popular by showing off their daily lives on their social media profiles, while others build
expertise in one particular domain by only posting content that is related to this niche (e.g., food,
beauty, fashion, sports, cars, or electronics). The followers of these social media users do not only keep
track of all content that is posted by these popular youngsters, but are also highly likely to follow the
advices they give in their social media posts (either implicitly or explicitly) (Lee & Watkins, 2016). As
such, they are often longing for the products or brands these popular social media users are displaying
in the social media posts. Such social media users, that not only have a large amount of followers, but
also have an impact on others’ decisions are perceived as social media influencers (De Veirman,
Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017). These influencers spend much time creating the right content for their
social media profiles and are highly aware of their influencer status due to the continuous streams of
likes, shares and reactions they receive on their posts (Hayes, Carr & Wohn, 2016; Carr, Hayes &

Summer, 2018).

Brands started noticing the status of these influencers and the impact they have on their follower base.
Accordingly, they started approaching these influential social media users to endorse their products or
services on the influencers’ social media profiles in return for payment or free promotional materials

(Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014). Global influencer marketing spending is expected to increase from $500
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million in 2015 to $5-$10 billion in 2020 (Mediakix, 2018a). Influencer marketing has evolved from
social media users simply sharing their opinions about brands to a marketing tactic used by major
brands in different industries, and is now considered a business on its own. While the first sponsorship
relationships between brands and influencers started almost a decade ago with influential bloggers in
the form of blog advertising, influencer marketing has expanded exponentially and has spread to many
different social media platforms. While Instagram and YouTube are considered the most important
platforms for influencer marketing nowadays, this marketing practice also occurs on Facebook,
Snapchat, Twitter, Pinterest and recently TikTok (formerly known as Musical.ly). Hence, social media

has empowered influencers to become an important switch in the advertising process.

Their perceived authenticity, accessibility and closeness gives these influencers significant power over
their followers’ attitudes and behaviors. These influencers are perceived to be more credible and
trustworthy than traditional celebrities, as consumers can perceive them as fellow consumers to whom
they can easily relate (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017). Social media influencers are often very young
and are able to earn considerable amounts of money with their activities on their social media profiles.
For example, 15-year-old Matthew Morris (better known as MattyBRaps), who creates song covers
and remixes, has 10.4 million subscribers on YouTube, which makes him very attractive for marketers.
Another example is 15-year-old dancer Jolo Siwa who even released her own line of bedroom decor
and accessories in collaboration with retailer JCPenney (Mediakix, 2018b). Unfortunately, influencer
marketing has also led to malicious practices of influencers buying fake followers (bots) to be perceived
as influential by brands. A lot of websites exist that provide an insight into the analytics of an influencer
account (e.g., hotinfluencer.com). An analysis of the Instagram account of Enzo Knoll, a famous
influencer in the Netherlands, showed that he has about 18% of false accounts under his followers.
And the famous Belgian fashion influencer, Sofie Valkiers even appears to have 57% of fake followers.
As a result, brands are often fooled by influencers, as the sponsored social media posts do not perform
as expected. Recently, some influencers even pretend to be sponsored by brands to appear more

credible (Lorenz, 2018).

Most academic studies on influencer marketing focus on the consumer perspective and examine how
influencer marketing is perceived and how it affects brand responses (e.g., De Veirman et al., 2017b),
or how a disclosure should be implemented to increase the transparency of influencers (e.g., Evans,
Hoy, & Childers, 2018; De Jans, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2019; De Veirman & Hudders, 2019). However,
research on how these young (and vulnerable) teenage influencers cope with their influencer status

remains overlooked. The current study fills this gap by reporting the results of a qualitative study with
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teenage influencers designed to get a better insight into the phenomenon of social media influencers
from the influential youngsters’ point of view. This study is also innovative as, unlike previous studies
on influencer marketing, we do not focus on one specific social media platform. Hence, teenage
influencers active on various social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and YouTube are

interviewed in the current study.

A total of twelve in-depth interviews are conducted with teenage influencers to answer the following
three research questions. First, the study will try to reconstruct the process in which teenagers become
social media influencers. In particular, we will elaborate on how these teenagers become social media
influencers and how they aim to arrange commercial deals with brands. Second, the study will
elaborate on how social media empower these youngsters using the consumer empowerment model
(Kucuk, 2009). To conclude, we will focus on the advantages and potential downfalls of being a social
media influencer. Social media may not only empower teenagers and give them a celebrity status, but
it may also harm their wellbeing. A multitude of studies have found that social media use is negatively
related to self-esteem and wellbeing among teenagers (e.g., Best, Manktelow, & Taylor, 2014; Woods

& Scott, 2016). We will examine how these young social media influencers experience this.

2 The Emergence of Teenage Influencers

Today, social media is ubiquitously present in teenagers’ lives, with YouTube and Instagram as the
most popular platforms. Teenagers use social media for a variety of purposes, with scrolling through
others’ social media posts as dominant activity, also referred to as social browsing or lurking (Lup et
al. 2015; De Veirman et al., 2017a). Indeed, research shows that most people only engage in online
activities that are not or only merely visible for their social network, namely scrolling through their
feeds and liking others’ posts (De Veirman et al., 2017b). However, social media apps increasingly
afford teenagers with content sharing opportunities, including the sharing of their consumption
experiences, fueling the generation and transmission of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) (Mishra,
Maheswarappa, Maity, & Sawu, 2018). This is of particular interest for brands, as eWOM is considered
more effective than traditional advertising due to enhanced trust, authenticity and credibility, which
subsequently leads to lower resistance to the message (de Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang 2012). As a
consequence, this peer communication influences teenagers’ consumption behavior (Wang & Wei,

2012).
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Some teenagers manage to build a large number of followers on whom they have significant social
influence. These followers can evolve into a fan base and make ordinary teens gain celebrity status.
Due to their persuasive power, brands started approaching so-called influencers to include their
products in the teenagers’ social media posts. In return, these influencers receive free products, access
to exclusive events or even monetary compensation (De Veirman et al., 2017b). Sponsored influencer
posts can be executed on different platforms (e.g., Instagram, YouTube, etc.) and in numerous ways,
for example by using the product as an attribute or prop in the post or more prominent by sharing
experiences and evaluations about the product. Hence, influencers have to make several decisions
concerning influencer marketing platforms and strategies before posting the sponsored influencer

posts, possibly in agreement with the wishes and demands of the advertiser.

3 Influencer Marketing Strategies and Platforms

Influencer marketing can occur on different social media platforms and be executed through different
tactics. The same influencer advertising campaign can also be executed on different platforms through

various tactics at the same time to create a reinforcing effect.

3.1 Influencer marketing tactics

Different tactics can be used to integrate advertising into the sponsored social media posts of teenage
influencers. First of all, the commercial content in the sponsored posts can differ with regard to its
prominence, ranging from very subtle to very prominent sponsorships. For example, a product or brand
can be incorporated into a post as a form of product or brand placement. In this subtle type of
influencer marketing, the editorial content is completely independent from the advertising content,
and the product or brand is used as a prop in the social media post. Advertising within influencer posts
can also be placed more prominent, for example, when the entire post revolves around the product or

brand (e.g., a product review or unboxing video).

Second, consideration must be given to the interpretation of the image and text. A thought-through
use of hashtags, for instance, can boost the success of a post. Additionally, it is important that the
influencers try to persuade their followers to like the brand with a convincing story. An important asset
of influencer marketing is that it is a covert marketing tactic in which the persuasive intent is disguised.
Accordingly, influencers have to carefully consider how they endorse the brands on their social media

profiles to avoid losing this asset and be accused of deceit. In addition, it should also be decided
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whether the influencer should be portrayed in the influencer post, or whether only the product should
be shown. For example, influencers can post a flat lay. This is a post consisting of perfectly arranged or
styled items on a flat surface shot from directly above. Some advertisers specifically ask influencers not

to make flat lays, but to take photos of themselves with the product.

Other possible influencer marketing tactics are advertisers sending free products to influencers so the
influencers can organize giveaway contests among their followers, or advertisers giving a discount link
or code to influencers that they can share with their follower base. Influencers then receive a
percentage for each conversion. Influencers can also link to the web shop of the brand in their posts

or stories.

In addition, the input of the advertiser can also strongly vary. The control of the advertiser and
influencer over the sponsored influencer posts can be placed on a continuum ranging from the
influencer having full control over the sponsored post to posts that are completely controlled by the
advertiser. On the one side of the continuum, an advertiser can send a free product to an influencer
without having any influence on the content of the social media post or even knowing whether the
influencer will post something about the received product. On the other side of the continuum, an
advertiser can actually pay an influencer to have full control over the content of the influencer’s post.
For instance, an advertiser can invite and pay an influencer to record a commercial in which the
influencer shares his or her opinion about the product, as imposed by the brand, as a form of expert
endorsement. Of course, the distribution of control can be placed at any point on the continuum. For
example, influencers can be used for branded content, where advertisers pay influencers to take a
photo with the product, but the photo is posted on the social media profiles of the brand instead of
the profiles of the influencers. This gives both the influencer and the advertiser control over the
sponsored post, as the influencer has control over the photos or videos he or she makes, but the
advertiser has control over which photos or videos are posted and how the posts are framed and

supported by captions.

3.2 Influencer marketing platforms

Influencer marketing was first introduced through sponsored blogging, which refers to blogs that are
consumer-generated, but sponsored by a brand (Mutum & Wang, 2011). These influential bloggers
post sponsored blogs on websites in which they review or write about products; hence, these blogs

mostly completely revolve around the product or brand.
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One of the most important platforms for influencer marketing nowadays is Instagram (De Veirman et
al., 2017b). Influencers on Instagram post perfect photos or short videos on their feed. In addition,
they can also post multiple photos and videos in their stories over the course of one day, as these
stories disappear after 24 hours. Hence, advertisers can pay influencers to post a sponsored post on
their feed or in their stories. In addition, influencer marketing also occurs on YouTube. Influencers on
YouTube (also referred to as YouTubers, YouTube celebrities or vloggers) record, assemble and post
online videos on their YouTube-channel in which they show their daily lives, give tutorials, share their
travels, give tips and tricks among others about their expertise (e.g., fashion, gaming, make-up). This
form of influencer marketing through vlogs is defined as vlog advertising or sponsored vlogging (De
Jans et al., 2019). Facebook can also be considered an important platform for influencer marketing, as
Facebook is still the most popular social media platform (Web Hosting Rating, 2019). However,
teenagers are abandoning Facebook in favor of other social media platforms (i.e., Instagram, Snapchat

and YouTube) (Pew Research Center, 2018).

A very recent platform for influencer marketing, that is rapidly gaining popularity, is TikTok. TikTok,
previously known as Musical.ly, is a video-sharing app that allows users to post 15-second videos, in
which they for example lip sync to music. This app was the most downloaded app in September 2018
in the US (Bastone, 2018). Brands can forge alliances with popular TikTok’ers to post sponsored videos.
Other social media platforms that are used (to a lesser extent) for influencer marketing are Twitter,
Snapchat and Pinterest. For example, influencers can be followed on Snapchat and send pictures
including brands or products to their followers, or an influencer can take over the Snapchat-channel of
a brand for a couple of days. Therefore, the influencer’s followers may be encouraged to follow the
Snapchat-channel of the particular brand. In addition, influencers can tweet about a specific brand or
retweet the posts of a brand. Influencer marketing on Pinterest is more challenging, as Pinterest is
more a search engine than a social media networking site. Whereas the influencers are the main
component on the other social media platforms, the content is key on Pinterest. However, Pinterest
can also be used for influencer marketing by posting sponsored images, promoting giveaway contests,

etc.

4  Influencer Marketing as Consumer Empowerment

Research on consumer empowerment is growing (Denegri-Knott, Zwick, & Schroeder, 2006; Kucuk,

2008); however, although Kerr, Mortimer, Dickinson and Waller (2012) examined consumer power
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with regard to bloggers, consumer empowerment has been rarely investigated in the context of
influencer marketing. Status is very transparent on social media, as social media allow for explicit
signifiers of status (e.g., number of followers, number of likes) (Labrecque, vor dem Esche, Mathwick,
Novak, & Hofacker, 2013). Therefore, social media influencers exercise significant power over their
followers and have become powerful intermediaries between brands and consumers. Power in the
context of social media has been defined by Labrecque et al. (2013, p. 258) as “the asymmetric ability
to control people or valued resources in online social relations.” To be influential, social media users

need to have an impact on their social network by posting relevant content and having sufficient reach.

Hence, social media influencers are empowered to play an important role in the advertising process
and their value has been recognized by brands willing to reward them in return for endorsements (De
Veirman et al., 2017b; De Jans et al., 2019). In what follows, we discuss influencer marketing as a form
of consumer empowerment, following Kucuk’s (2009) Consumer Empowerment Model. His research
aimed to understand how consumer empowerment works and functions on the internet when web
2.0 emerged, as consumers gained more freedom and control in their relationships with brands and
other consumers. In what follows, we apply Kucuk’s (2009) model to today’s social media context and
more specific, the practice of influencer marketing. Kucuk distinguishes four components within
perceived consumer power: internet technology competence, economic self-efficacy, social self-

efficacy and legal self-efficacy.

4.1 Social media technology competence

A first condition to achieve greater consumer empowerment on social media is the ability of generate
sufficient knowledge, expertise, and ‘ability/capability’ to perform the necessary operations on social
media (Kucuk, 2009). In this sense, influencers should first gain expertise and knowledge about the
different platforms that they might use and about the tactics they could apply. This goes beyond
uploading photos and videos and writing meaningful captions. It also includes, for example, awareness
about the algorithms social media apps use and practices to increase engagement (Labrecque et al.,
2013). Moreover, in order to post appealing photos and videos, they might feel the need to know how
to use filtering technology and enhancing software such as VSCO and Adobe Photoshop. Once they
reach a necessary level of competence to purposefully and systematically post appealing photos and
videos, social media users will start to believe that they are capable of becoming an influencer, build
an audience of followers and attract endorsement deals with brands, which is referred to as self-

efficacy. By believing in their own self-efficacy, they may ultimately become an important chain in the
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advertising process. Self-efficacy comes in different forms and influencers-to-be should have both

economic, social as legal self-efficacy according to the Consumer Empowerment Model (Kucuk, 2009).

