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Abstract. During the last two decades, the figure of the influencer has gained
great relevance for the teenage audience. It is here where he or she is positioned
as a reference, since he or she is considered a role model, generating bonds that
vary in intensity. In this context, the teenager is led to think that he or she has a
friendship relationship with the influencer, which is not the case. This is called a
parasocial relationship (PSR), which in this paper is developed from the perspec-
tive of influencer advertising in the field of self-image about the body and diet.
This is a sensitive and relevant topic since it brings associated risks, such as over-
confidence that increases the difficulties in recognizing advertising and in acti-
vating an attitude of self-criticism. That is why this study focuses on the RPS of
the adolescent with the influencer who promotes food and body care products,
and on the adolescent's perception of the credibility of this advertising content.
In addition, the association between these two variables is analyzed. To achieve
this objective, a quantitative methodology was used, with the support of a repre-
sentative survey, which was answered by 1020 Peruvian adolescents between 11
and 17 years of age. The results indicate a high PSR of the adolescent with the
influencer on body and diet, and a very positive evaluation of the credibility of
this advertising. Finally, the correlational analysis indicates a significant direct
association between RPS and credibility.

Keywords: Influencer Advertising, Influencers, Social Networks, Social Me-
dia, Parasocial Relationship, Credibility, Teenagers, Peru.

1 Introduction

The increasingly premature and prolonged presence of teenagers on SN [1] has raised
academic concerns about certain non-invasive digital marketing strategies that are dif-
ficult to identify, for instance, influencer advertising related to body and dieting. For
adolescents, this form of marketing presents a challenge to their limited ability to rec-
ognize persuasive intent [2], especially when such content is not disclosed as advertis-
ing [2], [3]. This difficulty prevents the adolescent from adopting a more critical atti-
tude, which, moreover, is in the process of development [4]. Influencer advertising typ-
ically aims to achieve short-term marketing objectives by prompting followers to take
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action [5]. Similar to native advertising, it is subtly embedded within influencers’ edi-
torial content, making it difficult to distinguish between them [6], [7]. Moreover, it
often does not resemble advertising [8]. This strategy leverages the persuasive poten-
tial, popularity, and perceived credibility of influencers on SN [9], who are viewed as
trustworthy, relatable [6], and authentic endorsers [10]. Entertainment is also used as a
vehicle to engage teenagers and foster a favorable attitude toward the advertised prod-
uct, even if they do not realize it [11]. By combining these attributes, influencer adver-
tising exerts substantial influence over the attitudes, behaviors, and decisions of its fol-
lowers [6], [9], [12].

This context points to a state of heightened vulnerability among teenagers to influ-
encer advertising related to body image and dieting, particularly given evidence that
adolescents tend to respond more positively to such tactics due to their reduced ability
to detect persuasive intent [3]. Additionally, two recent developments are noteworthy:
(a) a double-digit annual growth in influencer advertising investment in Peru, projected
to reach approximately 30 million dollars in 2025; and (b) significant potential for fu-
ture expansion, as this investment currently accounts for 5% of all digital advertising
and nearly 30% of advertising on SN [13]. This study examines one factor that may
further impair adolescents’ ability to recognize advertising: the PSR they develop with
influencers in the context of body image and dieting.

To define the concept, it is important to distinguish parasocial relationships (PSR)
from parasocial interaction (PSI), terms that are often used interchangeably. PSI refers
to simulated, mediated interactions experienced by audiences when exposed to media
figures [14], [15]. These interactions are prompted by the media figure through verbal
and physical cues, making the audience believe that the character is addressing them
personally, intimately, and reciprocally, though this perception is only a momentary
illusion [15]. In contrast, PSR emerges from repeated exposure to a media figure [14]
and develops from PSI. It is a non-presential, psychological relationship formed by the
audience with the media figure—in this case, SN influencers—driven by a sense of
intimacy, friendship, and identification. Audiences believe they understand the influ-
encer due to frequent interactions on SN [15], [16], [17], [18]. It is called PSR because,
while followers are highly familiar with the influencers’ lives, personalities, and expe-
riences, the influencers typically have little or no awareness of their followers [19].

Both ideas involve imagined interactions or bonds. However, PSR is one-sided, even
though SN often makes it seem mutual. PSR can also last after someone stops seeing
the media figure [15]. Although these concepts originated during the era of television
and radio, they are now commonly applied to the context of SN. Some people have
criticized the continued use of these terms, suggesting 'transparasocial' as a more accu-
rate alternative to reflect the collectively reciprocal relationships that SN platforms may
facilitate between influencers and their followers [12]. Nevertheless, this study adopts
the term parasocial relationship (PSR) to describe the phenomenon observed among
teenagers, while also acknowledging the possibilities of social media interactions.
These interaction possibilities underscore the need to examine how parasocial phenom-
ena influence adolescents’ cognitive and emotional capacities in SN.

