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Abstract
This meta-analytic review offers a comprehensive framework for studying social

Correspondence media influencers by integrating multiple theoretical perspectives and measures. It
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analyzes 250 effect sizes from 53 studies, highlighting the significance of credibility,
trustworthiness, and perceived expertise of social media influencers in shaping
attitudinal outcomes. Source Credibility Theory emerges as the most robust
explanatory framework, while Parasocial Interaction Theory and Congruity Theory
also play essential roles. For behavioral outcomes, Source Credibility Theory and
Congruity Theory remain influential, with moderate effects observed for homophily
and variables from the two-step flow model. Methodological diversity, geographical
context, platform context, product context, and influencer type contribute to
variations in effect sizes. These findings provide insights into social media influencer
influence dynamics and guide future research. Moreover, they contribute to theory
development by shedding light on the mechanisms and conditions underlying social

media influencer influence on consumer attitudes and behaviors.
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1 | INTRODUCTION (IZEA Insights, 2022). Not surprisingly, influencer marketing is included in

90% of marketers' strategies (SocialPubli, 2020).

Social media influencers are individuals who have built up a large
following on social media and are able to influence their audience's
attitudes and behaviors (Hudders et al., 2021). They have become the
subject of much scholarly research due to the powerful impact they have
on consumer behavior, from influencing purchase decisions to changing
societal norms (IZEA Insights, 2022). In fact, 56% of consumers have
admitted to making purchases inspired by social media influencers (IZEA
Insights, 2022). As a result, spending on influencer marketing has
increased by 87.5% from 2019 to 2020, growing from $8 billion to $15
billion (Business Insider, 2021), and is now a $16.4 billion industry in 2022

Despite the benefits of influencer marketing, there are also some
drawbacks to consider (Hudders & Lou, 2022). These include the
spread of false information, exacerbation of body image and mental
health issues, particularly among young women, engagement in
unethical practices that erode trust and lead to legal issues,
perpetuation of stereotypes and social divisions, commodification
of personal identity, and the impact on adolescents' identity
development and attitudes toward potentially harmful products.

From 2011 to 2020, social media influencer academic research

has significantly increased, according to Hudders et al. (2021),
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Fernandez-Prados et al. (2021), and Ye et al. (2021). The bibliometric
analyses by Ferndndez-Prados et al. (2021) and Ye et al. (2021)
showed an almost exponential growth in social media influencer-
related publications since 2017, with an annual doubling rate. Anglo-
Saxon countries, especially the United States, mostly contribute to
the published literature, as reported by Ferndndez-Prados et al.
(2021). Primary research areas in social media influencer marketing
converge, as revealed by recent literature reviews conducted by
Hudders et al. (2021), Vrontis et al. (2021), and Cho et al. (2022).
Hudders et al. (2021) identified three key areas in influencer
marketing research: (1) conceptualization, including deployment and
responsibilities; (2) content strategies, particularly the use of
autobiographical narratives for authentic sponsored endorsements;
and (3) audience research, examining factors like authenticity,
parasocial relationships, and congruent expertise that contribute to
influencer effectiveness. Three qualitative themes identified by Cho
et al. (2022) are credibility (expertise, trustworthiness, and quality
content), engagement (interpersonal interaction, quality presentation,
and personal branding), and connectivity (participatory activities,
collaboration, and social networking). Vrontis et al. (2021) conducted
a systematic review and found similar themes, including source
characteristics, influential factors, content attributes, sponsorship
disclosure, and strategic assessment of social media influencers. The
studies reviewed highlighted the need for stronger theoretical
foundations in some areas. They also identified primary research
themes and gaps in literature. Hudders et al. (2021) recommended
further exploration of source characteristics, content strategies, and
emerging influencer types and platforms. They stressed the impor-
tance of additional audience research, specifically examining authen-
ticity and expertise effects, and investigating factors contributing to
expertise, intimacy, and authenticity. Vrontis et al. (2021) suggested
more context-specific research, such as cross-cultural and cross-
platform comparisons. Voorveld (2019) emphasized the significance
of future research to comprehend the mechanisms (e.g., similarity,
credibility) and conditions under which social media influencers affect
users, thus facilitating the development of theories regarding their
effectiveness. A research gap concerns the explanation of variations
in the strength of identified effects in empirical studies, as well as the
presence of inconsistent and contradictory findings in the literature,
which systematic reviews may not adequately capture with respect
to the effects and characteristics of social media influencers on
consumer attitudes and behaviors. This study fills a research gap by
conducting a meta-analytic review of the social media influencer
literature. Unlike existing systematic reviews, this meta-analysis
offers quantitative synthesis to develop a comprehensive framework
for examining social media influencers. Meta-analytical studies
contribute to theory development and knowledge generation by
providing robust and precise estimates of effects and relationships.
By aggregating results from multiple studies, meta-analyses enhance
statistical power, precision of effect size estimates, and address
potential publication bias, offering a more accurate and comprehen-
sive overview of the research field. Meta-analyses enhance theory

development by identifying patterns, inconsistencies, and potential

moderators in the literature, refining existing theories, and guiding
future research directions. By examining study characteristics and
contextual factors, meta-analyses elucidate conditions and effect
mechanisms, informing theory development. This study integrates
multiple perspectives and measures from the social media influencer
literature to develop a comprehensive framework for studying social
media influencers. Using a meta-analytic model with 250 effect sizes
from 58 studies (53 articles) and 25,080 samples, this study
contributes to customer engagement theories and practice in three
ways: (1) presenting a theoretical framework of social media
influencers based on the literature, (2) providing a comprehensive
empirical synthesis of social media influencers' drivers and conse-
quences, and (3) identifying conditions that enhance or diminish the
effectiveness of social media influencers. By examining the char-
acteristics, content, and brand attributes of social media influencers
that influence consumer engagement on social media and exploring
boundary conditions, this study addresses inconsistencies and

contradictions in previous research.