4.2 Economic self-efficacy

According to Kucuk, economic self-efficacy refers to ‘consumers’ belief and confidence in their ability
to successfully insert themselves into a better economic situation in a shopping process on the
internet’ (Kucuk, 2009, p. 331). Translated to influencer marketing, economic self-efficacy can be seen
as influencers’ belief and confidence in their ability to negotiate valuable endorsement deals with
brands and accordingly their ability to exercise influence over their followers’ attitudes and consumer
decision making. The negotiations influencers engage in deal with various aspects of the endorsement
deals they make. First, the influencers have to come to an agreement with the brands about the form
and tactic of the sponsored influencer post(s). For example, an influencer can be hired to endorse the
brand on his/her own social media profile by posting creative posts (whether or not in the form of a
review), or the influencer can be hired to make sponsored photos or videos that the brand can post on
its own social media channels. In addition, the influencers and brands have to negotiate about the
exact number of posts that the influencer should post and on which social media platform(s) these
posts should be placed. Furthermore, the compensation for the influencer should be determined. The
influencer can be rewarded with free products or services, or get a monetary payment. Another
frequently used strategy is affiliate marketing in which the influencer shares an affiliate link in the form
of a contest to win free products or a discount code. With this strategy, the influencer gets a percentage
of each purchase made with the link. Another aspect that can be negotiated upon, and varies
considerably, is the degree of control from brands and advertising and influencer agencies over the
content of the sponsored posts. Influencers should consider how much freedom they are willing to
give up with regard to how they should picture and promote the brand. For example, is the influencer
allowed to give his/her honest opinion about the product, or is the influencer obliged to only talk

positively about the product?

4.3 Social self-efficacy

Social self-efficacy refers to influencers’ confidence in their abilities to build an audience of like-minded
followers who are interested in their product reviews and recommendations. Hence, it refers to their
ability to communicate with their followers and build a community. The follower base of an influencer

often consists of people who share the same interests as the influencer and look up to the influencer.
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The followers consider the influencer to be their friend, seek guidance and advice from the influencer,
have the feeling that they are part of the influencer’s social world and would like to meet the
influencer. Hence, these followers often build a kind of relationship with the influencer, referred to as
para-social interaction (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Rubin, Perse, & Powell, 1985). As a result, influencers
become information sources that affect followers’ consumer-related decisions and brand relationships

(Lee & Watkins, 2016; Rubin et al., 1985).

4.4 Legal self-efficacy

According to Kucuk (2009), legal self-efficacy can be defined as ‘consumer’s confidence in their ability
to successfully reach legal information and protect their own rights as consumers on the internet’
(Kucuk, 2009, p. 332). Influencer marketing recently raised a lot of legal concerns. On the one hand,
influencers should consider rules concerning the new form of labor they engage in. Influencer
marketing is becoming a novel profession that emerges in the context of social media, which raises
both ethical and legal concerns, especially concerning minors. Teenage influencers are gaining
commercial relevance due to their power to shape the consumption behavior of their followers
(McQuarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013; Uribe, Buzeta, & Velasquez, 2016). As they draw the attention
from advertisers who try to deal with changing media consumption and advertising avoidance,
influencers should be aware of their value. In addition, they may be approached by marketing agencies
that promise to represent and mentor them in closing endorsement deals with brands. Teenage
influencers are being treated as professionals, however, they are not clearly covered by traditional
workplace standards and formal guidelines are mainly missing. There are no clear rules on labor
conditions and (financial) compensation. Moreover, the lack of regulation and control increases the

chance of malicious practices and abuse of teenagers’ ignorance.

In contrast to the absence of clear rules to protect them, teenage influencers are, on the other hand,
expected to comply with influencer marketing guidelines concerning the disclosure of sponsored posts
and are considered responsible for the content they post. However, it is very likely that teenage
influencers are not aware of what the rules are in terms of declaration. If brands do not educate
influencers on the rules, or even aim to profit from their ignorance and try to get around the rules,
influencers are unknowingly at risk of breaking regulations and being responsible for this. This is
particularly worrying, as brands tend to approach influencers who are not affiliated with an agency via

direct messages, and do not draw up an official agreement.
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The biggest issue is concerned with determining when an influencer post is advertising and when a
post is merely regular eWOM, and the fact that different (self-)regulatory bodies in different countries
apply different standards. For example, the advisory board for advertising in Belgium formulated
recommendations regarding online influencer marketing. These guidelines describe that every
commercial communication should be clearly recognizable (e.g., by using of an advertising disclosure).
However, these guidelines only apply when the online influencer receives a compensation from the
advertiser and the advertiser has control over the communication of the influencer. For example, an
influencer can receive a free product from an advertiser without having a commercial agreement with
the advertiser. In this case, the advertiser has no control over the influencer’s communication about
the product. Therefore, this is not considered to be a commercial communication and influencers
should not disclose this to their followers. In contrast, Ad Standards (an advertising self-regulatory
body in Canada) also formulated disclosure guidelines for influencer marketing and also prescribes that
influencer marketing should be clearly disclosed; however, this self-regulatory body advises influencers
to disclose a commercial communication when an item was gifted, even when there was no
commercial agreement with the advertiser. To conclude, a coordinated approach on a EU level
concerning the definition of influencer marketing and, hence, guidelines for its disclosure is still missing

whereby the current legislative and self-regulatory principles sometimes contradict each other.

5 The Windfalls and Downsides of Being a Teenage Influencer

With their social media profiles, teenage influencers continuously try to create and maintain
engagement with their follower base. This may affect the teenage influencers in two possible ways. On
the one hand, influencers are passionate about their social media activities and may experience
enjoyment from it. In addition, having a highly-engaged follower base may also enhance the teenage
influencers’ confidence (Gilani, Bolat, & Wilkin, 2018), as they are often admired by their followers and
constantly receive confirmation from them through a stream of likes and positive reactions. They may

even feel like real celebrities that have their own fan base.

Next to the benefits influencers may have due their influencer status, they may also experience
disadvantages and a great deal of pressure to become and remain popular, both among their followers
and from a commercial point of view. The pressure to post visually appealing pictures may be high.
Therefore, influencers may often spend a lot of time taking the perfect picture and constantly worry

about when and where they can take pictures. In addition, influencers may feel compelled to enhance
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their pictures using filtering technology and editing apps. At the same time, their pictures should look
natural and not overly done, as followers punish inauthenticity. A recent study on the effects of perfect
pictures on Instagram among young girls (between 14 and 18 years) shows that manipulated pictures
were rated more positively than original pictures and these perfect pictures were perceived to portray
reality. Additionally, these manipulated pictures led to lower body satisfaction, especially among the

girls who had a high tendency to compare themselves with others (Kleemans et al., 2018).

For social media influencers to be successful, that is, to generate an income through endorsement
deals, they have to amass a significant number of followers, likes and comments. These metrics not
only reflect the influencer’s popularity, they also serve as an indication for the ability of the influencer
to generate engagement and consequently eWOM, which is of great importance to brands (De
Veirman et al., 2017b). Influencers are under constant pressure to keep these metrics high and, as a
result, practices as buying likes and comments or using engagement pods are happening. Influencer
pods are a relatively new phenomenon and are actually the institutionalization of the phenomenon
whereby influencers like and comment the posts of fellow influencers with the intention that they will
reciprocate. Influencers organize small groups in which they share when they have posted new
content, followed by their fellow influencers liking, commenting and viewing these posts. As a result,
their overall engagement rises and they appear to have a highly-engaged follower base. The
phenomenon started in 2017, when Instagram changed their algorithm and rewarded posts that
generated immediate engagement. This remarkable trend is especially worrying when it comes to

teenagers.

Moreover, although likes, comments and other so-called paralinguistic digital affordances may result
in positive feelings and boost self-esteem (Hayes, Carr, & Wohn, 2016; Ellison et al., 2014), the opposite
may occur when influencers feel that their post has not received sufficient likes or has attracted
negative comments (Scissors, Burke & Wengrovitz, 2016). This is especially prevalent among teenagers
who typically experience concerns about peer acceptance. Furthermore, teen influencers are likely to
compare themselves with other influencers, which may elicit social comparison and impact their
wellbeing (Cramer, Song, & Drent, 2016; Gerson, Plagnol, & Corr, 2016, Jang, Park, & Song, 2016).
When fellow influencers post more beautiful pictures, receive more likes, etc. this might arouse
negative feelings about the self and decrease well-being (Tesser, Millar, & Moore, 1988; Chae, 2017).
For example, Gilani et al. (2018) interviewed influential adult bloggers and showed that anxiety, social

media fear and insecurity might occur through comparisons with others.
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6 Empirical Research: In-depth Interviews with Teenage

Influencers

6.1 Method

To answer the research questions, in-depth interviews were conducted with teenage influencers. This
research method was chosen, as we wanted to gauge motivations, feelings and experiences of the
teenagers. In-depth interviews also allowed us to discuss personal and emotional aspects related to
influencer marketing (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). The interviews took place in February 2019
and lasted approximately between 35 minutes and one hour. The teenage influencers were invited to
suggest an interview location; this could be their home or a public place. Some influencers indicated
that they would feel more comfortable if the interview was conducted online. Hence, some interviews

were organized through Skype. The interviews were all conducted by the same researcher.

To fully prepare the interviews, the researcher followed the teenage influencers on their social media
platforms during a period of two to four months. As a result, the researcher could manage to report
certain actions of the influencers (such as strategies to gain more likes or engagement) before the
interviews took place. This made it possible for the researcher to interfere during the interviews when

the teenage influencers were not consciously aware of certain aspects of their online behavior.

6.2 Sample

Thirteen teenage influencers between the age of 11 and 17 (Mgge = 15.15, SD = 2.30) participated in
the study, of which 11 girls (84.62%) and two boys (15.38%). The teenager’s consent was requested
before participation in the study, and parental consent was asked for the teenagers under the age of
16. Nano (i.e., between 1000 and 5000 followers), micro (i.e., between 5000 and a hundred thousand
followers) and macro (i.e., between a hundred thousand and one million followers) influencers were
contacted to take part in the study, it also did not matter on which social media platform(s) the
influencers were most active. Although both male and female influencers could participate in the
study, the majority of our respondents are women (which is also the case in reality as there are more
female than male influencers in this age category). There were only two criteria that were taken into
account: 1) the influencer was between the age of 11 and 17 years, and 2) the influencer had at least

one sponsorship relationship or commercial deal with a brand. The influencers were mainly contacted
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through private messages on Instagram. In addition, the snowball method was used, as influencers
further contacted other influencers they knew. A convenience sample was used based on which

teenage influencers were willing to participate.

In total, twelve interviews were conducted. One interview was conducted with two influencers at the
same time, as these two influencers (who are sisters) share their social media profiles and are known
as a duo. All of the interviewed influencers were active on Instagram, and had at the time of the
interview between 1,526 and 121,000 followers on this social media platform. Six of these influencers
are mainly active on TikTok (and have between 87,200 and 2,100,000 followers), three of which are
also active on YouTube (between 5,000 and 98,000 subscribers). One of the influencer’s main activity
is writing a blog. See table 1 for an overview of the interviewed influencers’ age, gender, social media

platform(s) and number of followers.
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Gender! Age Social media Number of
platform(s) followers?
Female 16 Instagram 2,670
Female 17 Instagram 9,000
Female 17 Instagram 1,526
Blog
Female 15 Instagram 2,286
5 Female 11 TikTok 92,000
Instagram 19,000
6 | Male 17 Instgram 2,400
7 Female 11 TikTok Instagram 110,400
15,400
8 | Female 17 Instagram 4,697
9 | Male 16 TikTok 159,000
Instagram 23,400
YouTube 6,500
10 | Female 12 TikTok 87,200
Instagram 19,200
11 | Female (2) 15, 16 TikTok 197,000
Instagram 50,400
Youtube 5,000
12 | Female 11 TikTok 2,100,000
Instagram 121,000
YouTube 98,000
Facebook 3,232

1 Gender labels determined by the researchers
2 At the time of the interview

Table 1 The interviewed teenage influencers’ number of followers for the different social media platforms

6.3 Interview guide

A semi-structured interview guide consisting of open-ended questions was used to guide the
interviews. The interview guide consisted of four parts. First, introductory questions were asked to the
respondents, for example, about their social media use. Then, questions were asked about the process
in which the teenagers became influencers and about the strategies and tactics they use for influencer

marketing. This was followed by questions on their awareness of their role as a link in the advertising
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process (i.e., consumer empowerment). Finally, questions were asked on how influencer marketing

affects the teenage influencers’ wellbeing. The full interview guide can be found in appendix 1.

6.4 Data analysis

Two coders independently developed categories of information after which both coding schemes were
compared and combined into a set of general themes that were the most central for answering our
research questions: (1) the process of becoming an influencer and tactics used, (2) influencer marketing
platforms and strategies, (3) influencer marketing as consumer empowerment (technological,
economic, social and legal) and (4) downsides of being an influencer. Each of these themes will be

discussed in depth in the ‘Results’ section.

7 Results

7.1 The process of becoming a social media influencer

Starting Point. The teenage influencers did not start a social media channel with the intention to
become an influencer. However, all influencers we interviewed found the idea of being an influencer
attractive and interesting, an idea which was reinforced as they steadily became more popular and
received more followers and likes. One influencer (17, f) explains: ‘When | started using Instagram, |
saw that some people had a blog and | thought to myself ‘oh that’s cool, | want to try it myself’ (...) And
then | started getting more followers on Instagram and | thought OK, this is something for me.” Once
they noticed that their photos and videos received quite some attention, they intentionally started

posting content they thought would be appreciated.

Growth Strategy. The quality of content is often mentioned as a principal element of their growth
strategy, including the manner of editing. Most influencers also attach great importance to the
consistency of their posts, both visually and in the story they bring, especially on Instagram.
Furthermore, the timing and frequency of posting is also considered important. The teenage
influencers post on specific days in the week and at set hours during the day, depending on their likes.
An influencer explains (17, f): ‘You can set your account as a business account, and that way you can
see your statistics. | then try to post when it “peaks”, because | really notice that if | don’t do this, |
receive far fewer likes and comments.’ This is also reflected by the fact that most influencers have

guidelines for themselves about how many times a week they should at least post. The pressure to do
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so is high, as this influencer (15, f) describes: ‘I notice that if | don’t post for a few days or put nothing
on my story, my followers and likes really go down very fast.” To manage this, most influencers create
a database with photos and videos they can post at strategically selected times: ‘The first thing | do
when | get home from school is making a TikTok right away because | am like “I want to post one video
everyday”. Sometimes there are days when | have a lot of homework, for example, but then | make a
few on weekends so | have videos for the whole week.” (17, f). They also organize photoshoots with the
help of a friend or one of their parents and take a couple of good shots they can post in the coming
weeks, as one Instagram influencer (17, f) describes: Yes, I do take pictures every week. For example,
my dad will take pictures tomorrow. We do this every week and then we choose different outfits so that
I can post a picture every two days.” Another influencer (16, f) confirms this and describes it as ‘photos
on surplus for when | have nothing to post’. One influencer (16, m) even hires a professional
photographer to take pictures every month. Also on TikTok, content is strategically posted, for
instance, one influencer (11, f) mentions that she keeps her ‘spectacular’ videos for the weekends

because she would receive more likes then.

Other tactics used to increase reach are the use of popular hashtags, indicating locations and tagging
other popular profiles with a similar follower base, as illustrated by this influencer (17, m): ‘Hashtags
are very useful and | always add a location, | think that helps a lot. | also look for similar profiles as mine
and like their pictures.’ This is all done to increase the likelihood that people will end up on their post
while scrolling, as described by the following influencer (17, f): ‘What I also do a lot is adding locations
and tagging so-called girls pages, on which models or beautiful photos are placed. | always tag 20
profiles in my photos because my photos will then appear on their profiles. When I look at the analysis
of my photo, | see that many likes come from a different profile. This means they have actually seen my
picture on a different profile. That's why | always do that, because | know that my photo will spread

faster.”

