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ABSTRACT

With the development of social media, influencer marketing has become a new and efficient brand marketing strategy
that interests marketing managers. To better understand the impact of influencer marketing on brand engagement, this
paper proposes a dual-route effect research framework based on prior literature. The model suggests that the parasocial
relationship positively affects the source credibility during the content interaction between the audience and the
influencer, and then the source credibility enhances brand credibility. In addition, content immersion increases brand
content enjoyment. Both brand credibility and brand content enjoyment would ultimately cultivate brand engagement.
The paper provides a potential framework of influencer marketing evaluation for future research and gives managerial

implications.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The development of social media platforms
significantly expands individuals’ impact by enabling
people to have extra channels for expressing personal
values and gaining the audience’s attention. With social
media empowerment, some individuals could share their
lives, interests, and opinions, attract many audiences with
their unique personalities, i.e., gradually develop into
influencers [1]. Influencers can attract homogeneous
mass audiences and easily shape and change fans’
lifestyles and even perceptions and attitudes towards
branding trends. Influencer marketing refers to
promoting products and services to followers on social
media through influencers to make consumers recognize
the brand and encourage consumer interest and beneficial
responses. Therefore, as brands realize and appreciate the
potential of influencers, influencer marketing practices
are multiplying at a fast rate [2]. In addition, millennials
are more eager for fun and social interaction and tend to
devote more time and enthusiasm to individuals and
contents they favor [3]. Therefore, through the
connection and interaction with influencers, consumers
may have a closer bonding towards the brand and realize
the followers’ engagement and co-creation on social
media, forming a viral spread of brand information.

Although companies have been exploring influencer
marketing practices, related research is still in the early

stage [4]. There is insufficiency in scholarly works on
influencer marketing activities’ processes and the
psychological mechanism that makes the audience
become potential consumers and continue to engage with
the brand. Moreover, companies still doubt the certainty
and effectiveness of influencer marketing. Practically the
marketing results may be very different when choosing
different types of influencers and platforms [5].
Therefore, it is crucial to understand the mechanism
behind marketing process from influencer guidance to
brand engagement. This research aims to clarify how
influencer marketing in social media affects audience’s
brand engagement and explores which factors may
motivate influencer marketing to elevate brand
engagement.

2. BACKGROUND

2.1. Influencer marketing

Social media refers to a highly interactive platform
that allows individuals and communities to create and
share user-generated content and communicate with
other users. On social media, influencers are both content
generators and celebrities with many followers. Unlike
traditional celebrities or public figures, social media-
based influencers are “regular people” who express
themselves more personally on the platform [6] and focus
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on niche areas where they interest, e.g., technology,
fashion, fitness, food, subculture. They can build a
relationship with the audience by sharing their daily lives,
knowledge, information and having conversations with
others on social media to show themselves. Influencer
marketing refers to a digital commercial strategy in
which brand managers cooperate with famous
influencers related to their brand positioning to
implement brand promotion to target customers [7]. With
a considerable fan base established, influencers can act as
effective marketing agents, regularly publishing valuable
content on social media for brand endorsement and
cultivating many followers with marketing value.

The role of influencers is considered the source of
information on social media, and consumers often refer
to the information published by influencers before
making a purchase. Scholars believe that the success of
influencer marketing in social media is due to the high
credibility [8]. Consumers can make decisions through
information from sources with high credibility and trust
[9]. Such emotional connections between influencers and
audience are prerequisites for obtaining preference and
trust in influencer marketing. The interaction between
audience and influencers on social media platforms
enhances their perceived approachability and
authenticity to influencers [10]. The audience’s
familiarity and likability towards influencers determine
their attitude towards influencer endorsements and
brands, eventually strengthening the audience’s trust in
the brand and turning them into customers or potential
customers. Therefore, influencer marketing depends on
the continuous maintenance of relationships with the
follower groups.

From the audience’s perspective, the communication
of social media influencer marketing largely comes from
content creation [4]. Influencers endorse the brand
through their unique and personal content creation,
including the narration of the brand and product
experience to consumers. Their content is generally
entertaining, knowledgeable and cultural, and consistent
with their personalities [11]. Different content
characteristics will stimulate the audience’s different
emotions and behavioral intentions. Many studies
explained the leading antecedents of influencer
marketing to audience guidance, including brand
positioning, sponsorship disclosure , and the
characteristics of influencers [11, 12]. However, making
audiences immerse in storytelling and interaction in
content creation also means significant to social media
influencers, especially in rich media (e.g., video
platforms) [13]. By telling real stories and exciting
narratives mixed with brand promotion-related content,
more followers are willing to interact with influencers
and learn about products or services. In this way,
influencers can guide followers to the product and brand
and create enjoyable content, reducing the persuasive
intention perceived by the audience.
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2.2. Brand engagement

Social media in Web 2.0 has expanded the way of
branding information dissemination. Therefore, brand
engagement in social media has increasingly attracted
attention from both companies and scholars [14]. Brand
engagement refers to the degree of positively valenced
brand-related cognitional, emotional and behavioral
investment in a brand [15]. From this basis, brand
engagement is generally considered a multidimensional
structure with cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
dimensions. Brand engagement represents a higher level
of customer’s psychological and behavioral performance
for the brand or company rather than merely the
customer’s consumption [16]. Brand engagement is a
strategic way to create, develop and enrich customer
relationships and achieve business performance. Prior
researches suggest that brand engagement has various
benefits for companies, e.g., a long-term relationship
between the brand and customers, purchasing products or
services more frequently, willingness to pay a premium
price, and intentions to co-create and co-develop [17].