2 | THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
2.1 | Social media influencers

Social media influencers can be conceptualized as “individuals who
have accrued a sizable and engaged following on one or more social
media platforms, and who possess the power to shape attitudes,
opinions, and behaviors of their audience through their online
content” (Freberg et al., 2011, p. 90). The term “influencer” is rooted
in the concept of “opinion leaders,” first introduced by Katz and
Lazarsfeld (1964). These opinion leaders held sway over
others' choices and behaviors through personal influence (Katz &
Lazarsfeld, 1964, p. 15). As social media emerged, the concept of
opinion leaders evolved, giving rise to “social media influencers”
(Freberg et al., 2011, p. 90). Hudders et al. (2021) argue that social
media influencers, often termed “micro-celebrities,” play a crucial role
in contemporary marketing, deriving their appeal from their ability to
endorse brands rather than traditional fame. The professionalization
of the sector has led to an increase in both influencers and specialized
marketing agencies. According to Hudders et al. (2021), the critical
characteristics of a social media influencer are reach and impact.
Reach refers to the influencer's direct and secondary connections
with followers, while impact denotes their influence on their
audience's decision-making. Influencers attain this impact through
expertise, authenticity, and intimacy, which help attract larger
audiences.

Social media influencers, evolving from the initial bloggers of the
late 1990s, have leveraged platforms like Instagram and YouTube to
expand their reach and diversify their content. Unlike their
predecessors, influencers engage larger audiences, collaborate with
brands, and maintain a curated online presence, establishing trust and
significantly impacting consumer behavior through authenticity and

relatability. The evolving field of influencer marketing requires
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universally accepted conceptual frameworks to enable consistent
research and comparison. Researchers face challenges in keeping up
with the dynamic nature of social media platforms, features, and
marketing strategies. Existing research primarily focuses on Western
contexts, necessitating the examination of culture and context's
influence on social media influencer effectiveness (Hudders
et al., 2021). Increasing consumer skepticism toward sponsored
content undermines the effectiveness of social media influencers and
complicates the process of identifying suitable influencers and
determining performance metrics. Ye et al. (2021) bibliometric study
explained that while past studies have focused on social media
influencer's characteristics, future research can also consider the
characteristics of the content created by influencers. This meta-
analysis aims to consolidate the factors impacting social media
influencer effectiveness, isolate the effects of cultural and contextual
factors, and ultimately contribute to informed managerial decision-

making and theoretical advancement.

2.2 | Theoretical framework

In their bibliometric study, Ye et al. (2021) elucidated three critical
determinants affecting the persuasiveness of social media influen-
cers: influencer characteristics, content attributes, and consumer
features. Similarly, Vrontis et al. (2021) identified analogous catego-
ries through a systematic literature review utilizing inductive thematic
analysis. Employing a meta-analytical approach confined to empirical
studies, this research aligns with the factor categories proposed by Ye
et al. (2021) and Vrontis et al. (2021). Following Moher (2009)
guidelines, we systematically reviewed extant empirical literature,
focusing on relationships substantiated by a sufficient corpus of
empirical studies for meta-analysis. The relevance of each study was
evaluated based on its research objective alignment and applicability
of findings to our research question (RQ). The Cochrane Handbook
for Systematic Reviews of interventions suggests a minimum of two
independent studies for a meaningful meta-analysis (Higgins
et al,, 2019). This research identified antecedent variables such as
influencer characteristics, content attributes, and brand properties.
The two categories of consequences identified are attitudinal and
behavioral. Moreover, four moderators were discerned: the type of
social media, geographical location, product context, and type of
influencer. A multitude of researchers have adopted a multitheore-
tical approach in their investigations (Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2019;
Ki & Kim, 2019). Nevertheless, Vrontis et al. (2021) identified that a
considerable number of social media influencer-centric studies
exhibit an absence of theoretical foundations.

Our analysis of empirical studies reveals that no single over-
arching theory can fully explain social media influencer persuasive-
ness due to its complexity and multifaceted nature. Instead, we
identified six complementary theories that elucidate different aspects
of social media influencers' effects on consumers: the theory of
source credibility, persuasion knowledge model, congruity theory,

parasocial interaction theory, similarity-attraction theory, and two-
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step flow model. Using a single overarching theory simplifies
complexities but may fall short for multifaceted phenomena requiring
broader perspectives (Whetten, 1989). This approach has faced
criticism for rigidity and reductionism, potentially overlooking vital
aspects due to bias or oversimplification. Given the diverse nature
and context of the phenomenon, integrating various theories is
essential (Whetten, 1989).

To effectively integrate the above theories and contribute to the
advancement of social media influencer persuasiveness knowledge,
we considered the following guidelines. Theories must be concep-
tually or methodologically compatible (Bacharach, 1989), comple-
mentary, and empirically grounded, addressing diverse aspects of the
phenomenon and avoiding redundancy. The developed framework
should consider the unique context of social media influencers
(Whetten, 1989), address gaps in existing theories, and maintain
logical coherence and clear concept relationships (Whetten, 1989).

Based on the above critical examination reveals that these
theories share compatible and complementary perspectives and do
not contradict each other which makes their integration possible.
Despite potential redundancy, such as the overlapping homophily
concept in Parasocial Interaction Theory and Similarity-Attraction
Theory, the collective use of these theories bridges literature gaps
and provides a nuanced understanding of social media influencer
persuasiveness. This integrative framework offers insights into the
multifaceted elements impacting social media influencer persuasive-
ness, assembling an array of theories that collectively constitute a
comprehensive model despite their individual shortcomings. social
media influencer effectiveness hinges on the intersection of
credibility, congruity, parasocial relationships, similarity, and opinion
leadership, as delineated by various theories. The synthesis of these
theories not only clarifies individual components of influencer
persuasiveness but also imparts a holistic perspective on the subject.
The consolidated theoretical framework, as illustrated in Figure 1, is

dissected in the following sections for a detailed examination.

