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Abstract 

Does Follower Count Really Matter? 

: An Investigation on Micro Influencers and Instagram Influencer Marketing  

 

Y. Jin Youn 

College of Business Administration 

The Graduate School 

Seoul National University 

 

Online social media such as Instagram has become a crucial part of marketing. This growth is 

fueled by the popularity of social influencers, who have substantial impact over consumption 

decision. Especially, Instagram is becoming the main platform for various influencer marketing 

strategies. Despite the importance of Instagram and influencer marketing, academic research 

lacks depth and breadth to address the reality of the social media landscape. The current 

research explores factors such as follower count and influencer marketing type and suggests an 

integrative model to understand influencer marketing. Through a series of four experiments, 

one lab experiments and three field experiments, I show that follower count does not have a 

significant directional impact on purchase intention when consumers are already following the 

influencer. Contrary to common belief, data shows that having less followers positively affect 

purchase decision due to influencer trust. I finalize with theoretical and practical implications.  
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satisfaction 
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“Nothing influences people more than a recommendation from a trusted friend. A 

trusted referral influences people more than the best broadcast message.” 

- Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook Founder 

Recently, online social media such as Instagram, Facebook, Youtube, has become a 

crucial part of marketing (Knoll 2016; Kaur et al. 2018; Shiau, Dwivedi, and Lai 2018). In the 

US, such social media platforms have an adoption rate of at least 20% (Youtube 73%, Facebook 

68% and Instagram 35%; Anderson and Smith 2018). Especially, Instagram is rapidly growing 

with more than 1 billion users using the platform every month. It is considered a ‘daily’ social 

media where over half the users log in to their account at least once a day (Gensler et al. 2013; 

Newberry 2019). This growth of Instagram is due to several reasons, but most experts agree 

that it has been fueled by the popularity of Instagram based brands and influencers (i.e., the 

rise of the “Instafamous”; SocialPubli 2019). Among all other online social media, Instagram 

is considered as the most important platform for many marketers and US marketers spend more 

than 60% of their social media budget on Instagram (Mention 2018). Statistics show that more 

than 10% of US users shop on Instagram and over 130 million users tap on shopping posts 

every month (Instagram 2020; Newberry 2019). Instagram is proving to be an optimal platform 

for business and brands to attract potential consumers and has projected to earn more than $12 

billion in ad revenue by the year 2020 (Instagram 2020).  

 ‘Influencers’ are at the center of the development of social media and has been the 

recent focus of many successful marketing campaigns. Influencers are active creators of online 

content which impact brands and products, and therefore affect potential consumers (Chau and 

Xu 2012; Smith et al. 2007; Hsu et al. 2013). Many younger consumers are relying more on 

influencers for product information and recommendations. Especially, influencers on 
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Instagram are affecting consumption decisions much more than those on other social media 

platforms, making Instagram and the influencers active on its platform more important than 

ever (Casalo, Flavián, and Ibáñez-Sánchez 2017; Marwick 2015). Most marketers believe that 

influencers have substantial impact over consumption decision and statistics show that 

consumers are likely to trust and follow recommendations of influencers (Influencer Marketing 

Hub 2018; Rakuten Marketing 2019). Due to this characteristic, utilizing influencers to 

promote and recommend products and brands has become a pervasive marketing practice. 

‘Influencer marketing’ is a form of marketing where brands or companies collaborate with 

influencers to promote their products (de Veirman, Cauberghe, and Hudders 2017). Due to the 

rise of these new popular figures, how to leverage social media influencers have become a 

crucial issue for many marketers (Gallagher 2018). Social influencers (i.e., influencers who 

became popular through social media) are not only different from traditional celebrities such 

as famous actors or athletes but the way they promote products also vary from traditional 

advertisements (Abidin 2016). The foundation of influencer marketing is the relationship and 

trust that followers build toward influencers. Influencers, unlike traditional celebrities, 

organically expand their influence in a specific area or domain and are voluntarily chosen by 

followers. Moreover, their growth is based on a social platform where two-way interaction 

between the influencer and follower (i.e., users who decide to subscribe to contents created by 

another person) is possible. This unique position allows followers to trust them as ‘friends,’ 

which is one of the reasons why influencer marketing is more effective compared to traditional 

advertisements (Jin, Muqaddam, and Ryu 2019; Sokolova and Kefi 2019). Said otherwise, 

whether the consumer follows the influencer plays a critical role in the effectiveness of 

influencer marketing. Influencer marketing, after all, is directed toward the followers of the 

influencer.  
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Due to its form of presenting followers in numbers, many perceive that the number of 

followers is the most critical factor that impacts consumers’ decision on social media. It is the 

first thing users see in the front page of most social media profiles. This belief has affected not 

only marketing practice but academic research on influencer marketing (Jin and Phua 2014; 

Sokolova and Kefi 2019; Xiao, Wang, and Chan-Olmsted 2018). Recently, however, marketing 

practitioners as well as some academics are vouching for the importance of ‘micro influencers’ 

on Instagram (Alampi 2019). This, in part, contradicts findings that claim the importance of 

follower count (Evans et al. 2017; Jin and Phua 2014; de Veirman, Cauberghe, and Hudders 

2017). As influencer marketing is evolving, the importance of quantitative metrics such as 

follower count is being challenged. The premise is that once users decide to follow a certain 

influencer, they start a relationship with them which diminishes the importance of superficial 

indicators. In contrast to influencers who have a huge following, those with a smaller follower 

base can communicate and interact with their followers more closely and focus on niche 

interests. This serves as the basis for a more meaningful relationship which may, in turn, 

positively impact consumers’ decision. This raises a question on when and how follower count 

affects the effectiveness of influencer marketing.  

While there is an influx of industrial studies regarding influencer marketing and micro 

influencers on Instagram, academic research is limited and does not reflect the fast-changing 

landscape of the real world (de Veirman et al. 2017; Aral 2011). Also, many prior researches 

are based on other types of social media such as Youtube, Twitter and Facebook (Sokolova 

and Kefi 2019; Xiao et al. 2018). Since each social media is unique in how influencer marketing 

is implemented and how followers/subscribers react to influencers, research based on 

Instagram is essential in understanding the consumer behavior on this platform. Importantly, 

lab experiments on influencer marketing only provides a partial explanation on the 
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effectiveness of influencer marketing since it does not deal with situations in which the user 

already follows the influencer. Qualitative studies that take the relationship and context into 

account focuses on influencers with a large follower base and fail to provide a deeper 

understanding on influencers who have less followers (Chen 2018; Ting, de Run, and Liew 

2015). All in all, previous research on influencer marketing on Instagram does not suggest an 

integrative framework to understand when and why influencer marketing is effective. Since all 

social media is distinctive in how influencers interact with and affect consumers, research on 

the current trends of influencer marketing on Instagram warrants further investigation.  

 In the present research, I attempt to explore several factors that affect influencer 

marketing on Instagram. Specifically, I investigate the factors that impact purchase intention 

when the consumer is either a follower or not of the influencer. My proposition is that to those 

who voluntarily follow influencers, follower count is not as important as one may think. The 

current research attempts to provide evidence that, contrary to common belief, having less 

followers may be better than having more when there is a preexisting relationship. Furthermore, 

I highlight the role of several factors (i.e., social attractiveness, trust, PSI, product satisfaction) 

that impact influencer marketing.  

CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

 My proposed model (fig 1.) conceptualizes the effectiveness of influencer marketing 

based on Instagram user behavior. There would be two types of consumers who view 

commercial contents of the influencer: followers and non-followers. The model contends that 

the impact of follower count on purchase intention will be dependent on whether the user 

follows or does not follow the influencer. In other words, whether the consumer decided to 

have a relationship with the influencer will matter in predicting what cues they will use to 

evaluate an influencer marketing campaign. Not following an influencer entails that there is 
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no existing relationship. In other words, consumers who view commercial content from an 

influencer they do not follow is most likely to base their decision on perceptions that come 

from explicit, quantitative cues. The belief that other people likes the influencer positively 

affects social attractiveness (Hong et al. 2012), which in turn, may affect purchase intention. 

However, this does not reflect the reality of influencer marketing since most social media 

users mostly receive information and content from who they follow. Investigating factors that 

affect purchase decision when the user follows the influencer is essential in understanding the 

full impact of influencer marketing. When there is an existing relationship, qualitative factors 

such as trust may influence purchase intention. Importantly, these qualitative factors would 

be positively affected when the relationship is perceived to be close. In this case, having less 

followers will have a positive impact on purchase intention.  

My list of factors that affect purchase intention is not exhaustive and represents only a 

small portion of interesting variables that can potentially affect influencer marketing. However, 

in the interest of parsimony, I investigate few factors driven by the influencer (i.e., trust, para-

social interaction, social attractiveness) and the other by the product or transaction (i.e., product 

satisfaction). The model demonstrates that when a consumer follows (not follows) the 

influencer trust (social attractiveness) drives purchase intention. The factors of the conceptual 

model are described in the following.  
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FIGURE 1. CONCEPTUAL MODEL ON THE IMPACT OF FOLLOWER COUNT ON 

PURCHASE INTENTION 

 

 

INFLUENCER MARKETING AND INSTAGRAM 

Influencer marketing has been the holy grail of marketing since the rise of various 

social media. Paid blogging was first introduced in 2006 and rapidly became the new way of 

promoting and marketing products ever since (Coldford 2013; Murphy 2019). Various 

platforms such as Youtube, Facebook, Twitter and Instagram all demonstrate unique forms of 

influencer marketing. This type of marketing is referred to as sponsored content, native 

advertising, or vlog advertising depending on the platform or content of the advertisement 

(Boerman and Reijmersdal 2020). The most common term used is ‘native advertising.’ This 

type of advertising is mostly conducted online and matches the form and function of the 

platform that the advertising circulates on (Mansfield 2018). Said otherwise, native advertising 

makes it difficult for consumers to distinguish between entertainment and commercial content. 

This type of advertising is created and generated by third parties (here, influencers) and are 
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naturally displayed through ‘personal’ channels owned by them. Despite the difference 

between traditional and native advertising, the content of most influencer marketing has not 

been so different from traditional celebrity marketing (de Veirman et al. 2017; Jin and Phua 

2014; Sokolova and Kefi 2019). The most prevalent method used in influencer marketing is 

endorsement. Endorsement is a type of marketing where the endorser comments or shows that 

they recommend a certain product or brand. This is not very different from traditional print or 

TV advertisements where celebrities represent products or brands through mass media. 

However, due to the nature of the social medial environment, social influencers could upload 

contents about a brand or product and persuade their followers that they voluntarily chose and 

like the product they are promoting. Consumers feel a stronger connectedness toward 

influencers and believe that they are more authentic (Tran and Strutton 2014; Sefanone et al. 

2010). The commercial content could be embedded within personal stories and interactions, 

which blur the line of advertising and often confuse consumers. This is a consistent pattern in 

most social media, since influencers are generators and creators of their own content and they 

display commercial content along with their personal ones (Rozendaal et al., 2011; Buijzen et 

al., 2010; Boerman et al., 2017; Evans et al., 2018). This type of advertising has been proven 

to be most effective on Instagram since it is a platform where many influencers share their 

personal, daily stories. In other words, although endorsement was not a novel way of promoting 

products and brands it could be, unlike traditional advertisements, perceived as more of a 

recommendation from a trusted friend. Prior research shows that consumers show more 

positive attitude toward sponsored content as compared to traditional celebrity marketing (Jin 

et al. 2019).  

However, as influencer marketing has become a massive industry there has been 

several regulations and laws enforced to ensure the safety of consumers. One of them is that 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.03042/full?utm_source=S-TWT&utm_medium=SNET&utm_campaign=ECO_FPSYG_XXXXXXXX_auto-dlvrit#B57
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.03042/full?utm_source=S-TWT&utm_medium=SNET&utm_campaign=ECO_FPSYG_XXXXXXXX_auto-dlvrit#B11
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.03042/full?utm_source=S-TWT&utm_medium=SNET&utm_campaign=ECO_FPSYG_XXXXXXXX_auto-dlvrit#B11
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.03042/full?utm_source=S-TWT&utm_medium=SNET&utm_campaign=ECO_FPSYG_XXXXXXXX_auto-dlvrit#B9
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.03042/full?utm_source=S-TWT&utm_medium=SNET&utm_campaign=ECO_FPSYG_XXXXXXXX_auto-dlvrit#B27
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influencers need to explicitly disclose information that the post is a paid or sponsored 

advertisement. Many countries are employing regulations and laws to stress the importance of 

clear communication of sponsored content on social media (Federal Trade Commission 

2017; European Advertising Standards Alliance 2018). Recently, the impact of disclosing such 

information has been investigated by several researchers (Boerman 2020; Boerman and 

Reijmersdal 2020; Evans et al. 2017; van Dam and Reijmersdal 2019). Boerman and 

Reijmersdal (2020) find that disclosure increases recognition of advertising but decreases 

product desire on Youtube. Consistently, advertising information disclosure on Instagram is 

also known to increase ad recognition but decrease brand attitude and intention to spread word-

of-mouth (Evan et al. 2017). This deterioration of brand attitude and product desire is mainly 

due to the activation of advertising literacy as a defense mechanism against advertising 

(Boerman and Reijmersdal 2020; de Jans, Cauberghe, and Hudders 2018). This cognitive 

advertising defense allows consumers to understand selling and persuasive intent and reduce 

the susceptibility of the advertising effects (Rozendaal et al. 2011). Also, as consumers are 

becoming better at distinguishing paid content from the rest, endorsements may gain attention 

but do not cause meaningful attitudinal or conative changes because most followers know that 

the influencer has ulterior motives (Chen 2018). In other words, the very reason why influencer 

marketing had been more effective than traditional celebrity marketing is diminishing (Jin et 

al. 2019).  

This proves that consumers are less likely to purchase a product that the influencer 

promotes unless it is based on their opinion and preference. Followers are willing to purchase 

product that are used and recommended by the influencer. To overcome this difficulty, 

Instagram based influencers and brands are expanding their horizon and employing different 

types of marketing to effectively persuade consumers. One of the ways to get around this is 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.03042/full?utm_source=S-TWT&utm_medium=SNET&utm_campaign=ECO_FPSYG_XXXXXXXX_auto-dlvrit#B29
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.03042/full?utm_source=S-TWT&utm_medium=SNET&utm_campaign=ECO_FPSYG_XXXXXXXX_auto-dlvrit#B29
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.03042/full?utm_source=S-TWT&utm_medium=SNET&utm_campaign=ECO_FPSYG_XXXXXXXX_auto-dlvrit#B26
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engaging in commerce directly. Instagram is a commerce friendly platform with several 

functions catering to those who attempt to sell products on Instagram (Instagram 2020). This 

unique characteristic, compared to Youtube, makes Instagram ideal for transactions. In some 

parts of the world such as South Korea and China, influencers who directly engage in 

commerce (i.e., sell products) have been rapidly increasing (Chae and Lee 2020). Especially, 

the so called ‘Insta Market,’ which is an online shopping mall that sells products chosen by 

influencers, is becoming a crucial part of influencer marketing in South Korea (Korea National 