SN provides a fertile environment for the development of PSR among teenagers, as
it facilitates immediate and comfortable interactions with influencers [18], [20]. These
interactions often occur in a frequent, intimate, and confessional manner [16] and have
given influencers increased visibility [7]. The interactions are usually bilateral and grant
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followers access to the personal lives of influencers [17]. Content plays a central role
in the formation of PSRs [18]. Through self-disclosure, influencers present themselves
as ordinary and approachable individuals to their followers [16], [21]. Personal and
professional information shared by influencers on SN contributes to the development
of PSR [16]. Teenagers are drawn to influencers by perceived affinity and often begin
to imitate their behavior or express a desire to meet them in person [19]. They are also
attracted to the influencers’ perceived prestige and expertise, seeking these relation-
ships to fulfill emotional and social needs such as companionship and validation [22].
Elements such as informational value, perceived authenticity, and similarity to the in-
fluencer positively influence the formation of PSR [23].

A PSR is a mechanism fostered by influencers for advertising purposes, extending
beyond conventional marketing [23]. However, it poses a particular risk for adoles-
cents, who may perceive their relationship with the influencer as equally meaningful as
an offline interpersonal connection [24]. Additionally, a PSR can increase trust and
weaken their critical stance toward promotional content [20], leading them to interpret
sponsored messages as genuine recommendations from a friend [25]. As has been
noted, 'people tend to be less vigilant with those who are closest to them' [21]. This
phenomenon reflects the considerable influence of PSR on the perceived reliability and
credibility of both the influencer and the endorsed brand [16], with a vice versa effect
also observed [23]. Nevertheless, the ability to recognize advertising may negatively
moderate the link between PSR and follower-perceived credibility [23]. Ultimately, the
credibility teenagers attribute to influencer advertising is shaped by the PSR, the emo-
tional bond they feel, and the perceived coherence between the influencer and the brand
[26].

Previous research suggests that parasocial phenomena play a significant role in the
effectiveness of influencer advertising, particularly in areas such as food and body care.
From this perspective, PSR can be understood as an advertising vehicle on SN that
directly enhances the impact of influencers’ promotional efforts [15], [23], [26]. Em-
pirical studies have shown that PSR influences a range of factors, including listening
attitude [27] perceived credibility, and brand loyalty [16], [23], as well as attitudes to-
ward the product [21], purchase intention [17], [23]and even the willingness to pay a
premium for a product [28], among others.

This study focuses on adolescents aged 11 to 17 in Peru, aiming to assess both the
extent of their PSR with influencers and their perception of the credibility of influencer
content related to body image and dieting. By first analyzing these two variables inde-
pendently, the study seeks to determine whether a relationship exists between them.
Such an association would help clarify whether PSR influences teenagers’ perceptions
of advertising content. The purpose of this research is guided by the following ques-
tions: RQ1. What is the degree of PSR that the Peruvian teenagers develop with influ-
encers about food and body care? RQ2. What is the Peruvian teenagers' perception of
influencers' credibility on body and diet? RQ3. Is there an association between PSR and
the perceived credibility of influencers on body and diet?
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2 Materials and Methodology

This study examines the PSR developed by adolescents aged 11 to 17 with influencers,
as well as their perceptions of the credibility of advertising related to nutrition and body
care. Additionally, it analyzes the relationship between these two variables. This central
objective led to three more specific approaches: SO1. Know the PSR degree that Peru-
vian teenagers have developed with body and diet influencers. SO2. Know the Peruvian
teenagers' perception of influencers' credibility on body and diet. SO3. Verify if there
is a link between PSR and credibility.

A quantitative method was used for the study, with the survey and questionnaire as
the research technique and instrument, respectively. The population of teenagers be-
tween 11 and 17 years old in Peru consisted of 4 216 806, according to the RENIEC
web census of 2023. The sample was estimated at 1020 units of analysis, through a
multi-stage selection process, based on the stratification of the population and subse-
quent proportional allocation of the sample. A confidence level of 95% and a margin
of error of +/-3% was achieved. It should be noted that three strata were used for the
sample stratification process: sex, age, and department. This data made it possible for
the sample and population to have the same composition, using proportional allocation.
Likewise, adherence to all these procedures allowed the survey to be representative.