2.2.1 | Source credibility theory. Credibility,
trustworthiness, expertise, and authenticity of social
media influencer

Hovland et al.'s (1953) Source Credibility Theory contends that a
source's credibility significantly impacts message persuasiveness and
effectiveness, with individuals being more likely to be persuaded by
credible sources. Credibility is a broad construct and refers to
characteristics attributed to a social media influencer that influence
the receiver's acceptance of a message (Ohanian, 1990). It is often
assessed based on factors such as credentials, track record, and the
consistency and accuracy of the information provided as well as
goodwill (i.e., the perceived caring, empathy, or responsiveness of the
social media influencer to the needs and interests of the users).
Expertise refers to the source's perceived knowledge, skills, and
experience, influenced by factors such as education and accomplish-

ments. Expertise is more focused on the qualifications and
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Source Credibility Theory
Credibility
Trustworthiness
Expertise
Authenticity
Parasocial Interaction Theory
Similarity-Attraction Theory
Attractiveness
Homophily
Two-Step Flow Model
Opinion Leadership
Content Informativeness
Congruity Theory
Influencer-consumer Congruence
Influencer-product Congruence
Influencer-brand Congruence
Persuasion Knowledge Model
Ad Recognition

Attitude

Attitude toward influencer
_ | Attitude toward product

"| Attitude toward content
Attitude toward brand

Behavior
Purchase intention
Engagement

Moderators

* Platform context

* Geographical context

* Product context

* Type of social media influencer context

FIGURE 1 Integrative framework depicting the theoretical synthesis of elements impacting attitudinal and behavioral outcomes in social

media influencers.

capabilities of the source. However, having expertise does not
automatically ensure credibility, as other factors, such as goodwill,
also play a role. Trustworthiness encompasses the source's perceived
honesty, fairness, and integrity of the source. In the social media
influencer context, authenticity is defined as the degree to which an
influencer appears genuine, honest, and trustworthy in their online
presence and content (Kim & Kim, 2021). Authenticity is linked to
source credibility theory, as an authentic social media influencer is
perceived as more credible, leading to increased influence on
consumer attitudes and behaviors. According to Source Credibility
Theory, credibility, trustworthiness, expertise, and authenticity can
influence audience attitudes and behaviors by enhancing message
persuasiveness, increasing confidence in the information provided,
and fostering a sense of reliability and genuineness in the source. This
theory has been employed in social media influencer research to
understand how influencers persuade followers (Djafarova &
Rushworth, 2017; Lou & Yuan, 2019). Based on this, we hypothesize:

H1: Consumer-related attitudinal outcomes are positively
related to (a) social media influencer's credibility, (b) social media
influencer's trustworthiness, (c) social media influencer's expertise,

and (d) social media influencer's authenticity.

H2: Consumer-related behavioral outcomes are positively

related to (a) social media influencer's credibility, (b) social media

influencer's trustworthiness, (c) social media influencer's expertise,

and (d) social media influencer's authenticity.

2.2.2 | Parasocial interaction theory. Attractiveness
and homophily

Parasocial interaction theory, originally proposed by Horton and
Richard Wohl (1956), refers to the unidirectional emotional bonds
formed by audience members with media personalities, such as
television characters, radio hosts, or celebrities. Despite the absence
of reciprocity, these relationships can mimic genuine social interac-
tions. The strength of parasocial interaction and media figure
influence is influenced by various factors, including media figure
characteristics and context (Giles, 2002; Perse & Rubin, 1989).
Additionally, the credibility and expertise of the media figure, along
with the intensity of the parasocial relationship, can impact media
figure's influence. Furthermore, factors such as physical attractive-
ness and likeability of the media figure contribute to developing
stronger parasocial relationships (Rubin & McHugh, 1987). Homo-
phily, which refers to the perception of similarity between the
audience and the media figure in terms of values, beliefs, and
attitudes, also plays a role in reinforcing parasocial relationships
(Rubin & McHugh, 1987). Finally, familiarity arising from frequent and
prolonged exposure to a media figure enhances the strength of
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parasocial relationships (Giles, 2002). Parasocial relationships with
social media influencers have a significant impact on consumer
attitudes and behaviors. Social media influencers can effectively
shape consumer decision-making by fostering identification, attach-
ment, and emotional involvement (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). Through
mechanisms such as identification and emotional involvement,
followers who feel a strong connection with an influencer are more
likely to trust their opinions and recommendations, thus becoming
more receptive to sponsored content and product endorsements
(Kassing & Sanderson, 2010). This can be attributed to followers
perceiving social media influencers as integral to their social identity,
leading to a heightened sense of affiliation and loyalty. Consequently,
consumer attitudes and behaviors are influenced as followers strive
to align their self-concept with the values and products promoted by
their chosen influencers. Observing others engaging with a social
media influencer's content or purchasing endorsed products further
reinforces this parasocial relationship through social proof, strength-

ening the follower's bond with the influencer.

2.2.3 | Similarity-attraction theory. Homophily

Similarity-Attraction Theory, proposed by Byrne (1971), asserts that
individuals are more inclined to form relationships with others who share
similar characteristics, attitudes, and beliefs. This attraction toward similar
others stems from the expectation of enhanced understanding, validation,
and reduced conflict in interactions. Homophily refers to the tendency of
individuals to connect with others who exhibit similar attributes or
characteristics. The principle of similarity-attraction suggests that people
generally find others who resemble them more attractive. Perceiving
similarities with others can engender familiarity, trust, and likability,
influencing attitudes, behaviors, and decision-making. Additionally, when
individuals identify with an influencer who mirrors their own character-
istics, they may engage in social comparison processes, leading to the
adoption of similar attitudes, behaviors, or preferences. Based on these
theories, the following hypotheses can be formulated:

H3: Consumer-related attitudinal outcomes are positively
associated with (a) the attractiveness of the social media
influencer and (b) the homophily between the social media
influencer and the consumer.

H4: Consumer-related behavioral outcomes are positively
associated with (a) the attractiveness of the social media
influencer and (b) the homophily between the social media

influencer and the consumer.
2.2.4 | Two-step flow model. Opinion leadership—
content informativeness

Opinion leadership is intertwined with an individual's role as a role

model, the appeal of their information, and their persuasive abilities.