Perceived Offline Support in the Growth Process. Another interesting finding we should take into
account is how parents guide their children through the process of becoming an online influencer.
Most influencers mention at least one of their parents at some point during the interview. One
influencer (17, f) even claims it was her mother who convinced her to start a blog. Further, we noticed
that parents play an important role in the creation of content as one influencer describes (11, f):
‘Sometimes | forget making photos because | have other things on my mind, and then my mom says

‘Isn’t it time to post a photo on Instagram?’ A few influencers also indicate that their parents are the
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ones who take pictures of them. In addition, most of the teenage influencers indicate that they get a

lot of support from their close environment.

Turning Point. Although some of the influencers we interviewed do not perceive themselves as an
influencer (yet), despite their high number of followers and the brand partnerships they acquired, the
ones who do can exactly describe their ‘turning point’. Most influencers can indicate a point at which
their popularity came in a momentum. An Instagram influencer (17, f) describes this as follows: ‘The
more photos | made, the better my Instagram posts became. | got more reactions, more followers and
| started noticing which posts they liked to see. | found it very nice that they liked my photos a lot and
that they found I did well. And then | started to learn by watching others on YouTube and Instagram.
Although | didn’t intentionally aim to be an influencer, | did start to become one and then | realized,
okay I can really do something with this.” On TikTok, three influencers mention the moment their video
went viral as decisive. One influencer (17, f) describes this as follows: ‘And then suddenly one video in
which me and two friends did a dance, went viral. And that's how it started actually. Then | got ten
thousand followers in one day and two hundred thousand likes on that video and | was like “what is
happening”. And this is when | started gaining followers really fast.” Number of followers is often
expressed to be an important threshold, for instance (11, f): ‘/ had eleven thousand followers and then
I thought “yes | am becoming more popular” and then it became higher and higher up to now actually.’
Also, the moment they started collaborating with brands is by most influencers referred to as a turning
point. For example, an influencer (17, f) indicated: ‘Once | actually started to get requests via mail

” o«

asking “can you promote this”, “may we send it to you” | thought okay yes, now | am an influencer!”

7.2 Brand collaborations

Influencer-brand contact. Attracted by their wide reach and social influence, influencers indicate that
they are often addressed by brands willing to cooperate with them. This mostly happens via direct
message or email. The brand shortly describes its proposal and asks whether the influencer might be
interested, after which specific deals are made. These first contacts tend to be quite informal,
especially when it concerns small, starting brands. Brands increasingly deliver an actual contract,
especially when it concerns a paid partnership. However, only the most popular influencers have the
luxury of being contacted by brands a lot, which means that they do not have to contact brands
themselves. An influencer (17, f) describes: ‘It is always the case that brands contact me. | never do
that myself.’ Less popular influencers or teenage influencers still in the growth process actively seek

collaborations with brands, as they like the idea of receiving free products and even getting paid.
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Moreover, they see this as an important and necessary step in their growth. Doing so, they write emails
to brands they like in which they present themselves as an influencer, indicating which channels they
use and how many followers they have. An influencer (15, f) explains: 1 mostly send an email, and then
I just say who | am, my number of followers, my average number of likes and views on my post, and
also my idea of a collaboration. And that is it.” Influencers also try to get attention from brands by
tagging brands in their photos. An influencer (17, f) explains: ‘With [brand x] and [brand y] it was like,
I bought a lot of clothes from these brands, so | made photos and tagged the brands in these photos.
Until they started commenting on my photos that they wanted to use my photos and sponsor me. So
that is how they started sponsoring my Instagram.’” Apps in which brands launch proposals and
influencers can make a pitch to convince the brand they would be a good brand ambassador (e.g.,
Influo) were mentioned a few times as a strategy to find brand partnerships. The three most popular
influencers we interviewed are affiliated with an agency and supported by a manager who arranges all
commercial deals in return for a percentage of their income. The relationship with the agency is quite
strict, as they are not allowed to make deals without them knowing. It is also worth mentioning that

two influencers (11 & 17, f) mentioned their parents supported them in arranging deals.

Connection with the brand. Influencers look for brands they really like and also when they are
approached by a brand, they find liking the brand of decisive importance, even though they may not
have heard of it before. Most influencers indicate that they would not accept just any offer, they should
feel some kind of connection with the brand before engaging into a partnership. An influencer (15, f)
told us: ‘One time, | received something that I didn’t really like. | found it very difficult to make a post
about it because | couldn’t really match it with my interests or so. So now | am really paying attention
that | only accept things that | would ask or buy myself.” Again, this is easier for the most popular
influencers, as they are very often contacted by brands and can therefore be more demanding
regarding the choice of the brands they would like to collaborate with. Although all the teenage
influencers indicate that they definitely need a connection with a brand, influencers still in the growth
process will often accept all the deals they receive, since this number is limited. An influencer (17, f)
describes it as follows: ‘In the beginning | didn’t get much in, so what | received was immediately like
‘oh my god yes, | want to do it immediately’. But now | really have to make a selection like ‘this seems

nice’ and ‘this does not seem so nice’. So yes, now | really have to choose and drop some things.’

First commercial deal. All influencers indicate the moment they were addressed by a brand for the
first time as very special and nice. They felt important. One influencer (17, f) describes this as follows:
‘In the beginning, nobody knows you, you may have many followers but companies are not looking for
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you, so you actually have to start sending emails to brands and to companies, you just have to dare. So
then | started sending mails with proposals, asking if they have an assignment, want to cooperate...
And after | got my first assignment, more brands were following and | really started unboxing and
promoting brands. Now brands start to contact me instead of me having to actively search for

partnerships and the first time this happened, | was like “yes, we have a lift-off”.’

Honesty dilemma. Sometimes it happens that the products influencers receive are disappointing and
do not deliver what they promise. All influencers who experienced this, find it hard to deal with. On
the one hand, they want to be honest toward their followers; however, on the other hand, they think
they should deliver what the brand asked for. One influencer (16, m) illustrates how he deals with this:
‘I always try to remain positive even though | am not really satisfied. | just hope that it quickly
disappears from my account. For instance, if | post it in an Instagram story, then | am glad that after 24
hours it's gone.’ Other influencers (16 & 17, f) use the same practice, as they did post about a brand
they were not satisfied with because they felt they had to, but they removed it after some time and
did not respond to their next request of the brand to collaborate. It is striking that influencers who
were not satisfied with the products they received, did not dare to let the brand know. Hence, the
teenage influencers usually tend to be positive about the products in their social media posts, even if

that is not how they really feel about the products.

Negative experiences with brands. Furthermore, some of the influencers already had negative
experiences with brands in the context of commercial deals. For example, an influencer (17, f) had a
sponsorship deal with a brand where the influencer received free products in return for several
sponsored posts. However, the brand used these photos for their campaign on their website without
the permission of the influencer. Other influencers (15 & 16, f) already experienced stress when they
could not deliver the expected social media posts in time whereby the brand was dissatisfied. Another
example is an influencer (16, m) that promoted a telecom service in an Instagram post. Without the
influencer’s knowledge, this service cost his followers a lot of money per text, whereby his followers

left complaints on his Instagram page and he had to apologize to them.

7.3 Influencer marketing platforms and tactics

Platforms. Almost half of the interviewed teenage influencers are only active on Instagram for their
activities as a social media influencer and to interact with their followers. Hence, they solely create

their content for this platform. In addition, the other half of the influencers are mainly active on
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TikTok. All of these influencers combine their activities on TikTok with an active profile on Instagram

to strengthen engagement with their followers.

This also allows them, for example, to promote their new TikTok video on their Instagram profile. Three
of these influencers even combine these two social media platforms with YouTube to interact with
their follower base. This means that they have to make specific content for Instagram, TikTok and
YouTube. For one participant, creating content consists of producing blogs. Snapchat also shows to be
a popular platform among these teenage influencers; however, this platform is often for personal use
to interact with friends and family. Some of the influencers are also active (to a lesser extent) on other
channels such as Pinterest, Facebook and Twitter, but these channels are also mainly for personal use.
Hence, Instagram and TikTok are the most popular platforms for influencer marketing among these

teenage influencers.

Tactics. Content strategies for influencer marketing are often determined by the brands. For example,
an influencer (17, f) explains: ‘They wanted me to do three stories: one where | unboxed the product,
one photo where the product was clearly visible and one photo of me using the product.” Posting
unboxing videos is a frequently used influencer marketing tactic. When brands request such an
unboxing video, the advertising is evidently very prominently placed, as the entire video revolves

around the product that is being unboxed.

Another and more interactive way to advertise a brand in influencer posts, are giveaways campaigns.
This means that a brand sends the influencer their products, so they can give it away to their fans and
followers by means of a contest. In return, the influencer needs to post a photo of the product and
make people aware of the brand. One influencer (11, f) describes this as mutually beneficial: /t’s a

strategy for a company to gain more followers, but mostly | get more followers too.’

Despite the multiple useful features, it is rather difficult for an influencer to promote brands on
platforms like TikTok, since the purpose of this platform is posting music videos. Nevertheless, brands
increasingly reach out to influencers on TikTok to promote products. The teenage influencers usually
have different tactics to promote products on this platform. An influencer (17, f) explains: ‘When | have
to promote something on TikTok, | do it subtle. | just wear the clothes in the video and when someone
asks where my clothes are from, | tell them.’” TikTok may be the perfect opportunity for promoting
upcoming brands. The same influencer claims that she does not like prominent advertising in general.

She always tries to find ways not make it not too obvious to her followers that she is promoting
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something: ‘For example, on YouTube | did a Q&A with puppets. Each puppet had a question hidden
inside. This video was an advertisement for a brand and the puppets were clearly visible, but no one

was aware that this was sponsored.’

Other frequently used influencer marketing tactics are sharing discount links and organizing meet-and-
greets. Brands often organize meet-and-greets with several social media influencers at once. The
influencers then promote the event on their social media profiles. In this manner, followers are

encouraged to visit a specific shop or theme park.

Sponsored influencer posts also significantly differ in terms of the distribution of control between the
advertiser and the influencer. The most frequently conducted commercial deals between brands and
influencers consist of brands contacting influencers and sending them free products, and influencers
posting about the received product. In this case, influencers have the most control over the sponsored
posts, as brands just send the free products and the influencers have full control over what they post
about the product. In other circumstances, brands have more control over the commercial deals. When
brands offer a financial payment in return for sponsored influencer posts, they often have specific
requirements (e.g., number of posts). In some cases, influencers even have to send their social media
posts to the brands for approval before they can be posted. Hence, brands have a lot of control in these
situations, as they can disapprove the posts and ask the influencer to remake the post so that it better

fits the requirements of the brand.

7.4 How social media empowers teenage influencers

Social media technology competence. Results show that most of the influencers use their smartphone
to make photos for their Instagram account. That is because they do not own a professional camera
themselves or because they do not have their camera with them at a specific moment. A professional
camera is mostly used when the influencers know in advance that photos will be taken. Sometimes, a
shoot with a professional camera with a friend or a photographer is organized. In that way, the
influencers immediately have enough photos that they can post in the coming weeks or month(s). A
professional camera is often used to make vlogs for YouTube, as the influencers indicate that their
followers expect a high quality of image and sound of their YouTube videos. A smartphone is used for

making TikToks, as these short videos have to be made within the mobile application.
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All teenage influencers admit that they edit their photos, for example, by using filtering technology. To
do so, they use editing software such as VSCO, Adobe Lightroom and FaceTune, or they use the
standard filters that are available in the social media apps (such as Instagram and TikTok). However,
the influencers indicate that they never use Photoshop to improve certain aspects of their appearance.
An influencer (17, m) explained: ‘I use a lot of filters in terms of brightness, sharpness and blur. | use
everything that | can. But | don’t use Photoshop to make my face look thinner when, for example, | think
my face looks fat on a photo. No, | don’t do that.” In addition, most of the influencers also check
whether their feed looks good in general and whether their photos fit together nicely, for example, by
using a specific application (e.g., UNUM) or by looking at their latest posts to see whether their new
post fits the previous ones. Some of them claim that a good-looking and matching feed is important
when wanting to attract more followers. One influencer (17, f) explains this as follows: ‘When people
stumble across your profile, it’s (referring to her feed) sort of your business card that you leave behind.

Like ‘this is me, and this is my personal touch’.’

When the teenage influencers were asked about the algorithms of social media, they were mostly not
aware of them. Hence, they do not use specific strategies to circumvent the algorithms. When the
researcher explained the social media algorithms, most of the influencers indicated that they noticed
that their posts got fewer likes. Only a few influencers were aware of the algorithms. For example, the
most popular teenage influencer that was interviewed was aware of the algorithms of Instagram and
TikTok. Despite several attempts, however, this influencer has not yet managed to beat the algorithms.
The influencers do use several other practices to increase engagement with their followers. The most
commonly used practices are posting very regularly (e.g., daily or weekly), asking questions to the
followers below the posts, using hashtags and commenting on the followers’ reactions. Other used
strategies are running Q&A-sessions, organizing giveaway contests, adding the location to the posts

and posting in the Instagram stories that there is a new post on the feed.

Economic self-efficacy. Brands mostly provide clear guidelines on what they want from the influencer
in exchange for a certain compensation. In particular, brands clearly indicate how many social media
posts the influencer should post about the product or service, on which social media platform these
posts should be posted, when they should be posted and whether the photos should be posted in the
stories or in the feed. An influencer (17, f) explains: ‘There is always a certain number of stories that |
have to post, and posts on my Instagram that | have to post. | also often have to use the correct text,
that is also often asked.’ In addition, brands usually determine the specific hashtags (referring to the
brand) that should be placed with the post. Before actually posting their sponsored posts, influencers
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often have to send their social media posts to the brand for approval. An influencer (17, f) indicates:
‘Most brands ask me to send the post to them before | post it so they can approve it. And yes, it has
happened a few times that the post was not approved because the product was not visible enough. |
think that is a pity because then | have to make the photo again. But | understand them because they
pay me a lot of money and then they do not like the post. So yes, | understand.’ Moreover, the guidelines
of the companies depend on the specific company, with bigger companies having very strict guidelines

and smaller companies having less strict guidelines and allowing more input from the influencers.

Regardless of the requirements and guidelines of the brands, the influencers always feel and believe
that they can give input and negotiate about the terms. However, the influencers indicate that brands
never make unreasonable proposals and that they can always come to an agreement. An influencer
(17, f) explains: ‘I do take into account what the brand wants, but if that is really too much then | will

say ‘l am sorry but this is a bit too much’, but most of the time they have reasonable demands’.

With regard to the compensation of the influencers in return for their sponsored posts, most of the
influencers are mainly compensated by getting free products or coupons. Only the most popular
influencers are regularly getting paid by brands for posting sponsored posts. Those most popular
teenage influencers even have a rate card with specific prices for each social media platform. In
particular, three of the interviewed influencers have a price list whereby the price depends on how
much effort the sponsored post costs the influencer (e.g., a TikTok or vlog costs more than an Instagram
post) and the visibility of the post (e.g., an Instagram story costs less than a post in the feed). An
influencer (17, f) indicates: ‘It is of course less for a story than for a real feed post. We also have

packages that if you want something on all the platforms, then we can give a discount.’