Tax Service 2017). Here, influencers not only post contents about the product or brand but acts 

as the salesperson and directly sells the product to their followers. While endorsement is more 

of a one-time post were the words and main content is directed by the sponsor, posts related to 

commerce could be posted frequently and regularly with more originality. Influencers share 

everyday situations where they use the product suggesting why and when their followers need 

the product. Since influencers receive profit from the sales, they have strong motivation to post 

and share as much content as possible. Consumers know that the influencer is selling the 

product, which makes it less personal and more commercial, however, tend to believe that the 

influencer is using it since it is shown frequently on the Instagram feed. Unlike when they 

endorse a product, Influencers share their user experience, effects and downsides of the product 

just like a trusted friend. Due to its effectiveness in generating sales, influencers engaging in 

commerce has quickly becoming a popular way of promoting products on Instagram in South 

Korea (Chae and Lee 2020; Choi 2019; Jang and Kim 2019). The main reason that this type of 

influencer marketing is so effective is that it does not activate a defense mechanism in 

consumers. Here, influencers who sell products create and post daily content using the product 

along with persuasive captions about their usage experience. Consequently, consumers are 

more likely to believe that the products are curated based on the influencer’s taste. A pretest 
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(N = 203) conducted on Instagram users in South Korea show that consumers are more likely 

to think that the influencer voluntarily chose and like the product when they engaged in 

commerce as compared to endorsement (correspondence bias; MEndorsement = 3.17 vs. Mcommerce 

= 3.70, F(1,199) = 5.90, p = .016; see Appendix for full results).  

Despite the growing popularity, there is no research, up to date, that investigates the 

impact of influencers engaging in commerce on consumers’ purchase intention. Thus, the 

current research focuses on how influencers engaging in commerce affect purchase intention. 

Since laws and regulations to enlighten consumers that endorsement is not authentic are 

becoming more prevalent in many countries, commerce could be an effective way for 

influencers to engage with consumers and generate sales for brands.  

THE MEANING OF FOLLOWERS 

The most important indicator in influencer marketing is follower count. Since the 

number of followers are displayed on the Instagram profile (i.e., the main page of a user), 

people believe that follower count is the most prominent and explicit index to judge how 

powerful an influencer is. Perceived popularity on Instagram does have several positive effects 

(Jin and Phua 2014). However, it is essential to understand what a ‘follower’ means in social 

media. Followers are people who voluntarily decide to receive online content from the 

influencer and interact with the influencer and other followers who are interested in the 

influencer (Jin and Phua 2014; Sokolova and Kefi 2019). Due to this voluntary interest, 

followers are prone to whatever information the influencer communicates which serves as the 

foundation of influencer marketing. Because of this, it has been believed that the more 

followers the better; if more people trust the influencer, the turnover for purchase would be 

higher. In line with this belief, marketers have been paying a hefty fee to promote their brand 

and product through influencers with higher follower count (Bailis 2020). There are even many 
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marketing companies or services claiming to increase follower count easily and quickly, and it 

has become a huge industry since many users wish to have high followings. Having a lot of 

people who listen to the influencer and likely persuaded about products and brands is 

meaningful, however, merely having a huge number on the profile does not have any weight.  

Many academic researches on influencer marketing has also emphasized the 

significance of follower count. That is, when the influencer has more followers they are 

perceived as more popular, which in turn, translates to credibility, opinion leadership, para-

social interaction and much more (Jin and Phua 2014; Sokolova and Kefi 2019; Xiao et al. 

2018). Lab experiments, however, often provide a fabricated profile with only the information 

of the follower count. In this situation, follower count inevitably has a significant and positive 

impact on consumer behavior as it is the only reliable cue about the influencer that the 

participants receive. This does not show that influencers with higher follower count have 

stronger influence over followers, but merely demonstrates that being perceived to be more 

popular helps when there is no other cue to evaluate a person. In this case, participants are 

emulating those who do not follow the influencer and have no preexisting knowledge or 

relationship with them. Consumers who do not follow the influencer would only be affected 

by these external indicators to judge the influencer and associated product since there is no 

other information to base their judgement on. All in all, prior experimental studies on influencer 

marketing should only reflect the attitude and behavior of those who do not follow the 

influencer.  

H1a. Consumers will be more likely to purchase a product from an influencer who has 

more (vs. less) followers when they do not follow the influencer.  

POPULARITY AND ATTRACTIVENESS 



 
12 

 

Sokolova and Kefi (2019) showed that social attractiveness, physical attractiveness, 

attitude homophily, para-social interaction (PSI), and credibility affects purchase intention for 

subscribers of Youtubers (i.e., influencers on Youtube). They argue that peripheral cues could 

play a more important role in persuading consumers in a social media environment (Petty and 

Cacioppo 1986; Mosler 2006). Contents on social media is easy to comprehend and the young 

population that adapted to the platform refers the peripheral route to make decisions. In the 

current research, I highlight a few factors that may affect purchase decision on Instagram.  

In social media, follower count communicates popularity by telling other users how 

much this influencer has been chosen by other people. The number of followers not only show 

that they are popular but also liked by many people. The term “Instafamous,” a word that 

describes influencers who became popular on Instagram, is based on the notion that these 

influencers have a substantial number of followers (Jin et al. 2019). This is reasonable, since 

popularity is a factor that has a strong association with various indices linked to social influence 

and people are more likely to conform to popular figures (likeability, dominance, prestige, 

network centrality etc.; Gommans et al. 2017; LaFontana and Cillessen 220; Parkhurst and 

Hopmeyer 1998; Sandstorm 2011).  

Perceived popularity often leads to social attractiveness, and this attractiveness has 

been one of the core factors that make influencer marketing effective (Argo, Dahl, and Morales 

2008). Attractiveness could lead to popularity and vice versa, which means that the two factors 

are cyclical in forming the image of an influencer. Attractiveness could be roughly categorized 

into two components: social and physical (Chaiken 1979; DeBono and Harnish 1988; Kahle 

and Homer 1985; Shavitt et al. 1994). Since not all influencers show off their face or body on 

Instagram, perception of physical attractiveness is often difficult to measure. Especially, when 

users first glance at an Instagram profile, in cases where the influencer does not frequently 
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share their face or body image, it might be hard to evaluate physical attractiveness. Thus, a 

non-follower can only be sure of the perceived social attractiveness which stems from 

popularity. Social attractiveness refers to how likeable the target is. Attractive speakers can 

convey messages better and persuade the audience much more effectively than their less 

attractive counterparts (Chaiken 1979). Attractiveness is a strong peripheral cue that many 

people base their decisions on. Those who here a message from an attractive speaker would 

identify with the speaker and wish to create a positive relationship. Social medial users are 

prone to this identification and many of them would like to borrow the lifestyle and personality 

of influencers (Peter 2004; Boon 2001). Social attractiveness leads people to want to be friends 

with the influencer, which in turn, enhances the possibility of purchasing the product (Hong et 

al. 2012; Kapitan and Silvera 2015; Sokolova and Kefi 2019). Prior research shows that 

attractive (vs. unattractive) communicators have more positive impact on products they are 

associated with (Joseph 1982). When an attractive influencer promotes a product, consumers 

believe that they too could become attractive by purchasing the product. They might even think 

that purchasing the product makes them closer to the desired target. Many company and brands 

are trying to take advantage of this, since consumers may think that the product or brand is as 

attractive as the influencer. 

For popularity to be used as a cue for persuasion there are some conditions that need to 

be met (e.g., bandwagon effect; Bartels 1985; Myers, Wojcicki, and Aardema 1977; Nadeau, 

Cloutier and Guay 1993). Consumers need to randomly receive the information and should 

have different opinion about the issue matter before viewing the popular figure or opinion 

(Nadeau et al. 1993). These criteria are met when Instagram users see a profile of an influencer 

they do not follow. Non-followers do not have a prior conception of the influencer and mostly 

has no opinion about the product that is being advertised. Thus, they are prone to the popularity 
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cues that are provided when deciding and most likely to change their default opinion to a 

positive one. Thus, I hypothesize as the following.  