B -WILEY——

It is based on Katz and Lazarsfeld (1964) “two-step flow model” that
explains how mass communication indirectly influences behavior.
Opinion leaders serve as intermediaries, acquiring information from
mass media and disseminating it through interpersonal communica-
tion. Katz and Lazarsfeld (1964) propose that individuals' reactions to
media messages are mediated by their social interactions, ultimately
influencing purchase decisions. Opinion leaders have a dis-
proportionate influence on the opinions and behavior of others.
They are more exposed to media and actively transmit messages to
less active segments of the population. Opinion leaders play a crucial
role in shaping consumer attitudes and behaviors through various
mechanisms. They actively engage with mass media, interpreting and
simplifying information based on their knowledge, expertise, and
personal experiences. This enhances their credibility and persuasive-
ness, leading consumers to adopt endorsed attitudes or behaviors,
relying on social proof. Interpersonal communication is another
critical process through which opinion leaders exert influence,
sharing their interpretations with their social network, thereby
shaping their peers' attitudes and behaviors. Consumers often view
opinion leaders as role models, seeking to emulate their attitudes and
behaviors. Research by Casalé et al. (2020) confirms the positive
influence of perceived opinion leadership of social media influencers
on consumer engagement and behavioral intentions.

Within the opinion leadership framework, studies on social media
influencers (social media influencers) suggest that the informative-
ness of social media influencer content reflects their opinion
leadership. Social media influencers can position themselves as
opinion leaders by providing noteworthy information that captures
public attention. Opinion seekers consider social media influencers
more reliable sources of information, as they describe product
features, quality, and share personal experiences through reviews,
comments, and recommendations. This elevated informativeness

establishes them as opinion leaders in their respective domains.

H5: Consumer-related attitudinal outcomes are positively
associated with (a) social media influencer's opinion
leadership status and (b) the informativeness of social media

influencer content.

Hé6: Consumer-related behavioral outcomes are positively
associated with (a) social media influencer's opinion
leadership status and (b) the informativeness of social media

influencer content.

2.2.5 | Congruity theory. Social media
influencer-consumer congruence and social media
influencer-brand congruence

Congruity theory, proposed by Osgood and Tannenbaum (1955),
suggests that individuals strive for cognitive consistency in evaluating
attitudes and opinions. In the context of communication, the theory
posits that a message from a source, such as an influencer, is more
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and beliefs (congruency). Conversely, an incongruent message may
be less persuasive and lead to a negative evaluation of the source.
The alignment of an influencer's image, values, and expertise with the
endorsed brand influences consumer attitudes toward both the
influencer and the product, creating cognitive consistency. Greater
influencer-brand congruence enhances authenticity and persuasive-
ness, resulting in increased purchase intentions (Kim & Kim, 2021).

The theory suggests that when the source and the object (e.g.,
influencer and brand) exhibit congruence, the audience is more likely
to perceive the message positively and be persuaded (Torres
et al., 2019). Perceived congruity between the influencer and the
brand influences consumer attitudes toward both the influencer and
the product, as well as purchase intentions. Freberg et al. (2011)
found that congruity between the audience's self-concept and the
influencer's image positively influenced attitudes toward the en-
dorsed product and purchase intentions. Similarly, Chu and Kamal
(2008) found that congruence in values between the influencer and
the audience resulted in more positive attitudes toward the
influencer, the endorsed product, and the message itself.

In social media influencer research, congruity theory has been
utilized to explore how perceived congruity between influencers and
the brands they endorse impacts consumer attitudes and behavioral
intentions (Torres et al., 2019). De Veirman et al. (2017) discovered
that the number of followers and the alignment between the
endorsed product and the influencer's area of expertise significantly
affected brand attitudes. The study demonstrated that congruity
between influencers and the promoted products positively influ-
enced consumer attitudes.

H7: Consumer-related attitudinal outcomes are positively
associated with (a) social media influencer-consumer
congruence, (b) social media influencer-product congruence,

and (c) social media influencer-brand congruence.

H8: Consumer-related behavioral outcomes are positively
associated with (a) social media influencer-consumer
congruence, (b) social media influencer-product congruence,

and (c) social media influencer-brand congruence.

2.2.6 | Persuasion knowledge model: Advertising
recognition

The Persuasion Knowledge Model, proposed by Friestad and Wright
(1994), asserts that consumers acquire knowledge about persuasion
strategies and employ this knowledge to interpret and respond to
persuasive efforts. This theory postulates three types of knowledge
possessed by individuals: knowledge about the objectives of the
persuasion agent, knowledge about persuasion tactics, and knowledge
about how to handle persuasion attempts. When a message is
recognized as an advertisement, it activates the consumer's persuasion

knowledge, leading to a more critical interpretation of the message. This

heightened scrutiny often results in negative attitudes toward the
message, its source, and the brand, particularly if the advertisement is
perceived as manipulative or excessively persuasive. Additionally,
identifying persuasive intent can prompt resistance behaviors, such as
avoiding the source or disregarding the message. In the realm of social
media influencer research (De Veirman et al., 2017), the Persuasion
Knowledge Model is utilized to examine how awareness of social media
influencer persuasive strategies and content sponsorship influences
consumer attitudes and behaviors toward social media influencers and
sponsored content. These studies indicate that when consumers
recognize that social media influencer content is sponsored or classified
as an advertisement, its impact on consumer attitudes and behavior

diminishes. Consequently,

H9: The recognition of social media influencer content as
advertising is negatively associated with consumer-related

attitudinal outcomes.

H10: The recognition of social media influencer content as
advertising is negatively associated with consumer-related

behavioral outcomes.