Teenagers answered the questionnaire through a digital platform, provided by a com-
pany that also certified the anonymization and protection of their data. The question-
naire included the purpose of the research, the rights of the participants, and the in-
formed consent form addressed to the minors' guardians. In addition, on November 20,
2023, this study obtained the approval of the ethics committee of the Universidad In-
ternacional de La Rioja by resolution with code P1065/2023. This ensures that the pre-
sent research complies with all the ethical guidelines required for a study that investi-
gates teenagers. Lastly, the study proposes three variables for analysis: V1. The level
PSR that Peruvian teenagers develop with body and diet influencers. V2. Peruvian teen-
agers' perception about the credibility of the persuasive content of body and diet influ-
encers. V3. Link between PSR and credibility.

2.1 Research Instrument

For this research, the questionnaire was composed of fourteen items, separated into two
groups that correspond to the study's variables of analysis. The first eight questions
inquire into PSR and were designed based on a previous study [29], while the following
six questions examined the credibility of body and diet content and were inspired by
other studies [29], [30], [31]. The questions in the first block on PSR were measured
with a five-point scale: 1 = Completely disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither agree nor
disagree, 4 = Agree, and 5 = Completely agree. The dimensions of source of admiration
(from Q1. to Q3.) and PSR (from Q4. to Q8.) were addressed through the following
statements: Q1. I admire my favorite influencer. Q2. The influencer is a role model in
life. Q3. I want to see photos/videos of my favorite influencer. Q4. When I see my
favorite influencer, I feel that he/she is my friend. Q5. I want to meet my favorite influ-
encer in person. Q6. If there were a news article about my favorite influencer in a news-
paper or online, I would read it. Q7. My favorite influencer makes me feel comfortable,
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as if | were among friends. Q8. When my favorite influencer gives his/her opinion about
a brand, it helps me to choose it.

The second block of questions that inquires into the perception of credibility was
measured through a three-point differential semantic scale: from -1 to 1. This block
addresses the credibility of influencers, based on their content, and understood as ex-
pertise, reliability, attractiveness, and similarity. The following polarity was used for
these items: Q9. Not very useful / Useful, Q10. Unnecessary / Necessary, Q11. Not
very fun/ Fun, Q12. Boring / Entertaining, Q13. Not very exciting / Exciting, Q14. Not
very pleasant / Pleasant.

3 Results Analysis

Table 1 shows the results of the level of PSR that teenagers develop with the influencer
about body and diet. In general, the calculation of means revealed that teenagers feel a
great desire to meet their favorite influencer in person (4.040), to read news about
him/her in a newspaper or on the Internet (3.840), and feel great admiration for the
influencer (3.750). The means were much higher for these three statements than for the
other cases. Moreover, in both the parasocial and admiration dimensions, the mean is
above three, suggesting that there is a high degree of PSR and admiration. Even in the
fourth item, which obtained a slightly lower mean, the previous statement can be main-
tained, since the standard deviation indicates that the data range from 1.85 to 3.89. Sig-
nificant differences were observed between men and women. Female participants were
more interested in viewing influencer content, while males preferred meeting them in
person.

Table 1. Level of PSR with body and diet influencers by sex.

Item Male (519) Female (501) Total (1,020) ANOVA
Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Sig.
Q1. 3.730 .861 3.770 .877 3.750 .869 .496
Q2. 3.130 1.046 3.190 .987 3.160 1.015 .466
Q3. 3.260 .980 3.460 .956 3.360 972 .005
Q4. 2.980 1.058 2.860 1.086 2.920 1.074 127
Q5. 4.140 .871 3.960 .956 4.040 .920 .008
Q6. 3.820 .869 3.850 901 3.840 .885 .647
Q7. 3.510 981 3.450 975 3.480 978 .387
Q8. 3.040 1.048 3.140 .995 3.090 1.021 .180

Additionally, the results according to age (Table 2) also reveal significant dif-
ferences in all the items referred to this first variable of analysis of the study. In almost
all cases, it was observed that teenagers from ages 11 to 12 are more prone to develop
higher levels of PSR and admiration for their favorite influencers. The only case in
which this did not happen was in item eight, which refers to how the opinions of influ-
encers about a brand help teenagers to choose it. In this case, teenagers aged 16 to 17
are more inclined to orient their decision about a brand based on the influencer's opin-
ion.
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Table 2. Level of PSR with body and diet influencers by age.

Item From 11 to 12 From 13 to 15 From 16 to 17 Total (1,020) ANOVA

years old years old years old Sig.

(294) (438) (288)
Media S.D. Media S.D. Media S.D. Media S.D.

