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Introduction
The rapid growth of social media has led to a wide range of content users creating, disseminating 
and consuming. Such a social phenomenon paved the way for the emergence of social influencers 
with many followers, and social influencers started to play a role as new marketing communicators 
(Turcotte et al., 2015). Accordingly, as the importance of social influencer marketing as a marketing 
strategy is more significant than ever (Adegbola et al., 2018), companies need to understand the 
roles of social influencers for effective marketing communication.

Social influencer marketing uses social influencers to influence potential or non-potential 
consumers in the digital world. The ubiquitous connection enabled by the spread of social media 
usage has fundamentally changed the position of consumers in the existing traditional power-
centred structure (Evans, 2019). Social influencer marketing aims to create positive emotions or 
perceptions about the brand through interactive communication with followers or potential 
followers on social media, ultimately leading to positive consumer behaviours. As maintaining 
long-term relationships with consumers based on their preference for a specific brand is vital for 
companies (Morgan–Thomas & Veloutsou, 2013), most companies use social influencers to 
promote their brands in various ways to better communicate with consumers.

The effectiveness of social influencer marketing has drawn much attention, especially since the 
emergence of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. According to a study conducted 

Purpose: This study investigates the effects of social influencer characteristics (i.e., opinion 
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by the American Association of Advertisers (ANA) in 2018 
(before the COVID-19 pandemic), 75% of consumers were 
engaged in social influencer marketing; however, only 36% of 
them believe that social influencer marketing worked (Taylor, 
2020). However, the United Kingdom market research on the 
firm global web index (GWI) revealed that 47% of all social 
platform users increased the time spent on social platforms 
after the COVID-19 pandemic. It indicates that digital-based, 
intact cultural consumption, which has become dominant 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic, has strengthened the 
social influencer’s role. Accordingly, 94% of marketers 
consider social influencer marketing effective; notably, social 
influencer marketing effectiveness is 11 times greater than 
traditional advertising (Lou & Yuan, 2019). 

In light of the growing impact of social influencers (Saima & 
Khan, 2020), previous studies have examined the role of 
opinion leadership as a defining characteristic of social 
influencers (Bobkowski, 2015; Casaló et al., 2020; De Veirman 
et al., 2017; Fakhreddin & Foroudi, 2022; Farivar et al., 2021; 
Weeks et al., 2017). Notably, parasocial interactions on social 
media have emerged because of the interplay between social 
influencers and consumers (Lou & Kim, 2019). Furthermore, 
the establishment of parasocial interactions targeting specific 
audiences can prompt the target to assume a role akin to that 
of a friend to consumers (Tsai & Men, 2017). Thus, highlighting 
the importance of these parasocial interactions becomes 
crucial as consumer engagement on social media platforms 
increases. In line with this, recent research delves into the 
relational dynamics of influencer advertising, emphasising 
parasocial interactions and their impact on consumers 
(Agnihotri et al., 2023; Areni, 2022; Jin et al., 2021; Kim, 2022), 
demonstrating that social influencers shape consumers’ 
positive attitudes and purchase intentions. This indicates 
that engagement in parasocial interactions aligns consumer 
attitudes with influencer perspectives. Therefore, a 
comprehensive investigation of parasocial interactions in 
shaping brand evaluations is essential, complementing the 
exploration of opinion leadership.

Focusing on the social influencer’s two characteristics, 
opinion leadership (Akdevelioglu & Kara, 2020) and 
parasocial interaction (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020), previous 
studies revealed that social influencers could elicit others’ 
brand-related behaviours by providing various information 
based on experience and knowledge in a specific field. In 
other words, the social influencer’s opinion leadership and 
parasocial interaction coexist as factors that can persuade 
consumers by forming brand relationships. Overheated 
competition among social influencers for sponsorships and 
paid advertisements sometimes leads to unethical and 
untruthful brands. An untruthful brand can result in negative 
perceptions and reactions from consumers and thus pose 
risks to brand performance; trust in the brand can be a 
significant factor in maintaining long-term brand relationships 
with consumers (Reichheld et al., 2000).