2.2.7 | Contextual moderators

Platform context

The prevalence of social media influencers varies across platforms,
with Instagram being the dominant choice for influencer marketing in
the United States (68% adoption rate in 2021), followed by Facebook
(52%) and TikTok (42%) (Dixon, 2023). This diversity can be
attributed to an array of factors including demographic appeal,
content presentation, algorithmic visibility, communal networking,
interface user-friendliness, and perceived trustworthiness. For
instance, Instagram and YouTube cater to varied age groups, while
Snapchat and TikTok target a younger demographic. Content styles
differ too, with Instagram specializing in visual stimuli, short clips, and
YouTube in longer videos. TikTok's algorithm optimizes content
visibility, while LinkedIn and Facebook prioritize communal interac-
tion and networking. Usability and unique features like Instagram's
“Stories” or YouTube's “playlists” also shape user engagement.
Furthermore, platform integrity, encapsulated by policies on mis-
information and data management, influences both influencer
attraction and consumer persuasion. Deciphering these multifaceted
influences on social media influencer behavior across platforms is a
sophisticated endeavor. Abidin's (2018) proposition argues that each
platform is characterized by distinct norms, guiding social media
influencers to construct socially engaging personae. The media
context, along with its characteristics, play significant roles in
facilitating parasocial relationships where personal disclosure and
emotional resonance are crucial elements (Giles, 2002). While the
role of parasocial relationships in influencing user behavior is
highlighted on platforms such as Instagram and YouTube, it's
pertinent to explore their relevance on other platforms. It's
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undeniable that parasocial interactions occur across various media;
however, the nature of these interactions and their influence might
vary based on platform-specific characteristics. Interactivity and
personalized communication with media figures amplify parasocial
relationships (Kassing & Sanderson, 2010), a phenomenon more
pronounced on interactive platforms such as YouTube and Instagram.
The accessibility and perceived authenticity of social media content
bolster parasocial relationships, with Instagram's visual emphasis and
“stories” feature heightening intimacy and authenticity (Lee &
Watkins, 2016), and YouTube's long-form content and interactive
commenting enhancing connectivity (Molyneux, 2015). While the
strength of these relationships on platforms like Instagram and
YouTube is undoubtedly pronounced due to their inherent design and
user engagement mechanisms, the manifestation of these relation-
ships varies across the spectrum of social media platforms. This
variance can be attributed to factors like content style, platform
design, user demographics, and the nature and frequency of user
interactions. On the contrary, platforms such as LinkedIn or Snapchat,
which may have different user expectations and engagement
patterns, might not offer the same depth or type of parasocial
relationships. While the visual intimacy of Instagram Stories or the
comprehensive content of YouTube videos can bolster the perceived
closeness with influencers, the brief and transient nature of Snapchat
or the professional detachment of LinkedIn might not evoke the same
level of unilateral audience-media figure relationships. Individual
features and user expectations of different social media platforms
mold consumer attitudes and behaviors—YouTube accentuates
comprehensive information and expert reviews, whereas Instagram
underscores esthetic appeal and aspirational lifestyles. Influencer
attributes such as credibility, trustworthiness, expertise, and authen-
ticity vary across platforms. For instance, LinkedIn primarily values
expertise and credibility, while Instagram prioritizes authenticity.
Trustworthiness gains critical importance on YouTube for product
appraisals, with opinion leadership being consequential on platforms
like Twitter or LinkedIn. Information relevance is paramount on
YouTube, contrasting with Snapchat or TikTok where it is less valued.
Congruence between influencers and consumers is emphasized on
platforms like Instagram and TikTok, whereas professional-oriented
platforms like LinkedIn focus on brand-influencer alignment. While
advertising recognition often incites resistance on Instagram or
YouTube, its impact is relatively attenuated on LinkedIn or Twitter
where sponsored content is less prevalent. Parasocial interactions,
which often contribute to trustworthiness, are not exclusive to any
platform. However, Instagram and YouTube, due to their specific user
engagement dynamics, content style, and audience demographics,
might accentuate these relationships more than others. This is not to
undermine the presence of such interactions on other platforms but
to emphasize the varying levels and impacts of parasocial relation-
ships across the social media spectrum. Our objective is to elucidate
how the specific nature and depth of these interactions can
differently influence trustworthiness across platforms.

In pursuit of deciphering user behaviors on social media

platforms, Wilkes et al. (2016) proffered a nuanced, dualistic
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classification framework for social media platforms, rooted in two
seminal categories: (1) rational classifiers (emphasizing aspects like
mobile/desktop optimization, distinctions in visual/textual content,
propagation dynamics, affinity clusters, and the dichotomy between
personal and professional interactions, alongside other affordance-
features); and (2) social influence processes-related classifiers
(encapsulating facets like “liking,” authority, conformity-compliance,
and reciprocity). Given the nascent theoretical landscape of this
domain, we've employed Wilkes et al. (2016) classification to
postulate the direction of expected moderating effects (see details
in Supporting Information: Web Appendix 1). While the discourse
predominantly revolves around Instagram and YouTube due to the
focus of empirical studies in this meta-analysis, it's essential to
emphasize that the impact of parasocial relationships is multifaceted
and can manifest differently across platforms. The unique interactive
nature of Instagram and YouTube might amplify parasocial effects,
leading to a heightened influence on perceived trustworthiness.
However, platforms such as Snapchat, TikTok, or LinkedIn might
foster different relational dynamics with their users, which in turn
could influence how trustworthiness, expertise, and congruence are
perceived. Recognizing the fledgling state of the subject and the
consequent speculative stances, we've characterized our moderating
hypotheses as “RQ.” Due to space constraints in the journal, the
expected moderating effects for YouTube and Instagram are outlined
below without elaboration. Detailed theoretical reasoning and
arguments can be found in Supporting Information: Web Appendix 1.

For H1 and H2, YouTube is anticipated to exert a stronger
moderating effect than Instagram. Similarly, for H3 and H4,
YouTube's moderation is expected to overshadow Instagram's, while
for H5 and Hé, YouTube again holds prominence. However, in H7
and H8, Instagram's moderating effect is predicted to surpass
YouTube's. In the context of H9 and H10, while Instagram might
have a pronounced negative moderation for overt promotions,
YouTube remains more neutral. Beyond these platforms, TikTok is
projected to dominate in H3 and H4. For H1 & H2 and H5 & Hé,
Twitter is likely the predominant moderator. Facebook's influence is
anticipated to be most significant for H3 & H4 and H1 & H2, while
LinkedIn is expected to stand out for H1 & H2 and H3 & H4.