It happens only seldom that brands send free products without contacting the influencer first. This may
not be the best strategy too, as one influencer (17, m) told us: ‘If | just receive free goods, I’'m like “hey,
I haven’t signed a contract so | don’t have to do anything in return”, it’s just nice to get. Sometimes |
thank them in a Snapchat story, but | don’t make an Instagram post or so, this is only for paid
partnerships.” Another influencer (17, f) confirms this, as the first time she received free goods, she

thanked the brand in a post, but the next time she did not do anything with it anymore.

The teenage influencers are confident that they influence their followers’ (and also their friends’)
purchase decisions. For example, a teenage influencer (17, f) explained: ‘If | promote something, people
will also buy that because | have that.” Another influencer (17, f) also said: ‘There was this girl in my

class who said that she got to know the brand because of me. (...) And she bought like five necklaces,
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just because she had seen that from me.” In addition, the influencers feel that their followers value
their advice when it comes to products or services. For instance, an influencer (17, f) indicated that she
gets many questions about the products she promotes, such as ‘Are you genuinely satisfied with that
product? or ‘Was it delivered quickly? Sometimes, the influencers even receive private messages from
their followers saying that they also bought the product that was promoted or used by the influencers.
The few influencers who do not feel that they themselves have impact over their followers’ purchase

decisions, do believe that social media influencers in general can have that power.

Social self-efficacy. Teenage influencers use various strategies to communicate with their followers,
build a community and create engagement with their follower base. A commonly used strategy is
asking questions and replying to followers’ comments and requests. For example: ‘I often get requests
to make a certain video. There are also challenges on TikTok where you have to do a certain assignment
and then everyone asks “do the challenge that is so cool | want you to do that too” and then | do it and
they like it so much.” (11, f). Instagram Stories also lends itself perfectly for stimulating interaction, for
instance, by organizing polls or Q&A’s to engage with followers. Most influencers find it important that
they show their followers their appreciation and create a bond with them as described by an influencer
(15, f): 1 always answer the DM’s (direct messages) they send me. | get a lot of DM’s and | always try
to answer them. | used to react to every comment but now sometimes it's just not possible anymore
because | get a lot of reactions on my photos and responding to all of them is rather difficult, but | do
like them all.” A few of the influencers we interviewed even participated in paid meet-and-greets
organized in shopping centers or theme parks, so their fans could meet them in real-life. Finally,
influencers connect with other influencers and ‘support’ them by reacting to and liking each other’s
posts. However, we should remark that not all strategies were mentioned during the interviews, as we
noticed that influencers are frequently not aware of the actions they were undertaking to create
engagement with their followers. They frequently report a trial and error approach and the reactions

and likes they receive on particular actions, reinforce them, guiding them in a particular way.

In general, the teenage influencers seem to be successful in building a community and creating
engagement with their followers. They are often recognized on the street and really feel like they are
a celebrity or example for their followers. For instance, an influencer (11, f) explains: ‘We went outside
and all of the fans were shouting my name. | felt like Beyoncé.” The influencers especially feel like
celebrities during meet-and-greets, as there are then hundreds of fans wanting to meet them and take
a picture with them. Some of the influencers even experienced that fans came to their house for a
picture. In addition, the influencers regularly refer to their followers as fans, which also indicates that
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they are aware of the fact that they are a role model or example for their followers. Moreover, the
influencers indicate that their followers often seek their advice with regard to the things that they are
good at and, hence, often appear on their social media profile (e.g., fitness, fashion). The teenage
influencers are very flattered that they have this kind of impact on their followers. For example, an
influencer (17, f) indicated: ‘Many of them really see me as an example, which | find funny, but also
nice.” They also feel charmed that they often receive presents from their followers (e.g., candy,

drawings, teddy bears).

Legal self-efficacy. Most of the teenage influencers are genuinely not aware of the regulations
concerning the disclosure of advertising. Hence, they are mostly not aware that they are legally
required to clearly indicate to their followers when a post is sponsored and simply do not think about
it. An influencer (11, f) even indicated: ‘No, | do not know that this is required, because | am not old
enough to know this.” As a result, most of the influencers’ sponsored posts are not disclosed. The few
influencers that were aware of these regulations disclose their sponsored posts by using advertising
disclosures that are very subtle and meaningless (e.g., #collaboration) or by using abbreviations such
as #ad and #PRPL. Two of the interviewed teenage influencers (17, f; 16, m) indicated that they use the
advertising disclosure #PRPL (which stands for product placement). However, although they were
aware that they use this abbreviation to disclose advertising, both of them did not know what the
abbreviation exactly stands for. One of these two influencers, who uses this abbreviation because her
manager advised her to, even admitted that she uses this abbreviation because it does not clearly refer
to advertising and because most people do not know what it means. The influencer (17, f) explains: ‘/
mostly put this (#PRPL) under my posts because it is not so clear that it is an advertisement and most
people do not know what it means.” This influencer also indicated that clearly disclosing advertising
could negatively affect her, as her followers might feel that she is only doing it for the money. Some of
the influencers that were not aware of the regulations did nevertheless disclose their sponsored posts,
for example, by clearly stating in the caption that they received the products for free or by thanking
the brand for the free products. Furthermore, many of the influencers believe that they disclose the

relationship with the brand by tagging the brand.

Brands do usually not ask or instruct influencers to disclose the sponsored posts or to use specific
advertising disclosures. However, brands do often ask to use specific hashtags that refer to the brand.
Only in a few cases, the influencers were asked to use an advertising disclosure chosen by the brand.
Moreover, one influencer (16, m) even claims that brands disapprove some types of disclosures: ‘You
can use disclosures such as #ad or #sponsoring, but sometimes brands say ‘you may not use #ad’.” Most
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of the influencers believe that the brands are responsible for the proper disclosure of advertising and
should inform influencers about this; however, a few believe that the responsibility to disclose

advertising lies with themselves.

After it was explained to the influencers that it is legally required to disclose advertising to the viewers,
the influencers were asked whether they understand why this is important. However, almost none of
the teenage influencers understood that this is important so that their followers can recognize the
advertising and critically reflect on it (specifically with regard to children, who make up the bulk of their
followers). They believe that it is obvious for their follower base when a post is sponsored. Hence, they
do not see the purpose of making this even clearer by implementing an advertising disclosure. Only
one influencer (17, f) could correctly explain the purpose of an advertising disclosure: ‘Everyone posts
everything on social media. However, it is difficult to distinguish the content from each other. In
contrast, when you watch television, then the program stops and there is advertising. That is really
clear that it is advertising and that it is not part of the program.’ The teenage influencers only indicate
to feel obliged to disclose advertising with respect to the brands, so they comply with the agreements
that were made with the brands and the brands get their deserved recognition. An influencer (11, f)
explained: ‘Otherwise that is a bit strange, then those people (referring to the brands) do not get
anything in return.” However, they do not feel obliged to disclose their sponsored posts with regard to

their followers. If they would not have to disclose their sponsored posts, they would not do it.

7.5 The perceived pros and cons of being a teenage influencer

In general, the teenagers are mostly very positive about their life as a social media influencer. They do
not experience any major drawbacks to being an influencer. As a result, none of the influencers ever
considered deleting their social media profiles and most of them could not live without their social
media or their life as a social media influencer. The influencers do experience some disadvantages of

being a teenage social media influencer.

Negative reactions. Most influencers admit that they often have to deal with negative reactions from
strangers online. An influencer (16, f) explains: 1 am a rather insecure person, but | get a lot of positive
comments. It is very unfortunate that | sometimes also get negative comments.” Another influencer
(17, f) confirms that although negative reactions are hard to deal with, she does not try to worry too
much, as all the positive reactions she gets, surpass the negative reactions. With regard to how the
influencers deal with the negative reactions online, most of them simply ignore these reactions. Few
influencers react on these negative comments or delete them.
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Influencers’ close environment is usually very positive and supportive, which is highly valued by the
influencers. However, some influencers do have to deal with their close environment’s
misunderstanding, for instance: I do get a lot of support, but sometimes | think my friends are a bit
jealous, because they look at things differently. They think | just have to take a picture and | get a free
product. | do understand these reactions because they don’t know the process and all the work behind
it and all the comments | have to deal with.” (17, f). Sometimes, they do have negative experiences with
more distant acquaintances, for instance, people they know from school. One influencer (12, f)
indicates some schoolmates try to ‘use’” her because she is famous’. Another influencer (16, m) had to
prove that the likes he received on TikTok were all real and not bought, and noticed people gossiping

about him at school.

Pressure to post. Another downside of being an influencer that most of the influencers experience is
the pressure to regularly post engaging content and keep their followers satisfied. Nowadays, followers
and fans expect a lot from influencers and when these influencers are not capable of satisfying them,
they may start to unfollow the influencers. Moreover, one influencer (17, f) indicates that she is not
free to choose the content she posts: ‘I have to invest a lot of time and for instance cannot decide to
do something else for a month, or shift the focus, because then everything (number of followers, likes,
etc.) will go down.” In addition, influencers may also experience pressure from other influencers and

brands to get many followers and likes.

The pressure to post results in influencers spending a lot of time preparing and making their social
media posts (e.g., taking pictures, editing their TikToks, etc.). As a result, influencers’ school results,
sleep and social life may suffer from these time consuming activities to maintain their social media
profiles. An influencer (15, f) indicates: ‘In the beginning | really wanted to post three times a week,
and that really gave me a lot of stress. Now | am calmer because | know that it is really difficult to

combine with school. I still try to post more than once a week.’

Staying true to oneself. Although the influencers claim to completely remain themselves online and
not pretend to be someone that they are not, most of them admit to only show the positive sides of
their lives, and not the negative aspects. They only post flattering photos and videos about themselves
and only show the happy side of their lives. One of the influencers (17, f) explains: ‘Everyone has bad
days, but nobody posts his bad days on Instagram or posts photos that look bad. | only post photos on
moments | feel good, when | look good. They are all posed pictures, | would never post photos on

Instagram that | am not satisfied with, although that is also the reality.” Some of the influencers even
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acknowledge to struggle with this false sense of reality: ‘There is a lot fake on Instagram. Everyone
always posts how beautiful life is and where they are, etc. But there is no one who warns you in advance
that it is quite difficult to enter this world and to grow, because that is getting harder and harder. So

sometimes | think it is a really fake world’ (15, f).

Social comparison. Most of the influencers admit to comparing themselves to other influencers. In
particular, they compare themselves with and view the social media profiles of influencers that do
better than them (i.e., have more followers, more likes). Only a few of the influencers indicate that this
makes them insecure. All of the influencers claim not to have feelings of jealousy toward these more
popular influencers. They view these profiles because they admire and look up to these influencers,
and because it motivates them to do better. Moreover, they also get inspiration by looking at these
more popular influencers. An influencer (17, f) explained: ‘It motivates me, as long as my own
Instagram continues to grow, because | know that if they come from this far, | can do it as well. That is
not jealousy, but just wanting what someone else has. | also want to achieve that. It is not that they

don’t deserve it; it is just that | want it myself. So it is more in a positive way.’

Struggle for followers and likes. All influencers claim that they have never (even considered) buying
fake followers or likes. They indicate that brands are capable of recognizing when influencers have
many fake followers, and that these influencers will therefore no longer be approached by brands.
Finally, most of the teenage influencers claim that they are not in any Instapods. An influencer explains
(17, f): ‘That is so hopeless. When you join such a group, that is so forced.” Only two influencers
admitted that they were currently part of at least one Instapod; however, one of them was rather
negative about it. She (17) explains: ‘It really takes a lot of time and those accounts don’t really interest
me. And then | always get photos on my timeline of the accounts that I liked and commented on, but

actually | don’t like those accounts.’

8 Conclusion and Discussion

By using twelve in-depth interviews with Belgian influencers between 11 and 17 years, this chapter
aimed to shed light on the phenomenon of teenage influencers as a new form of consumer
empowerment, paying special attention to how they experience their role in the advertising process.
First, the current study aimed to unravel how teenagers become social media influencers and what the
turning point is for them. Becoming a social media influencer is many teenagers’ dream; however, the
interviewed teenage influencers did not start their social media profiles with this purpose. First, the
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teenagers noticed that the content they posted became appreciated by many, which was expressed
by an increasing number of followers and likes. Then, the option of becoming a social media influencer
suddenly arose and they started behaving accordingly. The teenagers actually started to feel like an
influencer when they had a high number of followers and brands started contacting them. Being
noticed by brands with the ultimate goal of promoting their products is teenage influencers’ ultimate

wish.

Based on the results of the current study, it can be concluded that influencer marketing can be
perceived as a form of consumer empowerment. Each of the four components within perceived
consumer power (i.e., internet technology competence, economic self-efficacy, social self-efficacy and
legal self-efficacy), as distinguished by Kucuk (2009), can be retrieved among the teenagers we
interviewed. First and with regard to internet technology competence, the teenage influencers we
interviewed are not averse to using technology, such as editing apps to improve their photos and
videos, to appear more professional. Rather than a collection of spontaneously uploaded content, their
profiles are purposefully staged stories (Abidin, 2016) and a reflection of their technological skills.
Although the teenage influencers are not always fully aware of the algorithms behind the social media
outlets they use, they do unconsciously aim to beat the algorithms by using several tactics to increase

engagement.

With regard to economic self-efficacy, brands tend to clearly define their expectations toward
influencers and what they may expect in return, which are mostly coupons or free products. Only the
most popular teenage influencers we interviewed can expect monetary payment. Mostly, the
influencers believe that what brands expect from them is rather fair, but they do feel and believe they
can negotiate about the terms. One could however question this, as the used rewarding system is
actually highly uneven, keeping in mind the time and effort these teenagers put in their social media
posts (Duffy, 2016). Additionally, the interviewed teenage influencers are confident in sharing their
opinions about brands with their followers. They believe their opinions are highly valued and feel that
they even have an impact on their followers’ consumer-related decisions. However, when the teenage
influencers are not happy about a product they receive, a dilemma between being truthful toward

their followers and being loyal to the brand arises.

Third, social self-efficacy is strongly reflected among the teenage influencers we interviewed, as they
believe that they certainly have an impact on their followers’ opinions. They feel appreciated and

admired by their followers, whom they call fans, and many of them even gain some kind of celebrity
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status. They put a lot of effort in attracting followers and have built strategies to quickly gain
engagement on their posts (e.g., by tagging other influential social media users or using particular
hashtags). However, they are also afraid of losing followers and feel obliged to continuously post

interesting content.

With regard to legal self-efficacy, most of the interviewed teenage influencers were not aware of the
regulations concerning the disclosure of advertising and, hence, do not disclose their sponsored
influencer posts. Those who do, simply do it because they have to (from a legal point of view or at the
request of a brand), but they do not understand the purpose. In addition, the commercial deals the

influencers make with brands are usually made via direct message and rarely involve a formal contract.