Drawing on the S-O-R (stimulus, organism, response) theory, 
this study explores the relationships among social influencer 

characteristics (i.e., opinion leadership and parasocial 
interaction), brand trust and brand identification. We 
specifically aim to explore the roles of social influencer 
characteristics in shaping consumers’ brand trust and brand 
identification. Furthermore, this study investigates the 
differences between male and female consumers in the 
relationship between social influencer characteristics and 
brand identification. Gender plays a crucial role in market 
segmentation and shaping consumer attitudes (Dommeyer & 
Gross, 2003). For example, men value goal-oriented cues in 
purchasing situations, but women prefer relationship-
oriented cues such as affection and intimacy (Meyers–Levy, 
1989). Past studies also showed that men tend to prioritise 
personal achievements and assert opinions strongly in group 
settings, while women lean towards conformity and 
alignment with group opinions (Moorman & Blakely, 1995). 
Consequently, acknowledging these differences is essential 
in social influencer marketing. Thus, this study fills this gap 
by applying the S-O-R theory to enhance our understanding 
of how opinion leadership and parasocial interaction 
(stimulus) build brand trust (organism) that leads to brand 
identification (response), providing significant insights into 
consumer–brand relationships and social influencer 
marketing strategies. Specifically, in consumer behaviour 
studies, easily accessible food items, commonly encountered 
in daily life, are often used as stimuli (e.g., Chitturi et  al., 
2019; Kim & Kim, 2021; Tassiello et al., 2021). Distinguishing 
between low and high involvement, low-involvement 
products, like juice, tend to prompt quicker purchasing 
decisions (Erdem et  al., 2006; Kuenzel & Musters, 2007; 
Rossiter & Percy, 1991; Tassiello et  al., 2021). Therefore, in 
this study, we introduce orange juice as a stimulus 
representing a low-involvement product, with the aim of 
providing insights for companies selling such products in the 
Korean market.

Our research questions are as follows:

•	 RQ1. How do social influencer characteristics (opinion 
leadership and parasocial interaction) affect brand 
identification?

•	 RQ2. Which social influencer characteristics (opinion 
leadership vs. parasocial interaction) have a greater 
influence on brand trust and brand identification?

•	 RQ3. How does brand trust affect brand identification?
•	 RQ4. Does brand trust play a mediating role in the 

relationship between social influencer characteristics and 
brand identification?

•	 RQ5. Is there a significant difference between male and 
female consumers?

Theoretical background 
Social influencer and social influencer marketing
The recent transition to a digital-based society has resulted in 
a new type of celebrity producing and sharing various contents 
on social media and retaining many followers. Accordingly, 
consumers become interested in content generated by online 
personalities (i.e., social influencers) and make purchase 
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decisions based on their recommendations (Mohsin, 2020). 
Social influencers lead public opinions by interacting with their 
followers. Because two-way communications are essential in 
marketing, social influencers strengthen their presence through 
active communication with users of social media platforms, 
such as Instagram and YouTube. Accordingly, followers 
recognise them as important sources of information, creating 
cognitive, emotional and conative changes in consumers.

As the use of social media increases exponentially, many 
companies focus on social influencer marketing to effectively 
achieve marketing communication (Boerman, 2020). In 
particular, social influencer marketing provides an effective 
alternative to communicating by integrating commercial 
content into social content that younger consumers crave 
(Childers et  al., 2019). Furthermore, social influencers 
interconnect with others more actively and make 
recommendations based on their high social status with 
more information (Araujo et  al., 2017). Therefore, opinion 
leadership and parasocial interaction are crucial to 
persuasion in the relationship between social influencers 
and followers; these two characteristics are complementary 
(Farivar et al., 2021).