Q1. 3.910 914 3.680 .867 3.710 .816 3.750 .869 .010
Q2. 3.310 1.110 3.080 975 3.150 975 3.160 1.015 .037
Q3. 3.630 968 3.210 1.010 3.360 .863 3.360 972 .001
Q4. 3.180 1.159 2.780 1.057 2.880 977 2.920 1.074 .001
Q5. 4.200 941 3.950 919 4.040 .888 4.040 .920 012
Q6. 4.030 .856 3.760 925 3.790 .825 3.840 .885 .002
Q7. 3.740 .952 3.350 1.018 3.450 .895 3.480 978 <.001

The results of the second analysis variable reveal that influencer credibility on
nutrition and body care is highly valued by Peruvian teenagers aged 11 to 17 years old.
In general, almost all attributes are evaluated positively by the adolescent, above fifty
percent. Among all the attributes, fun (68.94%), entertaining (68.53%), pleasant
(67.21%), and exciting (57.16%) stand out as the most highly valued. In almost all
attributes, a majority of teenagers perceive this influencer's content very favorably, ex-
cept when evaluating usefulness and necessity (34.47%) and usefulness (45.23%); how-
ever, in these cases, the neutral responses are much broader than in the rest of the at-
tributes. This could be due to some possible social inhibition of the adolescent.

Additionally, a more specific analysis of the results obtained in this variable
of analysis of the study was performed through the calculation of means, standard de-
viation, and the ANOVA statistical test to identify whether there are significant differ-
ences in the perception of the credibility of the body and diet influencers according to
sex and age. This segregated analysis of the results according to sex indicates that there
are significant differences in women, as they are more inclined than men to perceive
that the content of the influencers is pleasant, as can be seen in Table 3. Meanwhile, the
results according to age, in Table 4, show no significant differences.

Table 3. Influencers' credibility regarding body and diet according to sex.

Item Male (519) Female (501) Total (1,020) ANOVA
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Sig.
Q9. 2.190 .802 2.260 786 2.220 794 .196
Q10. 2.100 742 2.140 .749 2.120 746 424
Ql11. 2.530 755 2.540 .740 2.540 747 772
Ql12. 2.560 .689 2.580 .685 2.570 .687 .760
Q13. 2.440 738 2.380 770 2.410 755 .289
Q14. 2.470 751 2.600 .683 2.540 718 020

Table 4. Body and diet influencers' credibility according to age.
e Fromoll‘li t(¢;4192) years meolli t(33185) years Fromollg :(;8187)years Total (1,020) Al‘g)VA

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. e

Q9. 2.240 811 2.200 765 2.240 .824 2.220 794 781

Q1o0. 2.180 779 2.050 714 2.170 757 2.120 746 .086

Ql11. 2.450 791 2.540 750 2.600 695 2.540 747 .105

Q12. 2.490 759 2.600 .648 2.610 .674 2.570 .687 .149
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Q13. 2.410 767 2.390 747 2.430 758 2.410 755 .843
Q14. 2.480 772 2.530 712 2.610 .674 2.540 718 .176

The third variable of the study analyzes the association between PSR and the
credibility of the influencer's body and diet advertising. Table 5 shows the results, in-
dicating in bold those cases where the significance indicates some correlation (p <0.05)
and shading those where the degree of relationship between variables is greater. Several
very low direct associations between the variables are observed. The highest degree of
association, at a low level, are observed between admiration for influencers (Q1) and
considering influencers as role models in life (Q2). These variables have a low and
highly significant direct association with the perceived usefulness of their content on
body and diet (Q9). Similarly, a low and highly significant direct association is ob-
served between admiration for the influencer (Q1) and the perception of emotion that
this content can generate in teenagers (Q13).

Table 5. Correlation analysis between research variables.

Spearman's rho Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q14
—  Correlation Coefficient 201%%  192%*%  146%*  140%*  212%*%  108**
© Sig. (bilateral) <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 0.003
e« Correlation Coefficient 208%%  193%*%  (089* 078*  139%*%  0.044
© Sig. (bilateral) <.001 <.001 0.016 0.035 <.001 0.236
en  Correlation Coefficient d14%*  115**  0.066 081*  137**  0.052
© Sig. (bilateral) 0.002 0.002 0.073 0.028 <.001 0.156
-« Correlation Coefficient 152%*  180** 0.051 0.05 141*%*  0.035
© Sig. (bilateral) <.001 <.001 0.166 0.177 <.001 0.346
o Correlation Coefficient 099%*%  114%*  123%** .085* 162%* .073*
© Sig. (bilateral) 0.007 0.002 <.001 0.021 <.001 0.048
o Correlation Coefficient .074* A18**%  097**  108**  148**  [127**
© Sig. (bilateral) 0.044 0.001 0.008 0.003 <.001 <.001
~  Correlation Coefficient .099**  108** 0.05 0.056  .127**  .080*
© Sig. (bilateral) 0.007 0.003 0.179 0.131 <.001 0.03
o  Correlation Coefficient JA55%% 0 169%*  118**  0.046  .148**  (.74*
© Sig. (bilateral) <.001 <.001 0.001 0.215 <.001 0.046