Finally, the teenage influencers we interviewed tend to be very positive about their influencer status
and do not experience major downsides. They do sometimes receive negative reactions from strangers
online, which previously may have made them feel insecure; however, they ascribe these reactions to
jealousy and tend to ignore them. In addition, they experience pressure to regularly post appealing
content, make their followers happy and remain prominent among brands, which might be detrimental
for their school results, sleep and social life. Moreover, they tend to compare with other, more
successful influencers; although, this is for motivational purposes. Finally, despite the struggle for
followers, likes and comments, most of the teenage influencers claim not to participate in unethical

practices, such as buying fake followers or likes.

To conclude, teenage social media influencers are considered an important factor in the advertising
process, as the interviewed influencers believe to affect their followers’ opinions and consumer-
related decisions. Although the teenagers experience some pressure as a consequence of being a social
media influencer, the benefits outweigh the disadvantages whereby they would never give up their life
as a social media influencer and the accompanying celebrity status. However, it can be questioned
whether it is ethically justified to use minors for commercial purposes, especially because teenage
influencers’ compensation is often rather limited (i.e., free products or coupons) compared to the

effort they put in.

9 Practical and Public Policy Implications

First, the current chapter gives an overview of the different influencer marketing tactics and platforms

that brands can use to endorse their products or services. Additionally, the study provides insights for
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advertisers to effectively use teenage influencers for their advertising campaigns. The results reveal
that Instagram and TikTok are the platforms that are most often used by our interviewed teenage
influencers. On these platforms, they use various tactics to create engagement with their followers.
Advertisers can use these insights to determine which tactics they can adopt (and how) to maximize
the results of their investment. For example, some of the influencers indicated that giveaway contests
are popular among their follower base. Hence, brands might use this to their advantage by organizing

giveaway contests with their products in collaboration with teenage influencers.

The results also suggest that the interviewed teenage influencers believe that brands usually do not
have unreasonable terms, therefore, they mostly agree with the requests of the brands (e.g., in terms
of number of posts, platforms, etc.). It is therefore advisable that brands think well in advance about
what they want to achieve with their investment before contacting teenage influencers. However, we
do recommend brands to consult the terms with the teenage influencers and to give them sufficient
input, so that they feel appreciated. In addition, teenage influencers are often better aware of the
latest trends and expectations among their followers, and hence, can better estimate which influencer

marketing tactic will perform best among their follower base.

An important public policy implication is that the current study shows that the teenage influencers are
generally not aware of the current regulations and guidelines concerning the disclosure of influencer
marketing, whereby their sponsored posts are mostly not disclosed. Important to note is that most
brands do not inform teenage influencers about these disclosure guidelines and do not brief
influencers to use specific advertising disclosures. This is probably because advertisers fear that
consumers’ recognition of advertising may negatively affect advertising effects; however, previous
research on influencer marketing showed that this is not necessarily the case (De Jans et al., 2019).
Hence, it is recommended that public policy makers better protect teenage influencers and that brands
take their responsibility with regard to the disclosure of influencer marketing. First, teenage influencers
should be better informed about the guidelines of disclosing sponsored influencer posts and the
possible consequences of non-compliance. In addition, teenage influencers should be clearly briefed
about legal requirements and be imposed to use clear and visible advertising disclosures to comply

with current legislative and (self-)regulatory principles.
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10 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

The scope of the current study was rather limited, as we only interviewed teenage influencers between
the ages of 11 to 17 years. However, there are many child influencers (below the age of 12) that attract
advertisers’ attention to target a very young audience and their parents. For example, Ryan, an eight
year-old boy, earned $22 million in 2018 by reviewing new toys in his videos on his YouTube-channel
(Clark, n.d.). Future research could examine how these child influencers experience their life as a social
media influencer, whether they are truly aware of their commercial practices and the impact they have
on their young audiences. In addition, as the minimum age requirement for opening an account on
social media platforms such as Instagram is 13, the social media profiles of child influencers are mostly
managed by the parents. Therefore, it could also be investigated which role parents play in this process
of influencer marketing, whether and how they think their children are aware of their power and status
as an influencer, how they cope with negative reactions online, and how they think about the
ethicalities of using their children as commercial intermediaries. In addition, the current study did not
specifically ask the teenage influencers about their opinions on rules concerning the new form a labor

they engage in.

Finally, further research could investigate the effectiveness of different influencer marketing tactics on
different social media platforms by conducting quantitative, experimental studies. For example, it
could be investigated whether it is more effective in terms of influencer and advertising effects to post
a sponsored influencer post on the influencers’ social media profiles, or whether it is more effective to
post it on the profiles of the brands. Furthermore, it could be examined which tactics are the most
effective on which platforms in terms of influencer (e.g., influencer credibility, influencer admiration)

and advertising effects (e.g., brand attitude).
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12 Appendices

12.1 Appendix 1. Interview guide
Good morning/afternoon/evening,

First, | want to thank you for your participation. As we already discussed, we will talk about you as an
influencer. | am curious to discover more about your role as an influencer and how influencer

marketing works.

The interview will last between 30 minutes and one hour. The obtained information will be processed
confidentially, so your anonymity is guaranteed. Furthermore, the interview will also be recorded to
make it easy for us to analyze results afterwards. Lastly, would like to highlight that there are no wrong

answers and that you have the right to refuse questions or to stop the interview at any time.

Do you have any questions for me at the moment?

Introduction
Media use in general (how often: daily, monthly, on weekends, ...) On which

social media channels are you mostly active?

Since when are you active?

How many followers do you have on those social media channels?

Process of becoming an influencer and tactics
It does not seem like you can become an influencer in a snap. Can you tell me a little more about how

this exactly went for you?

Did you consciously start your platform(s) to become an influencer?

How old were you exactly?

Do you have a certain focus with your profile (such as fashion, food, sport,...) or more general? Why?
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Was there a certain point in time when you noticed that your number of followers was increasing?

Did you undertake certain action to support this?

Was there a certain point when you could say ‘now | am an influencer’?

Based on what? (followers, likes, collaborations,...)

It seems to me that it is a lot of work to be or to become an influencer. Is this a sort of activity that

keeps you busy every day?

Do you have certain guidelines on how many times you want to post a picture or video online?
(e.g., 1 time a week) Do you work with a PR-agency?

Which one?

Did they contact you? How?

What does a collaboration look like? Do you have to pay for their services?

Do you have any voice in the collaborations that you are getting through them? Are you allowed to

accept other collaborations with brands, without them interfering?

Awareness of their role in the advertising process

Do you remember the first time you collaborated with a brand?
Which brand?

Did you already know the brand before that moment?

Was it a product/service that you would have bought yourself?
Did you contact them or otherwise?

Can you tell me a little more about how this exactly went?
What feeling did this collaboration give you?

When | look at your profile, | notice a lot of other collaborations. Can you tell me anything more about

your experience?
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How did you get paid? (product or money?)

Has there already been a time that you pretended to work with a brand, even though this was not the

case?

If yes: why?

If no: do you have any idea why people would do this?

First, | want to talk about products that you receive without any warning.

Did this already happen to you? (if not: go the next section; if yes: next question) Do you feel

the urge to always post something about it on your channel(s)? How?

Do you sometimes decide to not promote things you receive? Why?

Do you feel obligated to always report positively about brands? Or do you dare to also let your

followers know when you’re not satisfied with the product/service?

Now | would like to talk about the official collaborations where you prepare certain arrangements in

advance.

How do you decide whether you will work with a brand or not?
Do you think it is important to work with brands that suit you?

If yes: why?

If no: why not? (for the money? Or for the free product/service?)
Have you ever promoted brands that you actually did not like?

If yes: what feeling did this give you?

If no: do you let brands know that you are not satisfied with their products or services? When
working with a brand, what do they expect from you in return? (such as ‘minimum 1 post’ or ‘minimum

3 stories’ or even about the type of content you should create).
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Do you have certain conditions for yourself or are you more likely to follow the instructions of the
brand?

Which compensation do you receive when working with a brand?

How is this compensation determined?

Do you have certain guidelines to keep a balance between sponsored and non-sponsored posts?

Do you acknowledge a difference in likes or comments when promoting a brand vs. when posting a

picture of yourself?

| think it sometimes is a battle for influencers to be able to work together with well-known brands.
What is your strategy that makes brands choose you to work with them?
Do you also search actively for collaborations or do you wait for brands to come to you?
Do you have any applications to obtain collaborations?
Your influencership: do you see it as a strategy or more like a nice hobby?
Influencer marketing is defined as a marketing strategy for people on social media to influence their
public by means of the content they create. What do you think of this definition?
Do you have the feeling that you have any influence on your followers?
If yes: how you do notice this?

Do you think that your followers buy the things you promote on your profile?

Now | would like to talk about your usage of sponsorship disclosures. This means that you clearly
identify (e.g., by using a hashtag) when your post is sponsored by a brand.
Do you clearly indicate when a post is sponsored?

If yes: how? Do you think it is important to do so?

If no: why not?

When brands contact you for a collaboration, do they point out the fact that you must clearly show

that the post is sponsored?
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Did you know that sponsorship disclosures are obligated in Belgium?

Do you understand that this guideline exists?

When we talk about the posts you make, are there any tactics or strategies you use when
making a post? (e.g., caption, hashtags, geotags,...) Which strategy has the most success? Why?
How do you build a relationship with your followers?

Do you think this is important?

How do you stimulate interaction?

Do you always answer on your reactions? Why (not)?

Do you use a professional camera or your smartphone when taking pictures?

Do you use filters? What apps do you use to edit your pictures? Do you use Photoshop?

Do you make a planning for when you have to post?

Do you use a certain application to see your potential feed in advance? (e.g., UNUM) Do you

think it is important that your photos fit nicely together?

Are there certain things you consciously do not post about? What is private for you?

Impact on wellbeing

| can imagine that being an influencer takes a lot of energy. Do you experience certain disadvantages

that come with being an influencer?

Was there a certain point on which you had the urge to delete your profile?
If so: why? What caused it?

Influencers sometimes adjust their posts to what they think their followers will like. Do you think a lot

about what you post and what your followers would like to see? Why?

Has this changed over time?
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Have you ever dealt with negative comments/reactions?

If yes: from whom? What did they say?

How did you cope with it? (e.g., delete the comment)

Did this in any way make you uncertain about you being an influencer?
How do your parents and friends respond?
Are their opinions important to you?
Do their opinions have a different impact on you than when strangers give a certain comment?
Research also shows that people sometimes behave different on the internet than how they really are.
Do you feel like you present yourself in another way than who you are in real life
(e.g., happier, better, richer)?

If yes: why?

How do you feel about it?
Do you compare yourself with other influencers?

If yes: are these influencers who are less or more successful than you?

How do you feel about it?
Are there certain influencers that you really look up to? What do you feel when watching their profiles?
Instagram has recently changed its algorithm. This means that photos that get a lot of likes and
comments in a short time, will appear first in the timeline of your followers. Have you noticed this?
How?
Do you have any strategies to bypass this algorithm?

Have you ever liked or followed other influencers’ posts hoping they would do the same for you?

Have you ever received a message like this? (see annex)

The link in this message brings you to a certain instapod/like & comment group. Do you know what

this is?
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If no: Instapods or like & comment groups are groups on Instagram, telegram, WhatsApp, etc.
with influencers who help each other to grow by liking and commenting on each other’s posts.

Have you ever participated in this?

If yes; why? How long? What were the conditions? Time intensity?

What do you think about influencers who participate in this? Do you think this is fair?

These were my questions. Thank you so much for your participation.
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CHAPTER 8
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FURTHER RESEARCH
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CHAPTER 8
GENERAL DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS AND FURTHER
RESEARCH

1 Introduction and main findings

By taking advantage of the affordances and ease-of-use of social media, (young) consumers nowadays
are not only active distributors (e.g., sharing advertising content with friends and acquaintances),
contributors (e.g., by publicly commenting on advertising content), but also creators (by (co-)creating
advertising content for advertisers), rather than passive receivers of advertising content (Hudders, van
Reijmersdal & Poels, 2019). Some social media users, referred to as influencers, earned a large
audience of followers, by creating and sharing entertaining narratives about their personal lives or
demonstrating expertise on relevant topics. Their large network, their content creation skills and the
fact that followers perceive them as likeable, credible and relatable role models, resulted in brands
asking them to endorse their products in exchange for free products and / or monetary payment, a
practice which has been referred to as influencer marketing (De Veirman, Cauberghe & Hudders,
2019). Accordingly, influencers are given an active role in the advertising process as persuasion agents

(Friestad & Wright, 1994).

The current dissertation aimed to make a contribution to the academic and societal debate on the
persuasiveness and ethical use of influencer marketing through three research objectives. To recap,

research objective 1 aimed to provide a state of the art of influencer marketing research to date.

Additional emphasis was put on influencer marketing targeting children. Research objective 2 focused

on the persuasiveness of influencer marketing and aimed to provide a contribution to the important
managerial question which influencer to cooperate with when implementing an influencer marketing

strategy. Finally, in research objective 3, the focus was placed on the ethical use of influencer

marketing, in particular, the importance of advertising disclosures and the vulnerability of minors, both

from a consumer and from an influencer perspective.

Using different methods, each of the dissertation’s chapters aimed to contribute to these research
objectives. In chapter 2 and 3, the current research on influencer marketing was captured and the

underlying mechanisms, explaining the persuasiveness of influencer marketing were elaborated upon,
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in particular among a child audience. In chapter 4, the focus was placed on the persuasiveness of
influencer marketing. In particular, it was investigated which type of influencer in terms of reach is the
best marketing option, considering different types of products. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 focused on the
ethical use of influencer marketing. In chapter 5, the impact of different types of disclosures on
consumers’ responses to influencer marketing and how attitudes may change depending on the used
message framing, was investigated. Chapters 6 and 7 on the other hand, took into account the
vulnerability of minors, both as target audience and as endorsers. By means of summary, table 1

provides an overview of the empirical chapters and their main findings and/or contributions.

This final chapter of the dissertation is organized as follows. First, we generally discuss the main
findings of the studies and how they contribute to our understanding of the persuasiveness and ethical
use of influencer marketing. Second, this chapter elaborates upon the broader societal and managerial
implications of our studies. Hence, the potential value and relevance of our findings, both for policy
purposes and for marketing practice are pointed out. Finally, we discuss the limitations and

opportunities for future research and offer relevant opportunities for future research.
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Chapter | Study Design Main Findings / Contributions
2 Literature review and bibliographic analysis of influencer marketing Overview of the current influencer marketing research and
research identification of leading journals, authors, publications and major
research topics in influencer marketing.
3 Literature review of research on influencer marketing among young Theoretical insights and insights from previous research into the
children persuasiveness of influencer marketing among young children.
4 Study 1: 2 (number of followers: moderate versus high) x 2 (nhumber | Instagram influencers with high numbers of followers are found to be
of followees: low versus high) between-subjects experimental design | more likeable, partly because they are considered more popular. Only
Study 2: 2 (number of followers: moderate versus high) x 2 (product | in limited cases, perceptions of popularity induced by the influencer’s
divergence: low versus high) between-subjects experimental design number of followers increase the influencer’s perceived opinion
leadership.
If the influencer follows very few accounts him-/herself, this can
negatively impact popular influencers’ likeability.
In case of products with divergent designs, influencers with high
numbers of followers may decrease a brand’s perceived uniqueness
and consequently brand attitudes.
5 4 (type of sponsorship disclosure and material connection between Including a sponsorship disclosure (compared to no disclosure)

influencer and brand: material compensation vs. financial
compensation vs. not-sponsored vs. no disclosure) x 2 (message-
sidedness: one- vs. two-sided) between subjects experimental design

negatively affects brand attitude through enhanced ad recognition,
which activates ad skepticism, which, in turn, negatively affects the
influencer’s credibility.