Therefore,

RQ1: The effects postulated in hypotheses H1 to H10 are
anticipated to display significant variations across social media
influencers operating on disparate platforms, reflecting the distinc-

tive characteristics and dynamics of each platform.

Geographical context

Academic research on social media influencers is disproportionately
concentrated in Anglo-Saxon regions, predominantly the United
States (Fernandez-Prados et al., 2021). The global footprint of social
media influencers, however, suggests a varied impact across regions.
A Statista survey (2023) ranked Brazil as the top country in terms of
social media influencer advertisement receptivity, with other countr-
ies, such as China and India, also showing high receptivity. A
comprehensive examination by Abidin and Brown (2018) mapped out
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differing social media influencer strategies across global contexts,
highlighting cultural, behavioral, and regulatory factors as major
contributors to these differences. One pivotal factor is the cultural
dimension of individualism versus collectivism, defined by
Hofstede (2001).

In Western societies rooted in individualism, social media
influencers are valued for their authenticity, unique perspective,
and personal connection with followers. This emphasis aligns with
the Western preference for platforms like Instagram, Facebook, and
YouTube, which favor personal storytelling and aspirational content
(Semrush, 2022). In contrast, Eastern, collectivist societies such as
China show a preference for group-endorsed or institution-backed
influencers. This cultural inclination does not imply that trustworthi-
ness and expertise are solely the domains of collectivist cultures.
Rather, it highlights that in such cultures, trustworthiness and
expertise often derive significance from collective endorsements,
reflecting societal emphasis on group harmony and cohesion. Thus,
while trustworthiness and expertise are universally important for
influencing attitudes, their source, and manifestation might vary
culturally. Distinct platform preferences further amplify these cultural
differences. In the East, WeChat, Douyin, and Weibo are the leading
platforms (Semrush, 2022). They emphasize features and algorithms
that foster group interactions and consensus-building, reflecting the
collectivist ethos.

Moreover, influencer categorizations exhibit regional differences.
While the West often classifies influencers based on metrics like
follower count and niche, China's landscape has specialized catego-
ries, including Key Opinion Leaders and Wanghongs. While sharing
some commonalities with their Western counterparts, these influen-
cers have distinct attributes, often tied to community endorsement or
institutional backing (Zhang & de Seta, 2018). Content styles also
diverge. Western influencers often leverage personal narratives for
relatability and aspiration. Conversely, Eastern influencers, especially
in China, prioritize livestreaming, a medium that offers immediate
authenticity, enabling real-time community interactions and group
validations (Moriuchi, 2021). E-commerce integration highlights
another regional variance. Eastern markets, especially China, seam-
lessly integrate influencer content with direct product purchases. The
West, although adopting shoppable posts, hasn't reached the same
depth in social commerce as observed in Eastern platforms (Business
Insider, 2021). Finally, influencer marketing regulations exhibit
regional disparities. While the US Federal Trade Commission
mandates clear disclosures for sponsored content, Eastern markets
show variations in their approach, influenced by both cultural
attitudes and regulatory perspectives. Acknowledging the nascent
nature of the topic and its inherent uncertainties, we present
RQ instead of formal hypotheses. Due to journal space limitations,
the expected moderating effects for Eastern (collectivistic) and
Western (individualistic) cultures are summarized below. Compre-
hensive theoretical justifications are available in the Supporting
Information: Web Appendix 1. In Eastern collectivist cultures,
stronger effects are anticipated in areas of credibility, trustworthiness
(H1, H2), homophily (H3, H4), and the impact of opinion leaders (H5,

Hé), with an increased negative effect observed for overt advertising
(H9, H10). Conversely, Western individualistic cultures exhibit
stronger effects in the domains of expertise, authenticity (H1, H2),
attractiveness (H3, H4), and informativeness of content (H5, Hé).
However, the congruence between influencers and brands is equally
valued in both Eastern and Westen (H7, H8), albeit for varying
reasons. Consequently, we formulate the following RQ,

RQ2: The anticipated effects outlined in hypotheses H1 to H10
are expected to exhibit significant variations across geographical

areas where social media influencers operate.

Product context

According to a survey by Influencer Marketing Hub (2023), social
media influencer involvement fluctuates across product categories,
with Fashion and Beauty leading (25%), followed by Gaming (12.9%),
Travel and Lifestyle (12.5%), Sports (12%), Family, Parenting,
and Home (10.7%), and trailing is Health and Fitness (6.8%). The
social media influencer influence on consumer attitudes and behavior
hinges on product nature—hedonic or utilitarian. Hedonic products,
which pivot around emotional benefits and impulsive purchases, align
with influencers who evoke positive emotions, aspirations, and a
sense of identity (Bridges & Florsheim, 2008). Such influencers
adeptly integrate products into alluring lifestyles via compelling
narratives and personal styles. Conversely, influencers promoting
utilitarian products highlight practicality, usefulness, and cost-
effectiveness. In this sphere, trust and credibility are paramount,
augmented by the supply of practical information. An influencer's
efficacy relies on credibility, content informativeness, and congru-
ence between the influencer and the product. Consumers value
expert opinions for utilitarian products, while lifestyle and aspira-
tional connections presented by influencers influence hedonic
product decisions more (Parker & Wang, 2016). In essence,
influencers impact hedonic products via emotional bonds and
impulsive purchases, and utilitarian products via informative content
and rational choices. Given this binary, our hypothesis posits greater
significance for source credibility theory, two-step flow model, and
persuasion knowledge model variables for utilitarian products,
thereby influencing attitudinal and behavioral outcomes. Conversely,
variables related to parasocial interaction theory and similarity-
attraction theory gain more weight for hedonic products. Notably,
congruity theory variables maintain relevance for both hedonic and
utilitarian products.