The S-O-R paradigm
In this study, we applied the S-O-R theory (Mehrabian & 
Russell, 1974) to explore our research questions for the 
following reasons. It has established itself as a robust 
framework for scrutinising consumer perceptions, attitudes 
and behaviours (Casaló et al., 2020; Gamage & Ashill, 2023). 
Simultaneously, it has been employed to explore the influence 
of social media in the marketing context (Casaló et al., 2020; 
Djafarova & Bowes, 2021; Gamage & Ashill, 2023). 
Additionally, the S-O-R theory proves valuable in discerning 
distinctions between male and female consumer groups. 
Supporting this, past studies grounded on the S-O-R theory 
have demonstrated that males and females tend to respond 
differently to external stimuli, such as emotional advertising 
(Fisher & Dubé, 2005) and shared beliefs (Yang et al., 2022). 
Hence, we found that the S-O-R theory provides a solid 
foundation for our research model.

Firstly, a stimulus is an environment that influences consumer 
decisions at a specific moment (Jacoby, 2002). For example, in 
marketing, advertisement, brand, price, interior, word of 
mouth and store location can act as stimuli as they influence 
consumer behaviours. Therefore, the stimulus from social 
influencer characteristics can be a motivation and a stimulus 
for the brand trust, which refers to ‘the willingness of the 
average consumer to rely on the ability of the brand to 
perform its stated function’ (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001:82) 
that affects consumers’ inner state towards the brand. 
Secondly, the organism refers to consumers’ cognitive and 
emotional states, mediating between stimulus and response 
(Kamboj et al., 2018). A response (i.e., brand identification in 
this study) through brand trust appears when two social 
influencer stimuli (i.e., opinion leadership and parasocial 
interaction) are present. That is, the establishment of brand 

trust signifies a high valuation of the brand by consumers, 
potentially increasing the extent to which consumers identify 
with the brand. Past studies also support the pivotal role of 
brand trust in facilitating the formation of brand identification 
(Becerra & Badrinarayanan, 2013; Bergami & Bagozzi, 2000; 
Kuenzel & Halliday, 2008). Thus, trust is an organism (Harris & 
Goode, 2010). A response represents an action or outcome 
(Manthiou et  al., 2017). Brand identification refers to ‘a 
consumer’s perceived state of oneness with a brand’ 
(Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012:407). Consumers are likely to 
prefer brands characterised by high brand identification 
because brand identification entails the symbolic or self-
expressive consumption of a brand, serving as a means for 
consumers to express their social identity (Aaker, 1997). 
Thus, brand identification formed through brand trust 
indicates a response.

Drawing upon the S-O-R theory, we aim to enhance our 
understanding of the mechanisms of how opinion leadership 
and parasocial interaction (stimulus) build brand trust 
(organism) that leads to brand identification (response). 
Brand trust, representing a consumer–brand relationship, 
constitutes an organism and can positively affect brand 
performance, mediating the relationship between social 
influencer characteristics and brand identification, ultimately 
eliciting brand identification as a response. 

Hypotheses development
Social influencer characteristics and brand identification
Social influencers are a source of information for consumers 
and, thus, persuasive. Two models can generally explain the 
effect of a social influencer: the source credibility model and 
the source attractiveness model. Source credibility pertains to 
the favourable qualities of a communicator that shape the 
audience’s reception of a message, reflecting the perceived 
reliability of the information source (Ohanian, 1990). Source 
attractiveness, a combination of physical and social allure 
(Hakim, 2010), contributes to the development of parasocial 
interactions (Schiappa et  al., 2007). Because of the human 
inclination to connect with attractive individuals, intensifying 
these interactions, source attractiveness strengthens parasocial 
interactions (Hartmann & Goldhorn, 2011). In essence, source 
credibility encapsulates the opinion leadership exhibited by 
social influencers, while source attractiveness reflects their 
engagement in parasocial interactions. More specifically, 
public trust is one of the main characteristics of professionalism 
and reliability and attractiveness includes intimacy, liking 
and similarity (McCracken, 1989). While public trust can 
increase consumer dependence on a social influencer and 
influence behavioural intentions with high persuasive power, 
intimacy means that followers feel a close emotional bond 
with a social influencer resulting from accumulated 
interactions (Simon & Tossan, 2018). For example, the physical 
attractiveness of YouTube bloggers can influence their 
parasocial relationships with followers, which, in turn, can 
affect followers’ brand awareness and purchase intentions 
(Lee & Watkins, 2016). Thus, we can infer that social influencer 
characteristics can be a source of brand identification.
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Opinion leadership is a characteristic of individuals 
who  attempt to actively participate in accepting and 
disseminating information in the communication process 
between individuals or groups (Flynn et  al., 1996). We 
expect social influencers’ opinion leadership will increase 
their followers’ brand identification. Those with high 
opinion leadership have the expertise and significantly 
influence consumers’ purchasing decisions through active 
online activities and participation (Leal et  al., 2014). 
Moreover, their innovativeness is positively related to their 
sensitivity, wherein the greater the novelty and uniqueness 
of a product, the heightened their responsiveness. 
Consumers align with the trends set by opinion leaders 
(Thakur et al., 2016), signifying that consumers are inclined 
to internalise and conform to the values of these leaders as 
if they were their own. Therefore, we predict that followers 
who perceive social influencers as opinion leaders are more 
likely to identify with those brands.