Source’s credibility and, consequently, brand attitude is only negatively
affected when the influencer uses a one-sided message and not when
the message is two-sided.

Including a #notsponsored disclosure when a post is not sponsored,
generates more positive brand attitudes through lowered ad
recognition and skepticism compared to not including any disclosure.
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Content analysis of Ryan’s World food-related videos

A significant number of the videos features energy-dense, nutrient-
poor foods, such as confectionery and fast food, however there is also
some presence of healthier foods (dairy, fruits, vegetables).

Foods are primarily displayed through active use, imaginary play and
actual trial by the lead star: Ryan.

Food is often a part of the ‘story’ and featured in multiple ways from
games to experiments — mostly in entertaining ways and an
atmosphere of fun and joy.

Only a few videos included disclosure of sponsorship.

In-depth interviews with teenage influencers

Insights into the process of becoming a social media influencer.
Influencer marketing can be perceived as a form of consumer
empowerment. Each of the four components within perceived
consumer power (internet technology competence, economic self-
efficacy, social self-efficacy and legal self-efficacy), as distinguished by
Kucuk (2009), can be retrieved among the teenagers we interviewed.
Although teenagers experience some downsides of being a social
influencer, the benefits outweigh the disadvantages.

Table 2 Overview of empirical chapters
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2 General Discussion

During the timing of this PhD, influencer marketing evolved at an incredible pace. Given the
exponential use of social media influencers for marketing purposes, the general aim of this dissertation
was to examine the persuasive power and ethical use of influencer marketing. In the following two
paragraphs, we discuss the findings of the current dissertation and elaborate on how they advance our
understanding of the persuasiveness of influencer marketing and how they may contribute to the
ethical use of influencer marketing, which is of perpetual concern to both influencer marketing

research, policy and practice.

2.1 The persuasiveness of influencer marketing

Influencer marketing mainly differs from traditional forms of advertising in three respects, i.e. the
source of the advertising, in particular the appeal of social media influencers to consumers, the context
in which the advertising appears, which refers to the embedded nature of influencer marketing, and
the framing of the advertising, which refers to the manner in which influencers construct their
advertising messages (Steyn et al., 2011). In the following paragraphs, we elaborate on how the studies
presented in the current dissertation contributed to our understanding of each of these aspects with

respect to influencer marketing.

Source effects. The persuasiveness of influencer marketing is in the first place strongly determined by
consumers’ perception of the source of the ad, i.e. the influencer, which is generally referred to as
source effects in communication and advertising theory (e.g., Wilson & Sherell, 1993). The impact of
source effects on the persuasiveness of advertising has been extensively demonstrated in previous
research. For instance, source credibility has shown to be of critical importance in how consumers
evaluate brands and products, whereby a positive evaluation of the credibility of the source is likely to
translate into positive advertising outcomes (Ohanian, 1991; Sternthal, Phillips, & Dholakia, 1978).
Source credibility is strongly determined by consumers’ perceptions of the source’s trustworthiness
(i.e., honesty, believability, and morality) and expertise (i.e., competence, knowledge, and skills)
(Erdogan, 1999; Flanagin & Metzger, 2007; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Sternthal et al., 1978).
Influencers generally score well on these determinants. First, influencers are considered trustworthy
because their followers perceive them as peers, having no commercial interest (De Veirman et al.,

2017). Moreover, as a result of their exposure to influencers’ frequent, highly personal updates,
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followers feel that they have a somewhat personal relationship with the influencers, which has been
referred to as a para-social relationship (Childers, Lemon & Hoy, 2019; Horton et al., 1956; Lee et al.,
2016). Furthermore, the way influencers frame their sponsored posts (i.e., they talk about brands in
an authentic manner) also contributes to perceptions of trustworthiness, which is elaborated upon
below. Finally, as demonstrated in chapter 6, influencers endorse products in authentic, real-life
settings, which may increase perceptions of trustworthiness (Childers et al., 2019; Schouten, Janssen,
& Verspaget, 2019). Second, influencers tend to be experts in particular domains of interest (e.g.,
lifestyle, beauty, health, technology), which is considered a crucial element of their success (Schouten
et al.,, 2019). In addition, the attractiveness of the source plays an important role in the source’s
credibility and, consequently, persuasiveness (Kahle & Homer, 1985; Kamins, 1989; McCracken, 1989;
Ohanian, 1991). Source attractiveness is driven by factors such as perceived similarity, familiarity, and
likeability of the source (McGuire, 1985), which are all factors that characterize social media

influencers, as elaborated upon in chapter 3 and demonstrated in chapter 7.

In general, source credibility is considered to play a major role in the persuasiveness of influencer
marketing, as highlighted in chapter 2 (e.g., Hsu, Lin, & Chiang, 2013; Lim et al. 2017) and theoretically
elaborated upon in chapter 3. The impact of consumers’ perception of the source on advertising
effectiveness was also demonstrated in chapter 5, as perceived source credibility of the influencer
showed to positively impact brand attitudes. However, assessing a source’s credibility is more difficult
in an online environment, implying that consumers are more dependent on cues and heuristics to
evaluate sources. In particular, chapter 4 demonstrated that consumers use peripheral cues, more
specific, the influencers’ number of followers and followees to assess a source (Chaiken &
Maheswaran, 1994; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Hence, it is not surprising that
influencers themselves attach great importance to these metrics and use thoughtful strategies to
increase engagement, as laid out in chapter 7. However, the importance of these metrics may be
relative, as chapter 4 demonstrated that an influencers’ number of followers mainly affects
perceptions of popularity and likeability accordingly whereas it only in limited cases leads to increased
perceptions of opinion leadership, which is an important indicator of social influence. Furthermore, it
was found that the influencer’s number of followers may not only affect perceptions about the source,
but also about the brand the source endorses. More specific, chapter 4 found that when a product
with a divergent design is endorsed by an influencer with a high number of followers, perceptions of
uniqueness and eventually attitudes towards the brand are lower compared to when it is endorsed by

an influencer with a moderate number of followers. A high number of followers may trigger the idea
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that the product is not that unique after all, as many others may be interested in it (Machleit, Eroglue,
& Mantel, 2000). Hence, this study not only contributes to our understanding of the working of
influencer marketing, but also to naive theory formation as it was shown that consumers use influencer
metrics to evaluate sources and form brand judgements (Brifiol, Rucker, & Petty, 2015; Deval et al.,

2013; Gunasti & Ross, 2009; Kardes, Posavac, & Cronley, 2004).

Context effects. Second, the persuasiveness of influencer marketing may be explained by the context
in which the advertising appears. The context or the communication environment in which the
advertising is displayed, has shown to affect persuasion (e.g., Malthouse, Calder, & Tamhane, 2007).
Influencer marketing occurs in social media, of which the content is determined by the consumer, as
(s)he decides which channels and profiles to follow, including those of influencers. Hence, sponsored
posts of influencers appear in consumers’ feed, between other (non-sponsored) content. Accordingly,
sponsored influencer content may be perceived as less disruptive or invasive, and hence more relevant
compared to other forms of advertising appearing on their social media (e.g., Facebook banners,
YouTube pre-rolls, promoted posts on Instagram,...), as consumers decided themselves to follow the
influencers’ updates. This is of particular importance, as one of the most important reasons for
advertising avoidance in social media is a lack of perceived relevance (De Keyzer, Dens, & De
Pelsmacker, 2015; Kelly, Kerr, & Drennan, 2010; Lee, Kim, & Ham, 2016). Moreover, next to the format
of influencer marketing being similar to its surrounding social media content (Lee et al., 2016) the
advertising is integrated into influencers’ posts in such a manner that it is hard to discern from his/her
editorial or entertainment content (Evans et al., 2017). For instance, in chapter 6 we found that in
Ryan’s World’s videos, food and beverage placements were often a part of the ‘story’ and featured in
multiple ways from games to experiments — mostly in entertaining ways and an atmosphere of fun and
joy. This is in line with Qutteina et al. (2019) who found that influencers contextualize food as part of
celebrations and socialization with friends and family. Hence, influencer marketing can be perceived
as and adds to our understanding of native advertising, defined as ‘any paid advertising that takes the
specific form and appearance of editorial content from the publisher itself’ (Wojdynski & Evans, 2016).
Therefore, to prevent consumers from deceptive advertising, rules and regulations (e.g., EASA, FTC)
oblige influencers to clearly and prominently disclose the commercial nature of their posts, which was

indeed found an effective manner to increase advertising recognition in chapter 5 (cf. § 2.2).

Framing effects. Third, framing effects may impact the persuasiveness of influencer marketing.
Framing refers to the manner in which influencers word their advertising messages. Typically,

influencers’ endorsements resemble eWOM, as they write from their own experiences and
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incorporate their endorsements in personal narratives. This contrasts with advertising resulting from
traditional endorsers that follow a script determined by the brand. Furthermore, influencers tend to
emphasize that they share their honest opinions and discuss both positive and negative aspects of the
products they endorse (Evans et al., 2017; Hwang & Jeong, 2016). The latter strategy (using two-sided
messages) was also found desirable for brands in chapter 5 (cf. § 2.2). However, as appears from
chapter 7, it is likely that in practice, influencers’ posts are positively biased as they want to remain
loyal to the sponsoring brand. As framing effects were examined to a lesser extent in the current
dissertation, future research should conduct a more in-depth analysis of how framing contributes to

the persuasiveness of influencer marketing.

2.2 The ethical use of influencer marketing

Next to unraveling the persuasiveness of influencer marketing, the current dissertation aimed to
contribute to the ethical use of this new advertising format. The following three paragraphs provide a
more in-depth discussion of the disclosure of influencer marketing in particular and both the targeting

and use of minors for influencer marketing purposes.

Disclosure of influencer marketing. First, because of its embedded nature, there are concerns that the
effectiveness of influencer marketing can be attributed to consumers’ lack of awareness or
understanding that influencers’ sponsored posts are in fact advertising. Indeed, the covert nature of
influencer marketing might prevent consumers from recognizing it as advertising and critically assess
their persuasion attempts (Evans et al., 2017; Wojdynski et al., 2016). Hence, in order to protect
consumers from deception, several legislators and regulatory organizations such as the FTC and the
EASA have issued guidelines to aid consumers’ recognition of influencer marketing. These guidelines
prescribe that sponsored influencer content should contain a disclosure label that clearly
communicates the persuasive nature of the content. However, industry reports showcase a high
prevalence of influencers’ not properly disclosing their sponsored posts (Influencer Marketing Hub,
2019). An explanation for their refusal towards disclosures may be that influencers are simply not
aware of regulations, which we found to be the case among teenage influencers in chapter 7.
Moreover, brands do not indicate the necessity of disclosures. This may be because they fear that the
inclusion of disclosures will result in negative consequences in terms of attitudes and intentions. This
is not entirely unjustified, as previous research has shown that the inclusion of a disclosure may result
in decreased persuasion (e.g., van Reijmersdal et al., 2016; Evans et al., 2017; Boerman, Willemsen, &

Van der Aa, 2017). This can be explained by the Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad et al., 1994).
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Disclosures alert followers about the commercial purpose of an influencer’s post and can activate their
advertising literacy (Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2016). Indeed, chapter 5 revealed that the hashtag
#sponsored can effectively increase ad recognition for influencer marketing on Instagram (De Veirman
& Hudders, 2019), similar to Evans and colleagues (2017) who found similar effect for #advertising.
Resulting from enhanced ad recognition and skepticism, chapter 5 found that advertising disclosures
may negatively affect the influencer and the brand accordingly. This supports reactance theory
(Brehm, 1966), which poses that when consumers become aware of the endorsers’ advertising
attempt, they become skeptical and resistant because they do not want to be (unwillingly) influenced.
However, in response to influencers’ and brands’ concerns, we also hypothesized that a thoughtful
message framing may counter negative effects. In particular it was assumed that a two-sided message
may reassure consumers that the influencer is credible because a more nuanced view of the product
is given (Eisend, 2006; 2007; Munnukka et al., 2019; Uribe, Buzeta, & Velasquez, 2016). Indeed, results
showed a significant moderated mediation effect in that source credibility and consequently brand
attitude was only negatively affected when the influencer used a one-sided message and not when the
message was two-sided. Hence, activating advertising literacy through the proper disclosure of
sponsored posts, is not necessarily harmful for brands. This is in line with recent studies that show that
advertising disclosures do not necessarily have a negative impact on influencers and brands, for
instance, when influencers emphasize their honest opinion in the disclosure (Hwang et al., 2016) or
when young adolescents are properly informed about advertising by the influencer him- or herself (De
Jans et al., 2019). Hence, chapter 5 of the current dissertation adds to advertising literacy theory and
the boundary conditions of disclosure effects. Moreover, chapter 5 extends current research by
showcasing the importance of including an explicit #notsponsored disclosure in case of non-

incentivized endorsements.

Targeting of minors. Second, whereas brands assume that consumers know that influencers’ posts
may in fact be incentivized promotions (Childers et al., 2019), research shows that this is not exactly
the case, in particular when targeted at minors (e.g., De Jans et al., 2019; Folkvord et al., 2019; van
Dam & van Reijmersdal, 2019). In chapter 3, we explained why children in particular are vulnerable
targets of influencer marketing, which is both due to the embedded nature of influencer marketing
(cf. chapter 6), children’s limited advertising literacy (i.e., their skills and abilities to recognize,
understand and evaluate advertising; Malmelin, 2010) and their susceptibility to peer influence. An
understandable disclosure may help children recognize sponsored influencer content as advertising

(De Jans et al., 2019). Still, study 6 showcased that sponsored content targeted at children is rarely
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properly disclosed, supporting recent accusations of Ryan’s world featuring sponsored content that is
not properly disclosed (Hsu, 2019). Moreover, this sponsored content is mostly embedded in
entertaining formats, such as unboxing videos and pretend play, as showcased in chapter 6 and also
found in Nicoll and Nansen’s content analysis (2018), making it increasingly hard for children to
recognize these videos’ commercial purpose. Altogether, the current dissertation stresses the
vulnerability of child audiences concerning influencer marketing and ads to the limited literature on
influencer marketing among minors by outlining theoretical explanations for the latter (cf. chapter 3)
and by providing an in-depth understanding of the influencer content resulting from peers children

encounter on a regular basis (cf. chapter 6).