H1b. Higher purchase intention for influencers with more (vs. less) followers will be 

mediated by social attractiveness of influencer. 

THE RISE OF ‘MICRO’ INFLUENCERS 

Social influencers are defined as “people who built a large network of followers and 

are regarded as trusted tastemakers in one or several niches” (De Veirman et al., 2016, p. 1). 

In other words, they are those who focus on a niche and provide information and opinion about 

that niche. As social media expands and the number of users as well as influencers grow, 

however, many influencers became more popular than traditional celebrities which dissociates 

them from their foundation. At the same time, the taste of social media users and consumers in 

general are becoming more and more refined and sophisticated. As such, many social media 

users are searching for new representatives of their preference and interest instead of these 

broadly popular figures. As a reflection of this phenomenon, marketing practitioners as well as 

some academics are emphasizing the importance of ‘micro influencers’ (Alampi 2019). Micro 

influencers exist in all social media platforms but are most active on Instagram (Activate 2016). 

Quantitative definition of micro influencers ranges from those who have 1k to 5k or 10k 

followers to those who have under 50k followers (Anderson 2019; Bernazzani 2019). These 

definitions are arbitrary since there is no official guideline. From a consumer’s point of view, 

the most reasonable cut-off point should be at 10k since that is when the visual cue of the 

profile changes dramatically (i.e., Instagram inserts the ‘k’ instead of numbers after a user hit 

10,000 followers; Influicity 2018). For the purpose of this research, I use the 10k cut off point 

to define micro influencers (i.e., those with more than 10k followers vs. those with less than 

10k followers).  
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The quantitative definition of micro influencers is not as important as how they engage 

with their followers (Tilton 2011). Micro influencers, despite their smaller follower base, are 

those who usually have a focused passion or topic of interest. These people are generally 

regarded as an industry expert or topic specialist. They are favored by a smaller group of 

followers as compared to those with a larger follower base, but followers are usually more loyal 

and enthusiastic about their opinion which is based on strong trust (Alampi 2019). From a 

marketer’s perspective, micro influencers are more cost effective as they reap higher 

engagement rate (i.e., a metric calculated to measure user activity toward user generated 

content) and conversion rate with substantially lower cost than influencers with a larger 

follower base (Influencer Intelligence, 2018; Pusztai 2019). Said otherwise, micro influencers 

might not have a large reach but have a strong influence on decisions that their followers make.  

Consistently, research on Twitter (i.e., a text based social media) shows that follower count 

does not necessarily translate to influence (Cha et al. 2010). Moreover, they also show that 

limiting topics of communication positively affects increasing influence. This lends support 

that micro influencers on Instagram, who have a narrow and focused interest, may have 

stronger influence over and emotional link with their followers (Lindh & Lisichkova, 2017). 

Moreover, consumers believe that micro influencers are conveying authentic content as well 

as honest opinion (Activate 2016). Taken together, marketing practice and academic research 

jointly suggest that micro influencer may have a stronger positive impact on persuading 

followers. When a consumer follows the influencer and has built a relationship, it is more likely 

that they will be affected by the opinion of micro influencers as compared to those who have 

larger following.  

Despite the impact of micro influencers, prior academic research on influencer 

marketing lacks insights of their impact on consumption decision on Instagram. One of the few 
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researches that deals with influencers with relatively low follower counts on Twitter show that 

it is more effective for those influencers to promote products with higher product divergence 

(Jin and Phua 2014). The results demonstrate that when the influencer has around 2k followers 

promote products with higher divergence consumers are more favorable as compared to 

influencers who have 20k followers. This research was based on a lab experiment, where 

participants did not previously follow the influencer. Thus, this may be a result of merely 

viewing the large and small number of followers and associating it with higher or lower 

divergence. Moreover, influencers on Twitter are usually not specialists or experts on certain 

domains of consumption. It is a text-based platform used to share thoughts and opinions about 

various matters. I contend that this will not be the case with followers on Instagram. Instagram 

influencers are usually liked and followed for a specific area of interest. Consistently, prior 

research has found that the perceived fit between an Instagram influencer and endorsed brand 

significantly affects the effectiveness of an influencer marketing campaign (Breves et al. 2019). 

Thus, whether the product category matches the influencer’s area of expertise is much more 

important than general product divergence. I assume that product divergence will not be a 

meaningful moderator that affects purchase decision in a real influencer-follower relationship. 

Thus, my hypotheses are as follow: 

H2a. Consumers will be more likely to purchase a product from an influencer who has 

less (vs. more) followers when they already follow the influencer regardless of product 

divergence.  

THE ROLE OF INFLUENCER TRUST 

Trustworthiness refers to the degree to which people view the source as honest and 

reliable (Ohanian 1990). Once people have a relationship with another person, trust is one of 

the most critical factors that impact persuasion. The main reason that influencer marketing is 
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more effective than traditional celebrity marketing is that followers trust influencers to provide 

authentic and helpful information. Influencers utilize this everyday by showing real-life 

applications and situations of the product and encourage followers to replicate them (Forbes 

2016). Followers believe that influencers are trusted, close friends. Prior research on Facebook 

find that trustworthiness, in addition to perceived similarity, is an important factor that makes 

influencers more effective in persuading consumers (Jin 2018). The social presence of 

influencers on social media leads to stronger feelings of trustworthiness and positive attitude 

(Jin et al. 2019). High levels of interactions between the influencer and follower leads to trust, 

much like trust between ‘real’ relationships. Many researchers have pointed out that trust is 

one of the most critical factors that impact the effectiveness of influencer-follower 

communication (Gashi 2017; Jin and Phua 2014; Metzger and Flanagin 2013; Xiao et al. 2018). 

In a similar context, trust is known to be a critical component in building a meaningful 

relationship between consumers and salespeople since it reduces feelings of risk and doubt 

(Ganeson 1994). Trust in a salesperson positively influences customers’ intentions to purchase 

and to recommend, and ultimately leads to more sales (Atuahene‐Gima and Li 2006, Liu and 

Leach 2001). The importance of trust in relationships has been repeatedly demonstrated in 

various marketing and sales contexts (Doyle and Roth 1992; Morgan and Hunt 1994; Price, 

Arnould, and Tierney 1995). Consumers associate positive emotion with trustworthiness 

toward the salesperson, and in turn, this positive emotion leads to higher relationship 

satisfaction (Lee et al. 2011). In an influencer marketing context, the influencer who directly 

engages in sales may be considered as a trusted salesperson. 

The perceived popularity evoked by large follower counts does not necessarily mean 

that followers trust the influencer more (Godey et al. 2016; Jin and Phua 2014; Sokolova and 

Kefi 2019; Xiao et al. 2018). Influencers with large following will be less intimate in the 
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relationship, which in turn, make followers trust the source less. In contrast, micro influencers 

have a meaningful impact over their followers because they evoke stronger trust (Alampi 2019). 

Hence, when followers trust the influencer more, they will be more likely to purchase the 

product from the influencer.  

H2b. Higher purchase intention for influencers with less (vs. more) followers will be 

mediated by trust toward the influencer. 