Parasocial interaction refers to forming a pseudo-intimacy 
with media personalities that one feels in genuine 
interpersonal relationships (Horton & Wohl, 1956). This form 
of interaction inherently differs from conventional social 
interaction, which entails mutual engagement and 
communication between individuals (Moschis & Churchill, 
1978). Parasocial interaction embodies a concept that defines 
one-sided and virtual social relationships marked by a 
perceived illusion of intimacy. In further detail, it signifies a 
unilateral and virtual social connection wherein the 
interaction between a character and the audience creates the 
‘illusion of intimacy’ (Cohen, 2003). Thus, followers can build 
relationships with brands by interacting with social 
influencers through social media. That is, social media 
enables a two-way parasocial interaction between a social 
influencer and a follower (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). Followers’ 
evaluations and attitudes towards products or brands can 
differ depending on the information provided by social 
influencers. Parasocial interaction can affect emotional 
response (Scott & Craig–Lees, 2010) and cognitive and 
behavioural levels (Knoll et al., 2015). Therefore, parasocial 
interactions facilitate consumer–brand relationships and 
even increase consumers’ positive attitudes towards the 
brand and purchasing behaviours. In particular, increased 
intimacy with social influencers can increase consumers’ 
familiarity, knowledge and understanding of the product 
(Munnukka et  al., 2019). Accordingly, followers might feel 
that the social influencer is their friend, thus forming a 
psychological connection with them, which can act as a 
stimulus for liking and identification with the brand. 
Therefore, we hypothesise the following:

H1:	� Social influencer opinion leadership positively affects the 
followers’ brand identification.

H2:	� Social influencer parasocial interaction positively affects 
the followers’ brand identification. 

Social influencer characteristics and brand trust
Brand trust is the extent to which consumers believe a 
particular brand will satisfy their needs (Chinomona, 2016) 

and consumers’ confident expectations of brands in risky 
situations (Delgado–Ballester, 2004). Brand trust differs from 
brand identification in that brand trust is grounded in 
reliability and confidence, whereas brand identification 
revolves more around the emotional and symbolic connection 
forged between the consumer and the brand. Brand trust is 
vital for organisations because it is pivotal in reducing 
consumer uncertainty (Zehir et  al., 2011), affecting their 
purchasing decisions (Stewart, 2003). News presented online 
by opinion leaders rapidly spreads by showing consumers 
friendliness and credibility (Turcotte et al., 2015). Consumers 
consider product opinions and information from opinion 
leaders more reliable and persuasive than mass marketing 
(Stern & Gould, 1988). Thus, we expect that social influencers 
can form a high level of trust (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020) because 
they appear closer to specific audiences (Lou & Yuan, 2019). 
Moreover, trust in familiar objects transfers to new, unknown 
objects. For example, consumers can transfer trust in social 
influencers to the products, brands and services they offer.