Minor influencers. Third, next to targets of influencer marketing, children such as Ryan from Ryan’s
World (cf. chapter 6) increasingly act as executors of influencer marketing. While Ryan’s parents play
a major role in the construction of their child as an influencer and the development and distribution
of the videos on his channel, this is much less the case for slightly older, teenage influencers as
appeared from chapter 7. While parents do support their teenage children and, for example, teenage
influencers themselves are in control. Chapter 7 of the current dissertation examined how they built
and maintain their status and how they experience influencer marketing. Hence, as the literature
review conducted in chapter 3 of this dissertation noted that the influencer perspective remained
neglected in previous research, chapter 7 of the current dissertation partially fills this gap. Important,
although teenage influencers appeared confident and happy with the status they achieved and their
collaborations with brands, various elements indicate their vulnerability, which questions the ethicality
of their use for marketing purposes. In the following paragraphs we elaborate on their protection in

particular by referring to the policy aspects.

3 Implications

This dissertation has important implications for the ongoing debate about the persuasiveness and
ethical use of influencer marketing, which is a topic of both managerial and societal concern.
Managerial concerns relate to the challenges for marketers to use influencer marketing in an effective
though ethical manner. Societal concerns relate to the protection of consumers and ensure
transparency on sponsored content, in particular when targeted at young and vulnerable audiences.
This section reflects upon these concerns and conveys some meaningful implications, both for public

policy as for influencer marketing practice.
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3.1 Implications for influencer marketing policy

3.1.1 Policy implications concerning the disclosure of influencer marketing

Apart from existing guidelines and regulations which emphasize that advertising has to be clearly
recognizable as such (i.e., the identification principle, e.g., the Federal Trade Commission’s Clear and
Conspicuous Standard and the International Chamber of Commerce Code’s Art. 7), recently, (self-)
regulatory bodies have made efforts to formulate specific guidelines on the disclosure of influencer
marketing. For instance, in November 2019, the US Federal Trade Commission released a document
and illustrating videos with specific advertising disclosure guidance for influencers. In the EU, the
European Advertising Standards Alliance (EASA) launched a best practice recommendation on
influencer marketing in December 2018. These guidelines all call for the proper disclosure of influencer
marketing, using clear and conspicuous labelling. The findings of chapter 5 support these guidelines,
as it was found that adding #sponsored effectively increases ad recognition for influencer marketing
on Instagram, in line with Evans et al. (2017) who found similar effects for #paidad. However, the
current guidelines leave a wide berth for interpretation and implementation and practical guidance on
how to disclose commercial relationships in practice remains absent. In fact, EASA states that the
timing, placement, labelling (i.e., acceptable hashtags), and wording (e.g., phrases to correctly identify
the nature of agreement with the advertiser, such as payment or free products) of appropriate
disclosure should be further defined at national level (EASA, 2018). This has led to a number of differing
(self-)regulatory principles on a national level. While some countries consider that influencer
marketing is covered by existing guidelines and regulations, others have developed and implemented
specific guidelines on the disclosure of influencer marketing, including Belgium. As a result, while
consumers can access social media content and follow influencers from all over the world, how their
sponsored posts are disclosed depends on the guidelines of the influencers’ country of origin.
Moreover, platforms that are popular among influencers such as Instagram and YouTube came up with
built-in disclosures, to help influencers label commercial content. Although effective in increasing ad
recognition (Boerman, 2020), these standardized disclosures may not be sufficient, as explicitly
mentioned in the FTC guidelines (2019). As a result, today there is a plethora of labels, differing in
position, phrasing, and language, which could render confusion among consumers and the absence of
effectiveness. Accordingly, the current dissertation calls for a coordinated, evidence-based approach
at the EU-level concerning the (self-)regulation of influencer marketing and its enforcement to ensure

compliance.
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3.1.2 Policy implications concerning the protection of child audiences

As illustrated in chapters 3 and 6, children’s media environment and habits changed drastically,
resulting in increased exposure to embedded advertising formats, including influencer marketing
(Folkvord et al., 2019; Ofcom, 2019). Due to its integrated and entertaining nature, children have
difficulties recognizing influencer marketing (Martinez & Olsson, 2019; van Dam et al., 2019), hereby
emphasizing the importance of clear advertising disclosures for children in particular (Boerman & van
Reijmersdal, 2020; Hoek et al., 2020). These advertising disclosures should be recognizable and
understandable for children in order to increase their advertising recognition of influencer marketing
and activate children’s advertising literacy before or during exposure to sponsored content (De Jans et
al., 2019). However, none of the existing influencer marketing disclosure guidelines mention the
vulnerability of young consumers. Hence, it could be questioned whether disclosure guidelines and the
current industry practices were developed with a young and vulnerable audience in mind (Verdoodt &
Feci, 2018). In light of the latter and considering children’s susceptibility to this form of marketing (cf.
chapter 3), both measures to empower children to cope with influencer marketing and protective

measures that recognize the specific needs and vulnerability of child audiences are recommended.
3.1.3 Policy implications concerning the protection of child influencers

Apart from being heavily targeted by brands, advertisers increasingly rely on children for marketing
purposes. This raises important questions about the need to protect child influencers from different
perspectives. The current dissertation would like to draw attention to the following three issues
related to the use of child influencers for commercial purposes, i.e. their liability concerning the proper
disclosure of influencer marketing, their protection against child labor, and the protection of their

online privacy. Below, each of these issues are discussed.

Today, both regulatory guidelines and social media platforms consider influencers fully responsible for
the proper disclosure of their posts. In fact, the FTC explicitly mentions that influencers, “shouldn’t
assume legal compliance is someone else’s job” (Fair, 2019) and also the ICC code reminds influencers
of their legal responsibilities (EASA, 2018). Furthermore, while platforms such as Instagram and
YouTube provide built-in tools to help influencers disclose the commercial nature of their content, they
explicitly mention that influencers themselves are responsible for complying with legal obligations on
disclosure of advertising (Facebook, 2018; YouTube, 2019). While these platforms indirectly generate
an income from influencer marketing, through different forms of digital advertising accompanying the
influencers’ content (e.g., banners, personalized pre-rolls, sponsored stories) (Hellemans, Lievens, &

Valcke, 2015), no responsibility on disclosing the commercial nature of the content shared on their
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platforms generated by users, is currently attributed to them. Furthermore, the responsibility of
agencies or platforms who receive a part of the advertising revenue generated by the influencers tied
to them, remains unspecified. EASA does recognize the potential involvement of different parties, but
transfers responsibility to the self-regulating organizations to “identify which parties bear
responsibility differently based on the provisions in the national laws and the specific conditions
identified in a given influencer marketing case” (EASA, 2018, p. 13). While influencers are assumed to
be aware of the fact that their commercial activities come with certain responsibilities, chapter 7 of
the current dissertation revealed that teenage influencers are generally not aware of disclosure
guidelines, and brands on the other hand do not alert them to the rules. Therefore, the current
dissertation calls for initiatives to raise (young) influencers’ awareness with regard to the obligation to
make their sponsored posts recognizable as such. Moreover, there are even a number of very young
child influencers, as illustrated in chapters 3 and 7, which leads to the question to what extent they
can be considered fully responsible for the content they post. While famous examples such as 11-year-
old Evan from EvanTube and 7-year-old Ryan from Ryan’s World, have been notified multiple times
that their channels did not adequately provide disclosure (BBB National Programs, Inc. 2016; 2017;
Hsu, 2019) and thus are considered responsible, the liability of child influencers and their parents
accordingly - in particular when they are not tied to an agency - remains unclear. Hence, next to a call
for taking into account the specific needs of child audiences in influencer marketing guidance, the
current dissertation calls for clarity on liability and a deresponsabilisation of children throughout the

regulatory framework.

Influencer marketing can be considered a novel profession that emerges in the context of social media,
which raises both ethical and legal concerns, especially when minors used as marketers. To date, there
is no clarity on legal responsibilities when the influencer is a child. According to van der Hof, Verdoodt
& Leiser (2019) children’s influencer activities could on the one hand be perceived as a form of
commercial exploitation, covered by international child rights law as well as national labor laws, which
should protect them from being unjustly manipulated for the economic benefit of commercial actors,
including advertisers. On the other hand, children’s online activities could be interpreted as a form of
free expression, and a participatory act in children’s digital media environment. The latter vision is
shared by the teenage influencers we interviewed in chapter 7. However, if we consider the amount
of time, effort and sometimes even money (e.g., on professional camera’s or editing software) these
young influencers spend on producing high-quality and entertaining content, interesting questions

concerning the nature of their activities and the need for additional regulatory frameworks to protect
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minor influencers rise. Moreover, they experience a constant pressure to perform, and their activities
may interfere with their education or may be harmful to their mental health, although none of the
influencers we interviewed experienced major negative side effects of their influencer activities.
Furthermore, when analyzing child influencer Ryan’s videos in chapter 6, we found that his videos are
clearly staged and edited and Ryan follows scripts in which he often promotes products including his
own merchandise to his peer followers in an entertaining manner. Ryan’s videos have become an
important source of income for his family and his activities, encouraged and arranged by his parents,
could be considered a new form of child labor (van der Hof et al., 2019). However, it is unclear to what
extent child influencers are protected by traditional workplace standards, such as Child Labor Laws in
the US and article 32 of the Convention in the EU, i.e. the right to protection against economic
exploitation. Furthermore, social media platforms including YouTube merely inform users about the
existence of labor laws, without having a clear policy (Wong, 2019). While both advertisers and social
media platforms commercially benefit from child influencers’ activities, they do not really consider
their welfare. Moreover, there are no clear rules on (financial) compensation, to what extent the
merits of their activities accrue to them and whether their income is taxable, in particular when their
parents own and manage their social media profiles (cf. the Children's Online Privacy Protection

(COPPA) Act prohibits children under thirteen years to create a profile on social media),.

Next to issues related to child labor, related tensions arise regarding children’s online privacy. While
most social media platforms have an age limit of thirteen years or a different section for children with
limited possibilities to comply with COPPA, it should be acknowledged that age restrictions are easy to
circumvent. Moreover, parents may create and manage child influencers’ accounts in which content is
being published from the child’s perspective, as is the case for Ryan of Ryan’s World, whose videos we
thoroughly analyzed in chapter 6. These practices could be perceived as the commercial extension of
‘sharenting’, which is “regularly using social media to share information about one’s child” (Fox & Hoy,
2019, p. 1). Parents of child influencers go one step beyond and share visual material and information
about their child for commercial purposes, with known and unknown audiences. Hence, the question
arises whether sharing a child’s personal lives online is a violation of that child’s privacy, in particular
when this is done with a profit motive. Moreover, when children create and share the content
themselves, which is likely the case as they grow older as illustrated in chapter 7, the question rises
whether these children are fully aware of the privacy-related consequences of their online sharing

practices. Hence, the current dissertation calls for initiatives to raise awareness on the privacy-related
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consequences of young influencers’ (and parents’) sharing behavior and the potential implications in

the future.

3.2 Implications for influencer marketing practice

3.2.1 Strategic choices concerning the type of influencer

A first and important step when considering influencer marketing, is the identification and selection of
appropriate influencers that are congruent with the brand (Freberg et al., 2011). This is reflected by
entrepreneurs and researchers creating metrics and algorithms to select social media users with the
greatest influence (Katona, Zubcsek, & Sarvary, 2011; Trusov, Bodapati, & Bucklin, 2010). As an
influencer’s number of followers or subscribers is a reflection of his/her reach, until today, it is used as
a starting point to track influencers. However, due to changes in social algorithms which prioritize posts
that earn a lot and direct engagement (i.e., likes, comments, shares), today an influencer’s ability to
generate engagement may be more important to take into account than his/her number of followers.
Moreover, when considering an influencer marketing strategy, it is important to bear in mind that
people make assumptions and create meaning based on this type of data. In particular, the results of
chapter four show that an influencer’s number of followers may affect perceptions about the
influencer and the products (s)he endorses. Also, the influencer’s ‘followers/followees ratio’ should be
considered, as influencers with a high number of followers but a very low numbers of followees might
be found less likeable. Furthermore, the type of product willing to promote through an influencer
should be taken into account. Specifically, chapter 4 shows that when considering an influencer
marketing strategy to promote products with a divergent design, partnering with an influencer with a
high number of followers might not be the best option, as this may lower the brand’s perceived
uniqueness and consequently brand attitudes. Hence, in case of niche products, it may be more
relevant to look for expert influencers who may directly address to the brand’s target audience
(Alassani & Goretz, 2019; Ho et al., 2015). Moreover, influencers with less followers may still have a
real-life relationship with their followers and are therefore deemed as more authentic, resulting in a
more engaged audience (Boerman, 2020). To conclude, to select an appropriate and congruent social
media influencer, various factors and their interplay should be considered. While metrics such as the
influencer’s number of followers and level of engagement may be a good starting point, it is not yet a
guarantee of success, in particular when considering the growing trend of fake followers and

inauthentic engagement.
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3.2.2 Marketing ethics related to the disclosure of influencer marketing

Throughout this dissertation, the success of influencers as powerful endorsers was foremost attributed
to the fact that they are perceived as authentic and credible peers. Followers consider their posts as
unbiased and genuine eWOM rather than brand-initiated content, because of the way they fit
commercial messages into their highly personal narratives and the authentic look-and-feel of their
images and videos (Cheung et al., 2009; Phelps et al., 2004). Moreover, child influencers’ content in
particular appears to be integrated in entertaining formats such as unboxing videos (cf. chapters 3 &

6).

Recent regulatory guidelines (e.g., EASA, FTC) force influencers to reveal the commercial purposes of
their posts. Influencers however are reluctant to properly disclose their sponsored posts, as they fear
that this will affect their credibility (van Reijmersdal et al., 2016). Moreover, as found in chapter 7,
(teenage) influencers are often not aware of the regulations concerning the disclosure of influencer
marketing and brands mostly do not provide guidelines on disclosing sponsored posts when addressing
influencers, probably because they fear it will negatively brand responses through a critical reflection
of the ad, which was also found in chapter 5 (e.g., An, Kerr, & Jin, 2018; Boerman et al., 2017; Evans et
al.,, 2017; Wojdynski et al., 2016). However, as chapter 5 suggests, using a two-sided message may
generate less negative responses, although further research is needed to get more certainty about the
impact of message-sidedness in disclosed influencer posts. Moreover, it is very likely that followers will
appreciate the influencers’ transparency in the long end. To conclude, adding advertising disclosures
to sponsored posts and providing nuanced reviews may benefit both the influencer and the brand, as
this is not only legally required, it is also ethical, as it enhances followers’ recognition of advertising
(De Veirman et al., 2019; Evans et al., 2017), which allows them to critically reflect on the advertising

and prevents them from being subconsciously persuaded.