PSI, PRODUCT SATISFACTION AND INFLUENCER TRUST  

To gain a deeper understanding on the influence of micro influencers, I attempted to 

further investigate factors that affect influencer trust. The theory of para-social interaction (PSI) 

shows that the relationship between a spectator and a performer (Horton and Wohl, 1956; 

Kelman 1958) can cultivate an illusion of intimacy as for a real interpersonal relationship 

(Dibble, Hartmann, and Rosaen 2016). Initially, PSI was used to explain the relationship 

between the audience and media characters (Rubin, Perse, and Powell 1985). With the rise of 

influencer marketing, however, it has been frequently utilized to explain the relationship 

between influencers and followers (Jin and Ryu 2010; Lee and Watkins 2016; Rihl and 

Wegener 2017; Sokolova and Kefi 2019; Xiang et al. 2016). Many researchers find that social 

media is optimal to develop a para-social relationship between the follower and influencer. It 

is an optimal channel to foster this type of relationship as it ‘seems’ that influencers are actively 

interacting with followers. With heightened PSI, followers often experience a real-world social 

relationship even when the actual relationship is one-sided (Horton and Wohl 1956).   

Especially, Instagram is an optimal platform to garner PSI. On Instagram, many users publish 

their own content making the two-way interaction like that of a real relationship. Additionally, 

it is possible to easily comment and share opinions with others making it comparable to the 

communication people engage in offline. As such, prior research suggests that PSI significantly 
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influences the effectiveness of influencer marketing (Gong and Li 2017). Consistently, 

followers of Youtube influencers were more likely to purchase a product from the influencer 

when they experienced higher PSI (Hwang and Zhang 2018; Sokolova and Kefi 2019).  

People who have a para-social relationship with influencers often desire to emulate 

them as a way belong to the ‘club’ (Greenwood et al. 2008). In many cases, PSI and 

trustworthiness toward the influencer was correlated (Rasmussen 2018). When consumers 

build a relationship with the influencer, they feel heightened PSI, which in turn, affects trust 

toward the influencer. Since having less followers will accentuate feeling of having a ‘real’ 

relationship, followers will feel higher PSI toward influencers who have less (vs. more) 

followers. Taken together, I hypothesize that PSI would mediate the influencer trust of 

influencers with less (vs. more) followers. 

H3a. Followers trust influencers who have less (vs. more) followers due to PSI.  

In an Instagram marketing context, influencers are not just celebrities but brand 

ambassadors or salespeople. When influencers do not engage in commerce and merely interact 

with followers, perceptions related to the influencer would be the only factors that affect trust. 

However, when there is a transaction involved there are other factors that impact trust. Because 

there was a monetary transaction between the influencer and follower, the trust toward 

influencers could not be a product of mere perception. The primary motivation for long-term 

relationships for consumers in a transactional relationship is satisfaction from prior interactions 

(Kennedy, Ferrell, and LeClair 1998). Especially, product satisfaction an essential component 

to evaluate transactional interactions. When consumers are satisfied with the product or service, 

they tend to trust the salesperson and repeat purchase from them (Sharma, Grewal, and Levy 

1995). Here, product satisfaction is a congregate feeling that a consumer feels regarding the 

whole transaction process. Prior research demonstrates that salespeople with strong empathy 
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and listening skills evoke stronger satisfaction (Aggarwal et al. 2015). In other words, close 

relationship between the salesperson and consumer positively affects satisfaction. Similarly, 

when in a context where influencers sell products, influencers with closer relationships with 

the consumer (here, those with less following) will be more likely to have higher product 

satisfaction. This product satisfaction is most likely to feed into influencer trust.  

H3b. Followers trust influencers who have less (vs. more) followers due to product 

satisfaction.  

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES 

Four studies, one lab experiments and three field experiments, were conducted to 

investigate my hypotheses about influencer marketing and purchase intention. Especially, 

field experiments were designed to extend the findings of prior literature and offer stronger 

practical implications to marketers. Also, varying levels of follower count (more vs. less) 

were tested as well as a different forms of influencer marketing (endorsement vs. commerce). 

Finally, the research suggests that influencer trust is what drives the purchase decision and 

PSI and product satisfaction affects it.  

Study 1 was designed to test the effect of follower count (more vs. less) and influencer 

marketing type (commerce vs. endorsement) on purchase intention when the consumer does 

not follow the influencer. Study 2 to 3B were built to demonstrate the impact of micro 

influencers on consumption decision when there is a preexisting relationship between the 

influencer and follower. Study 2 demonstrates having less (vs. more) followers have a 

stronger impact on purchase intention. Moreover, the large-scale field experiment also offers 

insights about the role of influencer trust. Study 3A and 3B reveals that PSI and product 

satisfaction drives trust toward influencers with less (vs. more) followers.   

STUDY 1 
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 The objective of this study is twofold. First, I attempted to replicate previous research 

by showing that follower count has a positive impact on purchase intention when the consumer 

does not follow the influencer. That is, follower count will be a critical factor in making 

consumption decisions when there are no other cues for consumer to rely on. Second, I also 

demonstrate that social attractiveness mediates the effect between follower count and purchase 

intention when there no preexisting relationship between the influencer and follower.  

Method 

Participants. Two-hundred and sixty-three participants (Mage = 34.24, SD = 7.51; 43.3 % 

male) were recruited from a third-party research firm where they send out survey links to their 

participant pool via e-mail. Due to the nature of the survey, participation was limited to those 

who have basic knowledge of what Instagram is. The survey lasted approximately 10 minutes 

and all participants were compensated with 1,000 KRW (i.e., equivalent to approximately 1 

USD). 

Design and Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions 

in a 2 Follower (More vs. Less) X 2 Type (Endorsement vs. Commerce) between participants 

design. First, all participants were asked to choose an area of interest (i.e., travel, food/cooking, 

home interior, and fitness/health). Afterwards, they were given a fabricated profile of an 

influencer of the chosen area of interest with either over or under 10k followers depending on 

the assigned condition (more vs. less). The profile and feed image were from existing 

influencers who do not have a presence in Korea so that participants did not have a 

preconception about the images. Then, participants were asked whether they were willing to 

follow the influencer on a binary scale (yes or no). Participants also filled in an open-end 

question on why they chose or not chose to follow the influencer. Finally, they were shown 

with an Instagram post made to seem like the influencer was either endorsing (endorsement) 
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or selling (commerce) a product. The product was described to be a new product in the category 

that the participants chose as their area of interest in the beginning of the survey (see Appendix 

for all experimental stimuli). Participants were asked whether they were willing to purchase 

the product (Purchase intention: how do you think of the product, how likely are to you 

purchase the product, how likely are you to recommend this product to other people; α = .893). 

This served as the dependent variable. Finally, all participants answered two questions 

regarding social attractiveness (1= not at all, 7= very much “I think the influencer could be a 

friend of mine.” “I would like to have a friendly chat with the influencer”; α =  .914 ; 

Sokolova and Kefi 2019). 

Results 

Purchase Intention. A 2 Follower (More vs. Less) X 2 Type (Endorsement vs. 

Commerce) two-way ANOVA was conducted on purchase intention and revealed a significant 

interaction (F(1, 259) = 3.67, p = .05; fig. 2). There was also a main effect of influencer (Mmore 

= 3.29 vs. Mless = 2.97, F(1,259) = 4.73, p = .031). Specifically, contrast analyses shows that 

the difference between endorsement and commerce is significant for those in the more follower 

condition (Mendorsement = 3.08 vs. Mcommerce = 3.50, F(1,259) = 4.11, p = .044). Also, when then 

influencers were engaging in commerce, those in the more follower condition were more likely 

to purchase the product than those in the less follower condition (Mmore = 3.50 vs. Mless = 2.90, 

F(1,259) = 8.40, p = .004).  
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FIGURE 2. PURCHASE INTENTION FOR AS A FUNCTION OF FOLLOWER AND 

TYPE 

 

Moderated Mediation of Social Attractiveness. A moderated mediation analysis to test 

whether the relationship between follower and purchase intention was mediated by social 

attractiveness and moderated by type (Process model 7; fig 3.). The results show that moderated 

mediation is significant (CI: .0301 to .4025). Specifically, the indirect effect of social 

attractiveness is significant for high follower count (CI: .0574 to .2983).  