** The correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (bilateral).
** The correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (bilateral).

4 Reflections and Conclusions

Concerning the first objective of the study, the results indicate a high level of PSR
among the Peruvian participants. These findings are consistent with prior literature,
which suggests that teenagers often perceive their relationships with influencers as
comparable in significance to personal relationships [24]. Mean score calculations re-
veal a consistent personal interest and desire for closeness with influencers across all
cases. The average is between three and four, with particularly high levels of admira-
tion, interest in meeting influencers in person, and willingness to read news about them.
The results align with previous research showing similarly high PSR levels among
Spanish adolescents [29], although the scores reported in the Peruvian sample are
slightly lower. This study also contributes new insights into gender-based differences:
female participants expressed a greater interest in viewing photos and videos of their
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favorite influencers, whereas male participants were more inclined to express a desire
to meet them in person. The elevated PSR scores suggest a high level of interaction
with influencers on SN platforms, as anticipated in the literature[15], [16], [17]. More-
over, they point to adolescents’ likely receptiveness to influencer advertising content
[19], particularly given the perceived access to influencers' personal lives [17].

Addressing the second research question, this study reveals a high level of credibility
among adolescents toward persuasive content. However, teenagers’ perception of cred-
ibility appears to be driven more by the satisfaction of their emotions and sensations
than by a utilitarian sense. These findings are consistent with prior descriptive research
conducted in Spain [29]. Notably, Peruvian adolescents rated advertising content more
positively than their Spanish counterparts on attributes such as 'fun,' 'entertaining,’ 'ex-
citing,' and 'pleasant.’ This suggests that Peruvian teenagers tend to rate advertising
content more favorably on attributes linked to emotions and sensations. These results
align with existing literature indicating that adolescents often seek to fulfill emotional
and social needs, such as companionship and validation, through their relationships
with influencers [22]. Additionally, this study contributes new insights by identifying
significant gender differences: female participants were more likely to evaluate this
type of advertising content favorably in terms of enjoyment.

Regarding the third objective, the bivariate analysis indicates several direct associa-
tions between PSR and the credibility of this advertising, although most of them show
avery low degree of association, except for three cases with a low degree of association.
These results point towards the same direction as the reviewed literature, which sug-
gests a link between PSR and the credibility of its source and the advertising [16], [23],
[26]. This suggests that the emotional attachment of teenagers to the influencers im-
pacts the credibility of the advertisement and ultimately the effectiveness of the persua-
sive intent.

This study concludes that Peruvian teenagers exhibit a high level of PSR with their
favorite influencers in the domains of body image and dieting. Similarly, a high level
of perceived credibility is observed regarding this type of advertising content. The bi-
variate analysis reveals a direct association between PSR and advertising credibility
across all cases, although the strength of these associations is generally low. Notable
exceptions include a low association between admiration for influencers and the per-
ceived usefulness and excitement of the advertising. A similar association is found be-
tween viewing influencers as life role models and the perceived usefulness of the con-
tent. Additionally, the desire to meet influencers in person and adolescents’ willingness
to read news about them are both directly—albeit weakly—associated with all meas-
ured attributes of advertising credibility.

5 Research Limitations

PSR and adolescents' perceived credibility of body and diet influencer advertising may
result from multiple factors beyond frequent exposure to such content. While this study
examines the association between these two variables, it does not establish causality,
an important avenue for future research. A more precise understanding of this relation-
ship would benefit from the development of instruments that consider a broader range
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of potential causal factors. Although the quantitative methodology employed here pro-
vides insights into the parasocial phenomenon among adolescents and the association
between variables, particularly within the emerging context of research in Peru, it does
not explore the formative processes underlying PSR or credibility perception. Future
research should consider employing qualitative approaches to gain deeper insights into
this object of study and include additional variables such as trust in advertising. More-
over, as the present findings are based on self-reported data, future experimental studies
would be beneficial to mitigate any possible inhibition related to the method.
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