The higher the consumer’s perception of the opinion 
leadership of the social influencer, the lower the consumer’s 
perception of risks towards a brand resulting from key clues 
like expertise and knowledge provided by social influencers. 
The professionalism of an informant has a very close 
relationship with public confidence (Hovland et  al., 1953), 
and public confidence translates to credibility (Assael, 1998). 
Thus, social influencers’ opinion leadership can enhance 
brand trust, representing a consumer–brand relationship. 
Social influencers’ parasocial interactions can also positively 
affect brand trust. The main characteristic of parasocial 
interaction is the positive emotions one has continuously 
accumulated for a particular character (Dibble et al., 2016). 
Supporting this, parasocial interactions between celebrities 
and consumers tend to form trust in brands related to 
celebrities (Phua et al., 2018). More frequent interactions can 
lead to stronger quasi-social relationships, increasing the 
credibility of the information source. As such, followers build 
trust in a specific brand when they experience a parasocial 
interaction with a social influencer:

H3:	� Social influencer opinion leadership positively affects the 
followers’ brand trust.

H4:	� Social influencer parasocial interaction positively affects 
the followers’ brand trust.

Brand trust and brand identification
Based on social identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989), 
brand identification refers to an individual’s congruent 
feelings towards the brand; individuals with a high brand 
identification tend to consider the success or failure of the 
brand as their success or failure (Badrinarayanan & Laverie, 
2011). In other words, brand identification is the perceived 
unity of the brand that reflects the consumer’s self-image; it 
manifests the connection between the consumer’s self-
concept and the brand (Del Rio et al., 2001).

Brand identification is essential in consumer–brand 
relationships as it makes it easier to carry out brand-related 
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activities. Thus, consumers with high brand trust highly 
value the consumer–brand relationship and maintain the 
relationship by creating an emotional commitment to the 
brand (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2002). Furthermore, trust in a 
specific brand reduces the psychological risk of consumers, 
thereby forming a more favourable brand unity. Supporting 
this, Batra et  al. (2012) showed that a competitive brand 
includes consumers’ trust and self-identity with the brand. 
Therefore, we hypothesise the following:

H5:	� Followers’ brand trust positively affects brand 
identification.

Mediating role of brand trust
Trust forms by evaluating an object’s behaviour perceived 
through interaction with the object (Mayer et  al., 1995). 
Cognitive trust reflects the consumer’s perceived trust in a 
particular object or the consumer’s desire to depend on the 
ability of a specific object. In contrast, affective trust reflects 
the consumer’s perceived level of relationship, comfort or 
stability (Johnson & Grayson, 2005). For example, a customer 
may want to rely on credibility and express emotions (Rempel 
et  al.,1985). As such, trust towards a specific object has a 
characteristic that can transfer to another object. Brand trust 
means a favourable evaluation of the brand; it impacts 
reinforcing brand identification because it provides greater 
confidence in how the brand will behave (Ling et al., 2021). 
Supporting this, consumers who trust a company’s activities 
strengthen their identification with the company and 
evaluate it positively (Chudhari & Holbrook, 2001). 

Brand trust is also closely related to uncertain situations 
(Doney & Cannon, 1997). As social influencer marketing 
occurs in an environment of high uncertainty, brand trust 
can be an important factor along with social influencer 
characteristics perceived by consumers. In particular, brand 
trust refers to the belief that a brand will provide consistent 
and competent quality (Chudhari & Holbrook, 2001). 
Therefore, a brand trust formed through opinion leadership 
and parasocial interaction positively affects the formation of 
brand identification. We can consider brand trust as an 
unquestioning consumer expectation to receive the brand for 
which they paid. Thus, we hypothesise the following:

H6:	� Followers’ brand trust mediates the positive relationship 
between social influencers’ opinion leadership and brand 
identification.

H7:	� Followers’ brand trust mediates the positive relationship 
between social influencers’ parasocial interaction and 
brand identification.