 

FIGURE 3. INDIRECT EFFECT OF SOCIAL ATTRACTIVENESS (PROCESS MODEL 7) 
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Study 1 demonstrates that when consumers do not follow the influencer, follower count 

matters. In other words, displaying a larger following positively affected purchase intention 

when the consumers did not have a preexisting relationship with the influencer. Moreover, the 

effect was moderated by social attractiveness. Participants heightened perception of 

attractiveness due to the large following made them want to purchase the product more. This 

study extends prior findings by demonstrating that follower count has a positive impact on 

purchase decisions in a lab experiment (i.e., where consumers are non-followers). As 

mentioned above, influencer marketing is mostly directed toward followers who voluntarily 

like and trust the influencer. Thus, the results of Study 1 as well as many lab experiments in 

prior research only partially explains the impact of influencer marketing. 

I also reveal the impact of influencer marketing type (endorsement vs. commerce) on 

purchase decision. The results demonstrate that purchase decision is highest when an influencer 

with more (vs. less) followers engages in commerce (vs. endorsement). This suggests that 

commerce can be a viable alternative for influencer marketing.  

STUDY 2 

 A large-scale field experiment was conducted for Study 2. The objective of Study 2 

was to demonstrate that purchase decision is not solely driven by follower count when the user 

already follows the influencer. Moreover, I hypothesized that having less (vs. more) followers 

would positively affect purchase decision via in inlfuencer trust. Product divergence was added 

as an additional factor because it was shown to affect purchase decision in a lab experiment in 

prior research (Jin and Phua 2014). Based on my theorizing, I contend that product type would 

not impact purchase decision in a real environment.  

Method 
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Participants. Eight-hundred and one participants (Mage = 30.81, SD = 7.01; 13.7% male) 

were recruited from Instagram through a sponsored advertisement. Anyone who follows an 

influencer selling products through Instagram could participate in the survey. The 

advertisement rotated throughout Instagram for two days. Because the advertisement and 

survey were created in Korean, only users that could read and write in Korean were allowed to 

participate. All participants received a small gift (i.e., a coffee coupon).  

Design. Follower (More vs. Less) X Product divergence (Low vs. High) between 

participants design was employed. First, participants were asked to recall an influencer that 

they follow and sell products on Instagram. Then they answered on how many followers this 

influencer has. This was later used to categorize influencers with more (over 10k) and less 

(under 10k) followers. Second, participants were given with a scenario where the recalled 

influencer decided to sell a t-shirt. Participants were also told that clothing may not be the 

influencer’s area of expertise, but they decided to sell it anyway. The t-shirt was described 

either to have low or high product divergence depending on the assigned condition. To 

minimize bias of the product there was no picture provided. Also, the scenario provided a 

description of the situation and what kind of t-shirt the influencer was selling without a 

fabricated post. I believed that creating a post would attenuate participants’ engagement as each 

influencer would have different ways of communication. Then, participants were asked 

whether they were likely to purchase the product (purchase intention: how likely are to you 

purchase the product, how likely are you to recommend this product to other people; α = .731). 

They were also asked to answer a series of questions about the influencer including how much 

they trusted the influencer. Influencer trust served as the mediator.  

Result  
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Manipulation check. A Follower (More vs. Less) X Product divergence (Low vs. High) 

two-way ANOVA on perceived follower count was conducted and reveled a significant main 

effect of Influencer (F(1, 797) = 218.132, p < .001). All other effects were not significant. 

Participants were more likely to view an influencer with over 10k follower to have more 

followers than an average user as compared to an influencer with under 10k followers (Mmore 

= 5.80, SDmore =1.23 vs. Mless = 4.36, SDless =1.45).  

Purchase intention. A Follower (More vs. Less) X Product divergence (Low vs. High) 

two-way ANOVA on purchase intention was conducted and did not reveal an interaction (F(1, 

797) = 1.90, p =.168). Importantly, there was a main effect of Follower (Mmore = 4.49, SD = 

1.19 vs. Mless = 4.72, SD = 1.29; F(1, 797) = 6.20, p = .013).  

Moderated mediation of influencer trust. A moderated mediation analysis to test 

whether the relationship between follower and purchase intention was mediated by influencer 

trust and moderated by product divergence (Process model 7; fig 4.). The results show that 

moderated mediation is insignificant (CI includes 0). However, the indirect effect of follower 

on purchase intention is significant (Follower low CI: .0233 to .2225, Follower high CI: .0472 

to .2455).  
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FIGURE 4. INDIRECT EFFECT VIA INFLUENCER TRUST (PROCESS MODEL 7) 

Discussion 

 This field experiment reveals that consumers are more likely to purchase products from 

an influencer with lower (vs. higher) follower count when they are already following the 

influencer. This is a reversal from results of the lab experiment when participants were asked 

whether they would like to purchase a product from an influencer are not following. The data 

also suggest that this effect is mediated by trust toward the influencer. I also demonstrate that 

product divergence does not affect purchase intention when followers are the target of 

Instagram influencer marketing.  

Although the results may oppose people’s intuition on the positive impact of follower 

count, it is quite understandable considering the role of trust. As mentioned in the introduction, 

trust is stronger when there is a close relationship between the influencer and follower. Study 

2 demonstrates that, when people are asked about influencers they are already following, they 

are more likely to trust influencers with less (vs. more) followers and this trust, in turn, 

translates to purchase intention. Study 3A and 3B further investigates this effect by revealing 

factors that affect influencer trust.  

STUDY 3A 

 The objective of study 3A is to test possible underlying factors that affect trust toward 

influencers. I contend that the reason influencers with less (vs. more) followers gain more trust 

is due to para-social interaction (PSI). When followers are more able to relate to influencers, 

influencers will evoke stronger trust as well as persuasiveness (Djafarova and Rushworth 2017). 

Method 

Participants. One-hundred and twelve participants (Mage = 33.77, SD = 3.67; 2.7% 

male) were recruited from Instagram. A survey link was uploaded on the profile of an Instagram 
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account and users were asked to participate for an academic survey. The survey was limited to 

those who have purchased a product from an influencer at least once. 20% of the participants 

were randomly chosen for a small gift.  

 Design. Participants recalled an instance where they purchased a product from an 

influencer. They indicated the product category and how many followers the influencer had. 

Follower count was categorized with those over and under 10k followers (more vs. less). Then 

they were provided with a series of questions regarding the influencer. Social attractiveness, 

physical attractiveness, attitude homophily, popularity and PSI were measured. (all measures 

were adapted from Sokolova and Kefi 2019). Finally, trust toward the influencer was asked.  

Results 

Trust and PSI. A Follower (more vs. less) one-way ANOVA on influencer trust was 

conducted and revealed a significant effect of follower count (F(1,110) = 10.52, p = .002). The 

results show that participants trusted the influencers with less followers (M = 6.12, SD = 1.16) 

as compared to those with more followers (M = 5.35, SD = 1.35). An additional Follower (more 

vs. less) one-way ANOVA on PSI was conducted and demonstrated that participants felt higher 

PSI toward influencers with less as compared to more followers (Mmore = 4.48, SDmore = 2.08 

vs. Mless = 5.67, SDless = 1.53; F(1,110) = 12.10, p = .001). 

 Indirect effect of PSI. A mediational analysis was conducted to test the indirect effect 

of PSI between follower and influencer trust. Social attractiveness, physical attractiveness, 

attitude homophily, popularity and PSI were included in the analysis to verify whether PSI is 

what mediates the effect. The results show that only PSI has a significant indirect effect (CI: 

-.7016 to -.1280). All other items did not have a significant effect (CI included 0). 