Companies adopt influencer marketing strategies to
let social media influencers attract potential customers,
encourage them to interact with brands, and establish
good relationships with consumers [18]. Influencer
marketing contributes to the brands through the genuine
and lasting relationship with the audience on social media
and their generated content. Unlike mere purchase,
influencer marketing emphasizes recognitional and
emotional guidance towards the brand. Brand
engagement refers to a channel for co-creating activities
[19], a sustainable emotional bonding between the brand
and consumers. A fully engaged customer would be a co-
creator and a brand promoter. Thus, brand engagement
has become an essential indicator for evaluating
influencer marketing effectiveness [7].

3. PARASOCIAL RELATIONSHIP,
SOURCE CREDIBILITY, AND BRAND
CREDIBILITY

The parasocial interaction theory explains the
audience’s one-side response and reception with media
characters during media consumption [20, 21]. It
describes the parasocial interaction as illusory human-to-
human interactions between audience and a performer on
media. Parasocial relationship is illusory accompanying
or friend-like relationships created between audiences
and a performer, though relationship and interactions are
not mutual [21, 22]. Parasocial relationships establish
when individuals are constantly exposed to the characters
in the various media environments and repeat parasocial
interactions. Parasocial relationship interpretation can
also apply to consumer-influencer relationships [23].
Influencer marketing relies on social media platforms,
where the audience’s parasocial relationship with
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influencers is formed through one-side parasocial
interaction, e.g., watch, like, repost, and comment.
Compared with traditional celebrity endorsements,
influencer marketing emphasizes meeting on an equal
basis and establishing intimate connections and
relationships with other social media users through
constant parasocial interactions. The parasocial
relationship is a long-term response like rituals, which
continue after media consumption and accompany the
audience’s lives. Eventually, it forms emotional
responses, including trust and attachment.

The parasocial relationship between audience and
influencers will further affect willingness to accept
advertisement messages published by influencers and the
attitudes and behaviors towards the brands endorsed by
influencers. After repeated parasocial interactions,
parasocial relationships will enhance to different stages.
Specifically, the  persuasion of influencers’
communication increases when parasocial relationships
reach a sufficiently high stage [24]. The strength of the
parasocial relationship between influencers and
followers is essential for influencer marketing
performance. From the perspective of credibility theory,
the parasocial relationship between audience and
influencers affects the establishment of perceived
credibility [25]. Source credibility has been widely used
in influencer marketing research to determine whether
the sender or source of information is persuasive and
trustworthy. The concept of source credibility refers to
the professionalism and credibility of influencers as a
source messenger and the effectiveness of persuasive
communication [26]. When the audience and the
influencer establish a parasocial relationship, the
audience regards the influencer as a friend, as well as an
information source continuously influencing the
audience’s information reception. Because the source
credibility determines the consumer’s perception of the
value of information, the credibility of the information
source is often used to measure the degree to which
consumers believe the product and service information
provided by the influencer is trustworthy [27]. The
intimacy and understanding that the audience gains
through parasocial relationships enhance the perceived
credibility of the influencers’ information and their brand
promotion [28]. Based on the discussion above, the first
research proposition is the following:

P1l: The parasocial relationship between the
influencer and the audience positively affects the source
credibility

Brand credibility refers to the customers’ perception
of the willingness and ability of the enterprise to realize
the promised value [29]. Brand credibility is based on
reliable knowledge from various marketing channels. On
social media, where there are massive sources of
information to judge brands, consumers tend to seek
knowledge and information about the perceived quality
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of brands and products from trusted influencers to reduce
risks and information costs. Therefore, brands actively
invite influencers on media websites to participate in
events or spread brand messages, and influencers will
selectively work with their favorite brands to maintain
their authenticity and credibility. Signal theory supports
that the spokesperson’s credibility can transfer to the
brand’s credibility [30]. Gong and Li [27] argued that the
credibility of sources can promote endorsement effects in
the context of parasocial interaction between fans and
celebrities. Research by Jin and Mugaddam [31]
indicates that influencers can use their impacts to
increase the audience’s perceived credibility, likeability,
and attractiveness towards the brand. Therefore, this
study has the second research proposition:

P2: Source credibility positively affects brand
credibility

Brand credibility is the sum of cognition and emotion
of the interaction between the customer and the provider
regarding the brand’s stability [29]. Brand engagement
literature suggests that customer’s brand engagement is
driven by multiple motivations [3]. Brand credibility as a
brand-related emotional motivation positively affects the
formation of customer engagement behavior [32]. Brands
with a good reputation and high brand equity are more
likely to induce positive customer engagement [16].
Brand credibility positively affects consumers’
perceptions and emotional bonding to the brand, which
are the antecedent of beneficial marketing results,
including future connection with the brand and
willingness to participate in a collaborative online
community [33]. Therefore, this study has the third
proposition:

P3: Brand credibility positively affects brand
engagement

4. INFLUENCER CONTENT IMMERSION
AND BRAND CONTENT ENJOYMENT

On social media, users mainly follow others because
they are interested in other people’s lives and desire
enjoyment, pleasure, and social recognition. The
audience’s recognition and pleasure toward the
knowledge of a specific subject and the professionally-
generated content establish their attitude towards
influencers [4]. When endorsing the brand, influencers
experience the product before consumers and present
interactive content about the information and opinion for
the audience, so consumers can gain a virtual product
experience before purchasing.

Immersion explains how consumers process and
interact with information in content generated by
influencers [34]. When people participate in experience-
enriching and fulfilling activities, they will enter into a
psychological state of being fully immersed, which is
named ‘flow’ [35]. In the context of social media
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interaction, immersion is defined as being fully immersed
in a social media environment and focusing on content
narrative and media informative scene, embodied in loss
of self-consciousness and the intrinsically enjoyable and
self-reinforcing aspects of flow. The immersion state of
psychological travel to the narratives results from the
interaction of the external scenario and one’s subjective
cognition [36]. Influencer marketing generally focuses
on more specific topics and market segments, and they
endorse the brand with individualistic, intimate forms of
self-expression [8, 18]. Influencer-created content
provides a virtual experience of products or services that
allows consumers to immerse themselves in media
content. Immersive experience can promote people to
process media information, thereby maintaining a long-
lasting memory. Additionally, immersion in the online
environment will enhance the positive audience’s
emotions and positive attitude towards brand
endorsement. Being immersed in the narratives and
virtual experiences give consumers delighted feelings
and ultimately produces good brand evaluations [37].
Therefore, this study proposes:

P4: Immersion of influencer content positively
affects brand content enjoyment

Brand content enjoyment represents the audience’s
favor of brand-related information in influencer
marketing while immersing in the content [38]. The
audience has potential emotively-driven, experiential
needs, including seeking recognition by looking for
branded content that matches their preferences and
continuously interacting with hedonic content [39]. The
influencer’s content serves as a guide and arouses the
audience’s interest in brand-related content, stimulating
consumers’ positive emotions and willingness to learn
about the brand. The aroused positive emotions will
enhance the audience’s willingness to purchase, share,
and participate in co-creation [40]. On this basis, the fifth
proposition is presented:

P5: Brand content enjoyment positively affects brand
engagement

Building on the literature review, this study
developed a model for exploring the mechanism of
influencer marketing affecting brand engagement, as
represented in Figure 1. From the psychological process
of brand engagement building, this model explains the
linkage between the parasocial relationship with
influencers, source credibility, brand credibility, video
content immersion, brand content enjoyment, and brand
engagement.
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Figure 1 Conceptual model.

5. CONCLUSION

In summary, the rise of influencer marketing is an
innovation of brand marketing models and a new way of
reshaping social media users’ reception and consumption.
Therefore, it is necessary to have a new model to analyze
the psychological mechanism of the audience’s internal
guidance from influencer to brand. This paper explores
how influencer marketing in social media affects
customer engagement based on the parasocial
relationship, credibility, and immersion theory. An
integrated model is built accordingly, showing that
influencer marketing enhances customer engagement
through two directions on social media platforms. One is
to promote the source’s credibility by establishing a
parasocial relationship and transforming it into
credibility for the brand, thereby strengthening the brand
engagement. The other is through the audience’s
immersion in consuming the narrative and performance
of influencers’ content on social media. Immersion in
influencers’ content makes the audience enjoy the brand
information in the content and eventually cultivates
brand engagement. The above discussions deepen the
understanding of brand engagement formation and
transmission on social media platforms. However, it is
necessary to refine the context of social media platforms,
influencers, and brand positioning in the future
quantitative analysis to obtain meaningful solutions for
the brand. Additionally, it should be noted that this article
does not integrate a complete theoretical background, so
there are still more potential perspectives and theories to
explain the impact of influencer marketing to brand
engagement.

These results offer a guideline for future research on
the psychological impact of influencer marketing on
brand engagement. Influencer marketing should be
examined from the perspective of the parasocial
relationship and content immersion. This research also
presents some managerial implications for brand
managers who implement strategic decisions in
influencer marketing. Brand managers should search for
influencers who continuously produce high-quality
content and have loyal followers. When cooperating with
influencers congruent with the brand image, brand
managers should actively communicate with them to
ensure that they could present fun and immersive content.
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