Methodology
Study participants and procedure 
This study employed a research company with seven million 
panels to collect data from Korean consumers who have used 
social media. A total of 323 people responded to the survey. 
After removing respondents who did not fall under the 
survey subject and who provided insincere responses, we 
entered 286 surveys for final data analysis. The respondents 

comprised 144 men (50.3%) and 142 women (49.7%). By age, 
97 respondents were in their 20s (33.9%), 103 in their 30s 
(36.0%), 60 in their 40s (21.0%) and 26 in their 50s (9.1%). By 
the most memorable product posted by social media 
influencers, 74 respondents referred to food (25.9%), followed 
by cosmetics (n = 55, 19.2%), clothing (n = 51, 17.8%), 
electronics (n = 45, 15.7%), miscellaneous goods (bags, shoes, 
jewellery) (n = 40, 14.0%), exercise equipment (n = 10, 3.5%) 
and other (n = 11, 3.8%). Regarding the frequency of social 
media use for a week, 60 respondents marked ‘less than or 
equal to three times’ (21.0%), 62 responded, ‘more than three 
times and less than or equal to five times’ (21.7%), 43 indicated 
‘more than five times and less than or equal to seven times’ 
(15.0%), 24 stated, ‘more than seven times and less than or 
equal to nine times’ (8.4%), and 97 reported, ‘more than or 
equal to nine times’ (33.9%).

Given consumers’ extensive use of social media, we opted for 
Fast Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) for several reasons. 
Fast Moving Consumer Goods comprises daily essentials 
designed for personal use, known for their affordability, 
frequent consumption and minimal purchase effort (Leahy, 
2011). These products operate with low profit margins, facing 
substantial pressure for product availability and innovation 
and demanding significant investments in marketing (Diehl & 
Spinler, 2013). Establishing meaningful customer interactions 
in the FMCG sector presents notable challenges for 
organisations (Leahy, 2011). Therefore, our study seeks to 
explore the effect of social influencers, focusing on easily 
accessible stimuli consumed in daily life and shareable on 
platforms like Instagram. As a result, orange juice was chosen 
as a representative low-involvement product (Montandon 
et  al., 2017). To minimise variations in attitudes because of 
factors like prior knowledge and awareness, we presented 
orange juice as a virtual brand product, omitting specific 
brand details. 

In a similar vein, social influencers were depicted as virtual 
individuals in our study design. Moreover, in categorising 
social influencers, mega-influencers are those with more 
than a million followers, and micro-influencers have less 
than 10 000 followers (Schouten et al., 2020). Consequently, 
a social influencer in our study was portrayed as a virtual 
influencer with 200 000 followers, representing a well-
known figure. This choice aimed to facilitate participant 
comprehension of the virtual persona by offering detailed 
characteristics associated with a renowned influencer. To 
enhance understanding, a dedicated virtual account was 
established, featuring images of daily life and products. The 
primary focus of the study aligned with the prevalent trend 
of showcasing beauty or food-related products on social 
media.

Measures
We used a seven-point Likert scale (1 = not at all agree, 
7 = strongly agree) to measure opinion leadership, parasocial 
interaction, brand trust and brand identification.
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Opinion leadership
Opinion leadership was measured using the items from King 
and Summers (1970), Weimann (1991), and Casaló et  al. 
(2018). We used a total of four items (e.g., ‘Fictitious character 
O provides important information to others’, ‘Fictitious 
character O advises others’). Cronbach’s alpha (α) was 0.840.

Parasocial interaction
To measure parasocial interaction, we adapted the items used 
in Rubin and Perse (1987), Auter and Plamgreen (2000) and 
Lee and Watkins (2016) in this study, which included five 
items (e.g., ‘I feel fictitious character O friendly like a friend’, 
‘I feel fictitious character O natural and honest’). Cronbach’s 
alpha was 0.948.

Brand trust
Brand trust was measured using the five items from 
Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) and Erdem and Swait (2004) 
(e.g., ‘Products posted by fictitious character O are reliable’, 
‘Products posted by fictitious character O can be used with 
confidence’). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.96.