STUDY 3B 
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 The objective of study 3B was to investigate additional factors that may impact trust 

toward the influencer in a context where influencers sell products. The factors tested in Study 

3A was based on perception of the influencer. However, when an influencer engages in 

commerce (i.e., perceived as a salesperson) there should be other factors that affect influencer 

trust. I contend that product satisfaction is one of the factors that fuel trust in an ongoing 

transactional relationship.  

Method 

Participants. Two-hundred and fifty-five participants (Mage = 25.64, SD = 6.55; 14.1% 

male) were recruited from Instagram through a sponsored advertisement. The advertisement 

rotated throughout Instagram for three days. The advertisement and survey were created in 

Korean. Anyone who had an experience of purchasing product from an influencer could 

participate in the survey. All participants received a small gift (i.e., a coffee coupon).  

Design. Participants recalled an instance where they purchased a product from an 

influencer. They also wrote about the product and how many followers the influencer had 

(more vs. less). Then they were provided with a series of questions regarding the influencer 

and their recent purchase from the influencer including product satisfaction and influencer trust.  

Results and Discussion 

 Product satisfaction. A Follower (more vs. less) one-way ANOVA on product 

satisfaction was conducted and revealed a significant effect of follower count (F(1,253) = 6.85, 

p = .009). The results show that participants felt higher product satisfaction from a product they 

purchased through a influencer will less followers (M = 5.29, SD = 1.44) as compared to more 

followers (M = 4.76, SD = 1.66). 

Indirect effect of product satisfaction. A mediational analysis was conducted to test  
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whether there is an indirect effect of product satisfaction between follower and influencer trust. 

The results show that there is a significant indirect effect of product satisfaction (CI: .0731 

to .4828).  

 Study 3A and 3B suggest two factors that affect influencer trust. Specifically, Study 

3A shows that PSI, but not other perceptions about the influencer, affects influencer trust. 

Importantly, popularity did not mediate the effect between follower count and influencer trust. 

This demonstrates that lab experiments where follower count is the only factor to rely on may 

not capture the full impact of influencer marketing. 

Moreover, influencers are not only social figures but also representatives and 

salespersons of brands in an influencer marketing context. Thus, influencer trust will not be 

solely built from the perception of the influencer. Since influencers and followers are in a 

transactional relationship, product satisfaction should be a critical factor in reinforcing 

influencer trust in this ongoing relationship. Study 3A and 3B demonstrate that influencer 

generated factors (i.e., PSI) as well as transaction generated factors (i.e., product satisfaction) 

affect influencer trust.  

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Through a series of four experiments, the current research investigates the impact of 

influencer marketing on Instagram. Importantly, I demonstrate that those who follow an 

influencer with less (vs. more) followers are more likely to purchase a product from the 

influencer. Based on prior findings, I predict and demonstrate that the follower count has a 

positive impact on purchase decision when the consumer does not follow the influencer. This 

effect was mediated by social attractiveness, a perception that stems from high follower count. 

Furthermore, to my knowledge, this research is the first to test how consumers respond to 

influencers when they engage in commerce (vs. endorsement). The results show that when 
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influencers engage in commerce (vs. endorsement) they are more likely to drive purchase 

decisions. Three field experiments demonstrate how followers respond to influencer marketing 

on Instagram. I show that having less (vs. more) followers have a positive impact on purchase 

intention through influencer trust. This trust is built through PSI and product satisfaction.  

The current research adds to the scant literature of influencer marketing in several 

aspects. First, I demonstrate that different factors impact purchase intention depending on 

whether the consumer is following the influencer. This provides an integrative framework in 

understanding influencer marketing on Instagram. Prior research on the effect of influencer 

marketing has mostly investigated consumers in a fabricated context where they do not know 

the influencers (Evans et al. 2017; Jin and Phua 2019). Other stream of research that further 

explores the factors that impact influencer marketing are mostly based on qualitative studies 

on followers of influencers with a large following (Sokolova and Kefi 2019). To my knowledge, 

the current research in the first to investigate the impact of influencer marketing on both 

followers and non-followers. Importantly, the field data shows a reversal of previous lab 

experiments where follower count positively affects purchase intention.  

Second, the data also reveals that the underlying reason that consumers are more likely 

to purchase products from influencers with less (more) followers when the follow (do not 

follow) the influencer. I provide evidence that consumers are likely to purchase a product from 

an influencer who they do not follow with more (vs. less) followers due to social attractiveness 

(Study 1). The data supports claims on popularity and social attractiveness when there is no 

preexisting relationship (Hong et al. 2012; Kapitan and Silvera 2015; Sokolova and Kefi 2019).  

In contrast, those who follow the influencer are more likely purchase a product from those with 

less (vs. more) followers because of influencer trust (Study 2). My findings extend literature 

on salespeople and show that trust is a critical factor that drives sales in influencer marketing 
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(Atuahene‐Gima and Li 2006, Ganeson 1994; Liu and Leach 2001). Like traditional 

salespeople, influencers who engage in influencer marketing is also considered as a type of 

salesperson. Since most influencer marketing in real life is directed toward followers, 

employing ways to increase influencer trust is essential for the effectiveness of an influencer 

marketing strategy. The current research demonstrates that, contrary to common belief, not 

only influencers who have a huge follower count can be powerful in influencer marketing. 

Once followers decide to follow the influencer, those who have less (vs. more) followers 

cultivate stronger influence. Because the target of influencer marketing is mostly followers, it 

is crucial to take preexisting relationship between the influencer and follower into account. 

Third, the results suggest that product divergence is not critical in optimizing 

persuasion in influencer-follower relationship (Study 2). De Veirman and colleagues (2017) 

reveal that product divergence affects purchase intention depending on the number of followers 

the influencer has. However, they conducted a lab experiment where participants viewed the 

influencer profile for the first time. Like Study 1, this only provides insights on how non-

followers would react to influencer marketing. Since influencers are representatives of certain 

niches (Alampi 2019; De Veriman et al. 2017), product divergence does not seem to affect 

purchase intention once a consumer decides to follow the influencer. There could be products 

of various divergence in most product categories. For example, there could be a cosmetic 

product that is high (i.e., unique design, new applicator etc.) or low in divergence (i.e., common 

design, popular applicator). If the influencer is trusted in cosmetics, it would not matter whether 

the product is divergent since followers trust the influencer in the area of cosmetics in general. 

When a consumer follows the influencer, product divergence will not be of critical importance 

if the influencer is trusted.  
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Finally, to my knowledge, this is the first research to test about commerce as a method 

of influencer marketing. Since endorsement advertisements must disclose information on being 

paid and sponsored in many countries, many marketers and influencers are searching for an 

alternative way to persuade consumers. My results show that selling the product directly to 

followers is an optimal method to achieve this. As shown in the pretest, influencers engaging 

in commerce is more likely to evoke stronger correspondence bias (Friestad & Wright, 1994; 

Kapitan & Silvera 2015). Correspondence bias is the tendency for an observer to attribute 

causes of behavior to something internal to a person, even when situational forces might fully 

explain the behavior. Attributions about the endorser’s predisposition to appreciate, use, and 

value-promote products underlie effective influencer marketing. When correspondence bias is 

high, positive beliefs about an endorser is likely to transfer to the endorsed product. With strong 

correspondence bias, consumers are less likely think of influencer marketing as advertising and 

more as recommendations from trusted friends. Although influencers selling their own or 

sponsored products is becoming a common practice in the real world there is no academic 

research, up to date, that investigates the meaning and impact of this type of influencer 

marketing. This research offers insights on this topic by showing that consumers are more 

likely to purchase the product when influencers engage in commerce rather than endorsement.  