3.2.3 Marketing ethics related to the targeting of minors

In the current dissertation, special attention was paid to minors, both as influencers (chapter 7) and as
the audience of influencers (chapters 3 & 6). The affordances and ease-of-use-of social media not only
allow minors to consume highly entertaining content created and shared by popular influencers, they
are also able to share self-created content. Increasingly, children are not only targeted by influencer
marketing, they are also used as commercial intermediaries between brands and their young target
audience. In particular, chapter 6 closely analyzed the content shared by today’s most popular child

vlogger, Ryan of Ryan’s world, and showcased the prevalence and the ways in which young audiences
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are exposed to foods and beverages in his videos. As also explained in chapter 3, following social
cognitive theory (Bandura, 2002), these videos may facilitate young children to unknowingly develop
their food preferences and eating habits. Moreover, given the ways in which foods and beverages are
integrated into the entertaining content, these videos have great persuasive potential. More specific,
children may have difficulties recognizing that these entertaining videos may also be presenting
persuasive material. As their persuasion knowledge (i.e., the knowledge, abilities, and skills to cope
with advertising; Boush, Friestad, & Rose 1994) will likely not be activated, this blurred advertising
format may lead to unwanted persuasion (Nairn & Fine, 2008). This is particularly worrying as our
research did not find many sponsorship disclosure, despite sometimes obvious commercial content.
This is in line with chapter 7, which found that minor influencers mostly are not aware of the need for
disclosure of sponsored content, which is reinforced by the fact that brands do not point this out to
them. Considering minor influencers’ young and vulnerable audiences, using them as endorsers can
be considered questionable, in particular when promoting unhealthy behavior, such as the
consumption of energy-dense (cf. high calories) foods as illustrated in chapter 6. This is particularly
important because child vloggers’ videos are available on YouTube kids, a platform that profiles itself
as child-friendly and may be considered likewise by parents. Moreover, these findings once again call
for the proper disclosure of influencer marketing, supported by recent research which has shown that
a disclosure is successful in activating minors’ recognition of influencer marketing (De Jans et al., 2019;
Boerman & van Reijmersdal, 2020). As explained above, this is not necessarily harmful for the brand.
In particular, when children experience a strong para-social relationship with the influencer, a
disclosure does not affect their brand attitudes (Boerman et al., 2020). Advertising disclosures may
even positively affect brands and influencers when teenagers’ advertising literacy is activated prior to
exposure to the disclosure (De Jans et al., 2019). Although influencers are considered fully responsible
for the content they post and its proper disclosure according to current legislation, brands have a
responsibility in educating (minor) influencers and provide instructions on how to properly disclose
their posts, to prevent them from being unknowingly at risk of breaking regulations, which is currently

the case as appears from the findings of chapter 7.

Moreover, when cooperating with minor influencers, companies should not profit from minors’
ignorance and their eagerness to engage in commercial deals as they perceive this as a status symbol.
Keeping in mind the time and effort these teenagers put in their social media posts, the reward system
which mostly involves free products, can be considered highly uneven, although the influencers we

interviewed perceive their deals with brands as fair. Moreover, chapter 7 found that in most cases

357



there is no official agreement between teenage influencers and brands, as they tend to be approached

via direct messages, if not affiliated with an agency, which opens the door for malpractice.

4 Limitations & Directions for Future Research

The current dissertation applied a multi-method approach to delve into the persuasiveness and ethical
use of influencer marketing, while considering the targeting and use of minors for marketing purposes.
Each of the studies included in this thesis have their own limitations, which are thoroughly discussed
in chapters 2 to 7. Opportunities for future research emerge from general limitations associated with

this research, which are elaborated upon in the current paragraph.

First, while the experimental studies in chapters 4 and 5 offer specific insights into the causal
relationships among specified variables, this approach has limitations, most of which are due to the
artificial nature of the experimental context. One limitation lies in the manipulation of the influencer
profiles and sponsored influencer posts. In each of the studies, participants were exposed to the
Instagram profile and / or a sponsored social media post of a previously unknown influencer. This was
a conscious choice to maximize internal validity by eliminating familiarity effects, however, as a
consequence, the potential impact of influencer-consumer para-social relationships (PSRs) - which
refers to feelings of friendship, developed through repeated interaction and exposure over time
(Horton & Wohl, 1956) - was eliminated. Influencers tend to share the private aspects of their lives via
personal narratives and interact with their followers on a regular basis. Accordingly, influencers
become part of their followers’ daily lives and feelings of intimacy, similarity, closeness result in the
development of PSRs (Lee & Watkins, 2016; Munnukka et al., 2019; Boerman et al., 2020). Research
identified the development of PSRs to be an important underlying mechanism for endorser
effectiveness (Chung & Cho, 2017; Munnukka et al., 2019). Moreover, it was found to explicate
influencers’ appeal and persuasiveness among children (Boerman et al., 2020; Tolbert & Drogos, 2019)
and adolescents (Lou & Kim, 2019). Hence, future research is needed to gain more insights into the
development of PSRs with influencers and the role of PSRs in influencer marketing effectiveness.
Longitudinal research could render valuable insights into how PSRs with influencers develop over time
and determine whether this process differs depending on the type of content influencers share and
how they position themselves towards their followers. For instance, compared to static social media
posts, dynamic, audiovisual content such as YouTube and TikTok videos or video fragments in

Instagram stories render more information about influencers’ vocal, facial, and body expressions.

358



Moreover, the duration of exposure to influencers, and the extent to which they interact with their
followers, may differently impact the development of PSRs. Furthermore, research could investigate
to what extent the strength of PSRs impacts responses to sponsored content. Finally, when conducting
experimental research in the future, a well thought trade-off must be made between controlling for
familiarity effects and taking into account the role of PSR by using influencers that are known to the

participants.

Second, the experimental studies in this dissertation asked participants to imagine they were scrolling
through their Instagram feed, which might require a lot of imagination and excludes the state of flow
consumers may experience while scrolling through their personal social media apps. Future research
may search for manners to integrate stimulus materials into participants’ personal social media feeds,
for instance through artificial intelligence applications to create a more realistic research setting.
Moreover, in practice consumers may use different devices at the same time (e.g., scrolling social
media on their smartphones while watching TV), which could affect advertising outcomes (see Segijn
& Eisend, 2019, for a meta-analysis), however, multi-screening effects were not taken into account in
the current dissertation. Eye-tracking research could render insights into this behavior and register

participants’ actual exposure to and engagement with influencers’ sponsored posts.

Third, the findings of the experimental studies on self-reported measures of consumers’ attitudes and
intentions, which may have resulted in various biases. Future research could contrast these measures
to other measures that do not rely on consumers’ reports. For instance, behavioral measures that track
consumers’ actual responses to sponsored influencer content (e.g., how many likes are given,
comments posted, shares,....) or physiological measures that rely on biological responses such as
galvanic skin response, pupillary response, and subtle movements of facial muscles could render
valuable insights (Lavrakas, 2008). Moreover, exploring the ways in which big data and computational

techniques can be harnessed to advance influencer marketing research could be useful.

Fourth, the experimental studies exposed participants to a limited representation of the Instagram
profile of the influencer followed by a single sponsored post (chapter 4), or only the latter (chapter 5).
Hence, context effects were excluded, while they are supposed to affect consumers’ responses to
embedded advertising formats such as influencer marketing (cf. § 2.1). Moreover, the generalizability
of our findings is limited, as the experimental studies were conducted on one single platform
(Instagram), in which a micro-influencer endorses one single type of consumer goods (food and

beverages). Therefore, transferring the results of the experimental studies to different platforms,
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different types of influencers, and / or different types of products or services, needs caution. Hence,

future research could examine whether similar findings will emerge in different contexts.

Fifth, by conducting a content analysis of a child influencers’ YouTube channel in chapter 6, we aimed
to gain insights into the content to which young audiences are regularly exposed. However, in practice
children scroll through their feeds and click the videos that seem interesting. Moreover, they may be
watching content on different social media apps, sometimes even at the same time. Hence, in order
to gain insights into (young) consumers’ actual exposure to influencer content, next to eye-tracking
(cf. supra), diary studies in which participants are asked to keep track of the influencer posts and videos
they encounter (e.g., Qutteina et al., 2019), may deliver relevant insights. These may be particularly
valuable in the current context of social media algorithms that prioritize posts that receive direct
engagement (i.e., likes, comments, shares) and social media feeds that are tailored to users’ interests
(due to the large amount of personal information consumers share on social media and the use of

cookies).

S5 Future trends For Influencer Marketing Research

Influencer marketing practice and research have quickly developed over the past several years.
Research up to date has mainly focused on the persuasiveness of influencer marketing (Djafarova &
Ruthsworth, 2017, Lou & Yuan, 2019), the impact of influencer-related properties (e.g., De Veirman,
et al., 2017; Schouten et al., 2019) and the impact of disclosures (e.g., Carr & Hayes, 2014; Hwang et
al., 2016; Evans et al., 2017) on consumer responses (e.g., brand attitude and purchase intention).
Although it is argued that influencer marketing reached maturity, influencer marketing is yet to evolve.
In light of the ever-changing media landscape, new tools and trends emerge, which bring new
questions to be examined in future research (Lou et al., 2019). In the following paragraphs, we discuss

some recent trends and how they may inspire future research in the domain of influencer marketing.

Influencer marketing targeting children. While research on influencer marketing is gaining
momentum, it is striking that this research focuses primarily on adult consumers, despite the fact that
children are heavily targeted by influencer marketing (cf. chapters 3 and 6) and often used for
influencer marketing purposes (cf. chapter 7). Although a special issue in Frontiers in Psychology (Fall
2019) resulted in a recent increase in studies focusing on the impact of influencer marketing on minors
(e.g., De Veirman et al., 2019; Boerman et al., 2020; Hoek et al., 2020), further efforts are needed,
keeping in mind minors’ vulnerability. In particular, next to tracking the content to which young
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audiences are regularly exposed to on social media (cf. §4), it would be useful to examine the meanings
they give to (child) influencers and how they interpret their persuasion attempts. These insights would
contribute to our theoretical understanding of the value of and the meaning attached to influencer-
generated content among children as explicated in chapter 3, including their views related to the
embedded persuasive appeals (advertising literacy) in this matter. Hence, these insights may serve as
a basis for the development of a conceptual model that expounds the appeal and persuasiveness of
influencers among children, which could be empirically tested in the future. Moreover, future research
could examine how children’s advertising literacy concerning influencer marketing can be improved.
In particular, further research is needed to investigate the effectiveness of disclosure cues and
advertising literacy initiatives to reduce children’s susceptibility for this specific embedded advertising
format (De Jans et al., 2019). Finally, additional insights into (young and vulnerable) influencers’ own
perspective and the motivations and personality factors that underlie their social media activities,
would be valuable, as chapter 7 was limited in scope. In particular, it would be useful to acquire in-
depth insights into the construction of child influencers appearing on social media and the role of
parents in shaping their online personae, as this arises tensions regarding privacy in the digital age

(Blum-Ross & Livingstone, 2017).

Influencer marketing on TikTok. Influencer marketing became big on Instagram, which is still a
dominant platform for influencer marketing in 2020, followed by Twitter, Facebook and YouTube.
However, the video sharing app TikTok is rapidly growing and was the most downloaded social media
app by September 2019 (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2019). Also in Belgium, TikTok quickly gained
popularity, in particular among young audiences (Vandendriessche & De Marez, 2020). TikTok is a
video sharing app on which users can share short, self-made videos they can easily edit in the app.
Some TikTok contributors managed to build a sizeable audience of followers and are referred to as
“established broadcasters”. Brands with a young target audience started to address them to endorse
their products and make them attractive to their followers, similar as on other platforms. The current
dissertation incorporated TikTok as an emerging app for influencer marketing. For instance, it was
referred to in the conceptual paper on influencer marketing targeting children (see chapter 3) and half

of the teenage influencers we interviewed (see chapter 7), were active TikTok creators.

Because of the presence of many children younger than 13 on TikTok, the app created a separate
section for kids that only allows them to access curated videos. Moreover, children cannot comment,
search, or post their own videos. However, similar to YouTube Kids, this is not an advertising-free
environment and children can easily watch influencer videos. Moreover, by entering a false birthdate,
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they can easily bypass that section (Ucciferri, 2018). Keeping in mind TikTok’s young user base and
children’s vulnerability in relation to influencer marketing (cf. chapter 3), the current dissertation urges
for research to gain insights into the marketing practices that take place on this platform and children’s
susceptibility to them accordingly. Next to TikTok, it is likely that in the coming years new platforms
and tactics will arise. Therefore, continuous research on different influencer marketing formats

emerging in different platforms, will be necessary.

Virtual influencers. A recent trend in influencer marketing is the use of virtual influencers, created
using artificial intelligence. Lil Miquela for instance is a virtual Instagram influencer with 1.9 million
followers who can follow her daily activities, including trips to the beach, the celebration of her 19t
birthday and hanging out with other virtual influencers. Moreover, she actively interacts with her
follower base by reacting on their comments. Hence, although here followers know she is not real, it
is likely that she creates meaningful parasocial relationships with them. Lil Miquela is actively used for
influencer marketing too, resulting in collaborations with brands like Calvin Klein and Supreme. In
contrast with the increasing creation and use of virtual influencers by brands, no research yet focused
on virtual influencers and how they become meaningful sources of inspiration to their followers.

Accordingly, the promising trend of virtual influencers requires more research attention.

Nano influencers. As influencer marketing matures, practices are changing. Rather than focusing on
influencers with a large reach, marketers are specifically looking for influencers who directly address
their target audience and built expertise in a specific niche albeit with a lower number of followers.
This draw to so-called nano-influencers is related to the recent decrease in trust due to influencers
buying fake followers or artificially creating engagement through instapods. As micro-influencers grow
popular and increasingly rely endorsement deals with brands to make a living, they also lost some of
their perceived authenticity and relatability, which is key to their persuasiveness as appeared from the
current dissertation. Hence, brands are turning to nano-influencers who built an organic following of
people they mostly know in person. Moreover, brands can now use artificial intelligence and machine
learning to track these influencers, while they used to rely on metrics such as influencers’ number of
followers and engagement rates (cf. chapter 4). This trend of nano-influencers is not only promising
for influencer marketing practice, but also for future influencer marketing research, which could for

instance focus on different types of influencers and their value for business.

Influencer marketing to impact social behavioral change. The studies in the current dissertation

mainly focused on influencer marketing for commercial purposes. However, influencer marketing is
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increasingly used by the public sector to influence public opinion or as part of social marketing
campaigns. In Belgium for instance, influencers such as Charlotte Leysen and Sander Gillis promote the
anti-bullying campaign ‘stipit’, which appeared to be very successful. Though promising, to our
knowledge, no research yet focused on influencer marketing for social marketing purposes. Although
insights from the current dissertation may be useful for social marketing, caution is needed when
transferring them to a non-profit context and responses might differ. Hence, influencer marketing for

social marketing purposes may be an interesting avenue for future research.

With these paths for future research, we have come to the end of this dissertation. While the studies
we conducted throughout the years enhanced our understanding of the persuasiveness of influencer
marketing and provided us with insights on its ethical use, they lifted only a small corner of the veil.

Indeed, there is a lot more to discover and study in the fairytale world of social media influencers.
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