Brand identification
To measure band identification, we adapted five items from  
Stokbuger–Sauer et al. (2012) and Belén del Río et al. (2001) 
(e.g., ‘Products posted by fictitious character O seem to 
express my image well’, ‘Products posted by fictitious 
character O express my values well’). Cronbach’s alpha was 
0.959.

Results
Confirmatory factor analysis
Before testing our hypotheses, we performed confirmatory 
factor analysis to test the discriminant validity. The results 
showed acceptable fit indices, χ2 (140) = 279.106, comparative 
fit index (CFI) = 0.977, Tucker Lewis index (TLI) = 0.972, 
goodness-of-fit statistic (GFI) = 0.908, normed-fit index 
(NFI)  = 0.956, root mean square error of approximation 
(RMSEA) = 0.059, standardised root mean square residual 
(SRMR) = 0.036. In addition, the average variance extracted 
(AVE) exceeded 0.5, meaning it meets the traditional criteria.

Correlation analysis
Table 1 presents our study variables’ means, standard deviations 
and correlations. The Pearson correlation coefficients ranged 
from 0.650 to 0.813. As expected, opinion leadership (r = 0.676, 

p < 0.01) and parasocial interaction (r = 0.650, p < 0.01) were 
positively related to brand trust. In addition, we found a 
positive relationship between brand trust and brand 
identification (r = 0.813, p < 0.01). Lastly, opinion leadership 
(r = 0.650, p < 0.01) and parasocial interaction (r = 0.736, p < 0.01) 
had a positive relationship with brand identification.

Hypotheses testing
We tested our hypotheses with structural equation modelling 
using AMOS 24.0. Our model fit indices were acceptable; 
χ2  =  266.349 (df = 135, p = 0.000), CFI = 0.974, TLI = 0.973, 
GFI = 0.906, NFI = 0.958, RMSEA = 0.058, SRMR = 0.028. Our 
results indicate that opinion leadership positively relates 
to  brand identification (path coefficient = 0.117, p < 0.05), 
supporting Hypothesis 1. In addition, we found support for 
Hypothesis 2 because parasocial interaction is positively 
related to brand identification (path coefficient = 0.218, 
p < 0.001). Both opinion leadership (path coefficient = 0.312, 
p  < 0.001) and parasocial interaction (path coefficient  
= 0.487, p < 0.001) positively related to brand trust, supporting 
Hypotheses 3 and 4. Lastly, brand trust positively correlated 
with brand identification (path coefficient = 0.487, p < 0.001), 
thus supporting Hypothesis 5. 

We also tested our RQ2, comparing the relative effect of 
opinion leadership and parasocial interaction on brand 
trust and brand identification. Table 2 presents the results. 
Firstly, the regression coefficients of opinion leadership 
and parasocial interaction on brand identification were 
0.317 and 0.526, respectively, showing a relatively more 
substantial influence of parasocial interaction on brand 
identification. Secondly, the regression coefficients of 
opinion leadership and parasocial interaction on brand 
trust were 0.365 and 0.504, respectively, showing that 
parasocial interaction had a more significant influence on 
brand trust than opinion leadership.

TABLE 1: Construct means, standard deviations, and correlations.
Variable 1 2 3 4

1. Opinion leadership 0.758 - - -

2. Parasocial interaction 0.684* 0.882 - -

3. Brand trust 0.676* 0.741* 0.904 -

4. Brand identification 0.650* 0.736* 0.813* 0.896

Mean 3.899 3.224 3.474 3.390

SD 1.120 1.335 1.287 1.285
Note: The bold and italicised number is the square root of the AVE.
SD, standard deviation.
*, p < 0.01 (two-tailed).