Practical implications  

This research provides several practical implications for marketing practitioners. First, 

my research provides empirical evidence on the effectiveness of micro influencers. Despite the 

hype from the practical world, there has been no substantial support that micro influencers can 

increase sales. The current data demonstrates that micro influencers generate more trust, and 

in turn, increases purchase intention. My findings reveal that PSI, which is higher for 

influencers with less (vs. more) followers, is an important factor that affects influencer trust. 
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In other words, followers feel that they have a close relationship with a micro influencer as 

compared to those with larger followings, which is the foundation for stronger trust. This shows 

why micro influencers are more likely to reap higher engagement rates (i.e., the extent to 

followers replying and liking content), which is a core component of Instagram’s algorithm 

used to circulate content to users. As Instagram is moving toward removing quantitative cues 

such as the number of likes on their platform (Instagram 2020), developing a deep and 

meaningful relationship between the follower and influencer is becoming more important. 

Based on my findings this is not only critical to survive on the Instagram platform, but to 

effectively persuade consumers and deliver positive results for influencer marketing.  

Second, the type of influencer marketing where the influencer directly sells the product 

is not prevalent in many parts of the world. This practice is becoming a common way to market 

and sell products in South Korea and China and has potential to expand to other parts of the 

world. The current research show that influencers engaging in commerce motivates consumers 

to pursue the product more. Since influencer marketing is based on authenticity of the 

influencer, believing that the product was chosen by personal taste is critical. Since regulations 

for endorsements are becoming stricter in most countries, marketers should search for ways to 

increase purchase intention by employing strategies that persuade consumers to believe that 

influencers are approaching consumers authentically.  

 Third, the data shows that the match between area of expertise and product that the 

influencer is endorsing or selling is critical. In an additional open-end study from Instagram 

users (Study 2), when asked why they did not want to purchase a certain product from an 

influencer they already follow, most of them answered that it seemed like the influencer had 

no expertise in the new product. In other words, followers trust influencers for specific areas 

of interests or product categories and do not easily deviate from the original domain. For 
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instance, when a participant recalled an influencer who regularly posts and sells products 

regarding children’s toys, they were reluctant to purchase a T-shirt from this influencer since 

she was not trusted in this product category. Thus, finding a product category that fits with the 

influencer’s area of interest and the characteristics of the followers are critical in a successful 

influencer marketing campaign.  

Limitations  

 Despite the meaningful findings, the current research bears some limitations. First, the 

data suggests that follower count is not critical in persuading users to follow influencers (Study 

1). To confirm that following an influencer and building a relationship is not only about 

popularity, I analyzed the number of people who wanted to follow the presented influencer. 

Over half of the participants answered that they would not want to follow the influencer (Yes 

= 32.7%, No = 67.3%). The premise of influencer marketing is that followers who voluntarily 

chose the influencer will be more susceptible to the information they provide.  However, I do 

not provide other alternatives that may explain why users decide to follow influencers. In the 

open-end question for Study 1, I note that several responses were related to lack of interest and 

expertise. An additional survey conducted on Instagram users (N = 127) shows that the users 

are likely to follow an influencer when they are perceived to be an expert in the field (56%), 

provide useful information (36%), have a similar hobby (32%), or post interesting content 

(30%). There was no mention of popularity or follower count. Essentially, Instagram users pick 

and choose the influencers based on their preference and interest and not on popularity. 

However, this does not provide a full explanation on the underlying motivations of the decision 

to follow. Since influencer marketing is based on voluntary followers, investigating factors that 

impact this decision should be fruitful avenue for future research.  
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 Second, although I mention that matching the product with the influencer’s area of 

interest and expertise is an important factor to generate sales, I do not provide strong empirical 

evidence on my claim. Despite the responses of the open-end question from Study 2, there was 

no formal investigation on the impact of matching the product type and influencers’ area of 

interest. I do find that product divergence is of less importance when selling products to 

followers, but I do not further test other meaningful factors in product choice that may affect 

influencer marketing. Since the choice of product is an important component in influencer 

marketing, the types of products that optimize sales should be a meaningful area to delve deeper.  

 Finally, despite the effectiveness of influencers engaging in commerce (vs. 

endorsement) when consumers do not follow the influencer (Study 1), I do not provide 

additional data on how the effect of commerce compares to endorsement for followers. The 

field experiments test only for influencers engaging in commerce and does not provide 

empirical data on the difference between commerce and endorsement. Based on the theorizing, 

I do believe that commerce would be more effective in cultivating sales as compared to 

endorsement for followers of the influencer. However, empirical investigation on this matter 

would complement the existing theory and practice.  

Conclusion  

The current research attempt to lay out an integrative framework to understand 

influencer marketing on Instagram. I replicate prior research by proving that consumers are 

more likely purchase products from influencers with large following when they do not follow 

the influencer. Importantly, I shed light on the importance of micro influencers by 

demonstrating that followers of micro influencers are more likely to purchase a product due to 

trust toward influencers. It is worth mentioning that the findings of the current research do not 

violate the common belief that influencers with larger follower count generates more sales. 
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Even when the willingness to purchase a product is lower for each individual, the sum of sales 

may be larger due to the large audience. In other words, when an influencer with 5k followers 

sell a product and 20% of followers purchase the product the total sales will be generated from 

1k people. However, when an influencer with 50k followers sell a product and 10% of the 

followers purchase the product the total number of consumers will add up to 5k. Thus, the 

willingness to purchase a product for does not directly translate to the total sum of sales. 

However, because it is more costly to conduct a marketing campaign with an influencer with a 

larger follower count, marketers need to think of the ‘bang for the buck.’ 
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APPENDIX 

PRETEST 

 Method  

Participants. Two-hundred and three participants (Mage = 36.70, SD = 10.45; 46.8% 

male) were recruited from the same research firm from Study 1 with the same limitations. The 

study lasted approximately 5 to 10 minutes and all participants were compensated with 1,000 

KRW (i.e., equivalent to approximately 1 USD). 

Design. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 Follower 

(More vs. Micr) X 2 Type (Endorsement vs. Commerce) between participants design. First, 

participants were provided with a fabricated profile that contained information about the 

follower and following count (i.e., the top area of an actual Instagram account). To increase 

engagement, the description read that they already followed this influencer. No pictures were 

provided nor the specific area of interest the influencer was posting about. Half of the 

participants saw a picture that had 50k followers (more) and the other half with 5k followers 

(less) depending on the assigned condition. Then they were provided with an Instagram post 

like Study 1. The caption either wrote that that the influencer likes the product and it is a paid 

advertisement (endorsement) or that they were selling (commerce) the product depending on 

the assigned condition. Then participants were asked whether they think that the product that 

the influencer was advertising was of her voluntary choice (Correspondence bias: use product, 

choose product, own opinion, like product; α = .847).  

Results  

Correspondence bias. A 2 Follower (50k vs. 5k) X 2 Type (Endorsement vs. 

Commerce) two-way ANOVA was conducted on correspondence bias. The results revealed 
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did not reveal an interaction. However, there was a main effect of Type (F(1,199) = 7.32, p 

= .007). Said otherwise, the data suggests that consumers are more likely to believe that the 

advertised product was voluntarily chosen by the influencer when they engage in commerce as 

compared to endorsement. Contrast analyses shows that there is a difference between the 

endorsement and commerce conditions when the influencer has 50k followers (MEndorsement = 

3.17 vs. Mcommerce = 3.70, F(1,199) = 5.90, p = .016). 
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Images for each area of interest 
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Endorsement vs. Commerce 
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STUDY 2 

Product divergence 
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