Due to space limits, we've summarized the moderating effects
for hedonic and utilitarian products. Full justifications are in
the Supporting Information: Web Appendix 1. In the interplay of
influencer characteristics and consumer behavior, hedonic prod-
ucts are expected to have a stronger moderating effect on
authenticity (H1 and H2) and on factors like attractiveness and
influencer-consumer congruence (H3, H4, and H7). Conversely,
utilitarian products have a stronger expected moderating effect on
the credibility, trustworthiness, and expertise of influencers (H1
and H2), as well as on content informativeness (H5 and H6) and

influencer-product congruence (H8). Recognition of content as
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advertising has a more tempered negative effect for utilitarian
products (H9 and H10). However, for influencer-brand congru-
ence (H7 and H8), the expected moderating effects of both
product types are equal, emphasizing the consistent importance of
brand alignment across product categories.

RQ3: The effects postulated in hypotheses H1 through H10 are
anticipated to manifest significant variations across hedonic and

utilitarian products endorsed social media influencers.

Type of social media influencer context

Social media influencers are categorized into five tiers based on
follower count: nano (1-5K), micro (5-20K), mid-tier (20-100K),
mega (100 K-1 M), and celebrities (>1 M) (HypeAuditor, 2021). The
majority (47.3%) are microinfluencers, followed by mid-tier (26.8%)
and nano (18.74%), with macro, mega, and celebrities being rare
(0.5% combined). Notably, nano influencers display the highest
engagement rates at 5%, dwindling to 1.6% at the celebrity level
(HypeAuditor, 2021). Social media influencers impact on consumer
attitudes and behaviors varies significantly due to differences in
reach, engagement, and perceived authenticity. Nano influencers,
despite smaller followings, forge more personal, frequent audience
connections, thereby driving higher engagement. Their perceived
authenticity, relatability, and trustworthiness (Abidin, 2018) make
their endorsements seem like genuine recommendations (Brown &
Phifer, 2018), rendering their promotions particularly effective for
niche or local products and services.

Mega influencers, commanding enormous followings, derive their
impact from substantial reach, celebrity status, high-quality content,
collaborations with reputable brands, and trendsetting authority (De
Veirman et al., 2017). Their endorsements rapidly heighten aware-
ness, while their status ignites product desire. The professionally
crafted content enhances product allure, and their association with
esteemed brands augments credibility.

Due to space constraints, we've summarized the moderating
effects for influencers' follower counts. Details are in the
Supporting Information: Web Appendix 1. High follower counts
are expected to have a stronger moderating effect on an
influencer's perceived credibility (H1 and H2), attractiveness (H3
and H4), and opinion leadership (H5 and Hé) due to the principle of
social proof. On the other hand, low follower counts are
anticipated to produce a stronger effect on authenticity (H1 and
H2) and more intimate influencer-consumer and influencer-
product congruence (H7 and H8). Trustworthiness and expertise
(H1 and H2) present varied effects based on follower count, with
genuine content often overriding sheer numbers. For recognizing
content as advertising (H? and H10), the expected moderating
effect relies more on the nature of content than follower count,
highlighting the intricate balance between reach and genuine
engagement in influencing consumer outcomes. Based on these
considerations, we propose:

RQ4: The effects proposed in hypotheses H1 through H10 are
expected to exhibit significant variations across different types of

social media influencers.
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3 | METHODOLOGY

In the previous sections, we introduced meta-analysis as a tool to
reconcile scholarly literature discrepancies, juxtapose extant theoretical
frameworks, and synthesize a comprehensive understanding of the way
social media personalities hold over consumer behavior. Subsequent

sections delineate the processes encompassed within this meta-analysis.

3.1 | Search for the relevant literature

The process of term-searching was guided by the parameters set forth in
Cochrane's handbook (Higgins et al., 2019) and the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines
(Moher, 2009). Given the focus of this research on the implications of
social media influencers on consumer behavior, the “population” was
defined in line with Cochrane's recommendations as social media users.
The “intervention/exposure” was identified as social media influencers,
while the “outcome” was recognized as consumer attitudes and behavior.
A thoughtful selection of relevant keywords and synonyms representing
social media influencers was compiled. Utilizing Boolean operators,
particularly “OR,” expedited the identification of pertinent articles. These

» o

keywords encompassed terms such as “social media influencer,” “influen-

n o« n o«

cer,” “Instagrammer,” “YouTuber,” “vlogger,” “microcelebrity,” “content

n o«

creators,” “opinion leaders,” and “blogger.” The retrieval of significant
literature was executed via scholarly databases, as well as Google Scholar
for academic articles. Additional resources included the ProQuest
database, the Social Science Citation Index, the Social Science Research
Network websites, and the Electronic List for Marketing Academics and

Researchers.

3.2 | Eligibility criteria

The definitions previously established relating to the population,
intervention/exposure, and outcome, as they pertain to social media
influencers and consumer behavior, served as a foundation for the
creation of our inclusion and exclusion criteria in this meta-analytical
study, as per PRISMA guidelines. Articles included met the following
requirements: (a) authored in English, (b) represent academic work,
published or unpublished, (c) focus primarily on social media
influencer impact on consumer attitudes and behavior, (d) adopt a
quantitative approach, and (e) report a statistical relationship metric,
providing sufficient information for effect size computation. Data
extraction was performed independently by two authors, with
discrepancies resolved via dialogue. Information was gleaned from
each study regarding (a) bibliographic details, (b) methodological
facets, including study design, data collection, and sampling strategy,
(c) operationalization of key constructs, and (d) statistical data
necessary for effect size computation. The search yielded an initial
6215 articles, which were scrutinized against the PRISMA-based
criteria. Later stages applied the established eligibility criteria.
Figure 2 illustrates the data inclusion/exclusion process via a PRISMA
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FIGURE 2 Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses flow diagram illustrating the process of study selection

through application of eligibility criteria.

flow diagram. A list of these empirical studies is available in

Supporting Information: Web Appendix 2.

3.3 | Quality assessment

The quality of the examined studies was assessed using a modified
Cochrane's GRADE framework (Balshem et al, 2011) reported in
Supporting Information: Web Appendix 3. The process involved
collaborative evaluation by two authors across five factors: risk of bias,
inconsistency, indirectness, imprecision, and publication bias. Risk of bias
was determined by survey methodology, including sampling method,
sample size, response rate, and scales used. Inconsistency and
indirectness were examined by correlating findings with previous research
and the directness of evidence, respectively. Precision was measured via
statistical power, influenced by sample size and reported significance
levels. Potential publication bias was probed by seeking selective
reporting and inconsistencies with other published studies. The report
also included aspects like journal quality rating, citation count, sample size,
sampling method, scale usage, reported reliabilities, average variance

extracted, and discriminant validity assessment.

3.4 | Assessment of methodological diversity

Our evaluation of methodological diversity in the included studies
underscored significant variances, reflecting the complexity inherent

in the social media influencer field and necessitating the considera-
tion of such heterogeneity in our meta-analysis. A preponderance of
the articles (48) were peer-reviewed academic pieces, whereas a
smaller portion (5) were classified as gray literature, encompassing
conference papers, dissertations, and unpublished works. These
studies employed diverse designs: 15 utilized experimental methods
and 43 implemented correlational designs. Sampling strategies
exhibited considerable variation in size, demographic composition,
geographic distribution, and collection techniques. Sample sizes
spanned from fewer than “104” in small-scale investigations to
several thousand in larger studies. The demographic profile was
broadly inclusive, although predominantly focusing on young adults
and adolescents (n=37) and females (n=40). Geographically, the
studies were globally represented, with several originating from
Europe (n=20), North America (n=17), Asia (n=15), and other
regions (n=1).

The studies employed a range of measurement tools to gauge
consumer attitudes and behaviors, including self-report scales
(n=49) and observational measures (n=4). Structural equation
modeling (n = 18) was the most frequently used statistical technique,
followed by regression analysis (n=16) and analysis of variance
(n =4). A minority of studies utilized more advanced methods, such as
mediation and moderation analyses.

Methodological diversity in the studies carries implications for
interpreting and generalizing findings, enabling a comprehensive
understanding of social media influencer effects on consumer
attitudes and behaviors yet introducing potential heterogeneity in
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the meta-analysis. To address this, robust subgroup analyses were
employed to explore and address biases stemming from diverse study

designs.

3.5 | Coding

Using the Cochrane Handbook guidelines (Higgins et al., 2019), key
constructs were categorized based on similarities in concept,
measurement, or statistics (see Supporting Information: Web
Appendix 4). We employed a deductive approach with predefined
categories from the framework, ensuring consistent variable coding.
Two authors independently handled the coding, with discrepancies
settled through discussion. Besides main constructs, supplementary
details like publication specifics, sample demographics, research
methodology, influencer traits, promoted products, and platform
were coded. Contextual moderating variables were classified
considering empirical studies, theoretical bases, and statistical
considerations, with coding details found in Supporting Information:
Web Appendix 4.

3.6 | Meta-analytical procedure
3.6.1 | Publication bias

Publication bias, a prevalent concern in meta-analysis, introduces a
risk of including studies with larger effect sizes, potentially
compromising findings validity (Borenstein et al., 2021). This bias
can stem from selective reporting favoring authors' or sponsors' per-
spectives, commonly known as the “file drawer problem” where
studies with nonsignificant results remain unpublished. To address
publication bias, multiple approaches were employed. First, funnel
plots were used to assess symmetry, indicating potential bias (Egger
et al, 1997). Second, the fail-safe N, measuring the number of
missing studies needed to invalidate the relationship statistically, was
calculated. A fail-safe N exceeding 5k + 10 (k = number of studies)
suggests lower bias likelihood. Additionally, Egger's regression test
examined the significance of the intercept's deviation from zero
(Egger et al., 1997). Moreover, the trim-and-fill method was utilized
to estimate the overall effect, address asymmetric studies, and
compute missing studies based on bias-adjusted estimates (Duval &
Tweedie, 2000). These combined methods enhance the meta-
analysis's robustness and credibility by providing insights into

publication bias.

3.6.2 | Effect-size calculation

Our analysis involved studies examining the relationships between
antecedents and outcomes using correlation coefficients, specifically
Fisher's Z transformation. For studies using regressions or reporting

standardized beta coefficients, a conversion to correlation
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coefficients was achieved using Peterson and Brown's (2005)
method. This transformed standardized beta coefficients into
correlation coefficients for inclusion in the meta-analysis. Experi-
mental studies that presented means and standard deviations had
their effect-size metric calculated as the standardized mean differ-
ence (Cohen's d), which was subsequently converted to correlation
coefficients (Peterson & Brown, 2005).

3.6.3 | Bivariate analysis

Our study uses individual effect sizes as the basic unit of analysis,
backed by a Q statistics test that uncovers significant heterogeneity
among correlation coefficients. It performs bivariate analysis to study
how antecedents influence social media influencer outcome vari-
ables. The synthesis of existing research is achieved by computing
average correlation coefficients, weighted by sample size, for each
variable in the conceptual model and examining their relation to the

dependent variables.

3.6.4 | Assessment of heterogeneity

In meta-analyses, statistical heterogeneity arises from participant
characteristics, interventions, contextual, and methodological factors
(Higgins, 2003). We used the Q-statistic and I-squared test to
measure heterogeneity for each relationship in our analysis (Hunter &
Schmidt, 2004). If these indicators show heterogeneity, a moderator
analysis is necessary, suggesting that observed heterogeneity isn't

solely due to sampling errors (Borenstein et al., 2021).

3.6.5 | Moderation analysis

We recognize that there might be methodological and contextual
factors that could affect our results. To investigate these factors, we
used the “metafor” package in R, which is suitable for subgroup
analysis. We've detailed how we categorized, defined, and coded
each of these potential factors in Supporting Information: Web

Appendix 5. This provides a structured approach to our analysis.

4 | RESULTS
4.1 | Hypotheses testing

Table 1 presents the random and fixed effect sizes and their
heterogeneity for the proposed relationships. Fisher's z transforma-
tion of Pearson's correlation coefficient r calculated the overall effect

size for accurate interstudy comparisons.

H1a: Social media influencer credibility significantly influenced
attitudes toward the influencer (r=0.726, p < 0.0001), content
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