TABLE 2: Multiple regression analysis results for brand trust and brand identification.
Division Independent variable Unstandardised 

coefficient (β)
Standard error Standardised coefficient 

(β)
t p R2

Dependent variable 
(Brand identification)

Constant 0.458 0.179 - - 0.011 0.582
Opinion leadership 0.317 0.060 0.277 5.255 0.000 -
Parasocial interaction 0.526 0.051 0.546 10.375 0.000 -

Dependent variable 
(Brand trust)

Constant 0.425 0.175 - - 0.015 0.602
Opinion leadership 0.365 0.059 0.318 6.186 0.000 -
Parasocial interaction 0.504 0.049 0.523 10.188 0.000 -
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Thirdly, the relationships between opinion leadership and 
parasocial interaction with brand identification were 
significant (p < 0.001, two-tailed). The indirect effects of 
opinion leadership and parasocial interaction on brand 
identification through brand trust were more significant than 
the direct effects of opinion leadership and parasocial 
interaction on brand identification (p < 0.05 and p < 0.001, 
respectively), confirming the significance of the brand trust’s 
mediating effect and thus supporting Hypotheses 6 and 7. 
Table 3 and Figure 1 present the results.

Gender differences analysis
We conducted multiple group analyses to test the differences 
in path coefficients between males and females. The results 
are in Table 4 and Figure 2. Most path coefficients were 
higher in the female group, ∆ coefficient being 0.081 for the 
path from opinion leadership to brand identification, 0.072 
for the path from parasocial interaction to brand identification, 
0.114 for the path from opinion leadership to brand trust and 

0.089 for the path from parasocial interaction to brand trust. 
However, the path from brand trust to brand identification 
was more significant in the male group, with ∆ coefficient 
being 0.655. Not all path coefficients were statistically 
significant in the male and female sub-groups. The path from 
parasocial interaction to brand identification was not 
statistically significant in the male consumer group. In 
contrast, the path from opinion leadership to brand 
identification was not statistically significant in the female 
consumer group, supporting the importance of the mediating 
role of brand trust.

Discussion and conclusion
Using a low-involvement product (i.e., juice) as a stimulus, 
this study investigated the roles of social influencer opinion 
leadership and parasocial interaction in the formation of 
brand trust and brand identification in the Korean context. 
Specifically, we focused on opinion leadership and parasocial 

TABLE 3: Effect decomposition (N = 286).
Division Total effect (direct effect, indirect effect)

Opinion leadership Parasocial 
interaction

Brand trust

Brand trust 0.318**
(0.318**, 0.000)

0.523**
(0.523**, 000)

-

Brand identification 0.277
(0.100*, 177**)

0.546**
(0.255**, 0.292**)

0.558**
(0.558**, 0.000)

Note: Bootstrap confidence intervals (CIs) were constructed using 5000 resamples. 
*, p < 0.05; **, p < 0.001.

T.E. total effect; D.E. direct effect; I.E. indirect effect.
*, p < 0.05; **, p < 0.001.

FIGURE 1: Results of the effect decomposition.
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I.E
0.177**

T.E
0.277

T.E
0.546**

TABLE 4: Group coefficient comparison (male vs female).
Path Male† (n = 144) Female‡ (n = 142) Critical ratios for 

difference (1.96)EM SE t p EM SE t p

H1a.
OPL → Brand identification

0.142 0.069 2.068 0.039 0.152 0.081 1.873 0.061 -0.094

H1b.
PSI → Brand identification

0.041 0.068 0.606 0.544 0.369 0.072 5.125 0.000 -3.321

H2a.
OPL → Brand trust

0.208 0.073 2.837 0.005 0.271 0.114 2.378 0.017 -0.466

H2b.
PSI → Brand trust

0.476 0.066 7.264 0.000 0.539 0.089 6.064 0.000 -0.576

H3.
Brand trust → Brand 
identification

0.655 0.106 6.200 0.000 0.336 0.072 4.635 0.000 2.495

EM, estimate; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; TLI, tucker lewis index; GFI, goodness-of-fit statistic; CFI, comparative fit index; NFI, normed-fit index; SRMR, standardised root 
mean square residual; SE, standard error; df, degrees of freedom.
†Model fit: χ2 = 209.906 (df = 133, p = 0.000), χ2/df = 1.578, CFI = 0.975, TLI = 0.968, GFI = 0.866, NFI = 0.935, RMSEA = 0.064, SRMR = 0.040. ‡Model fit: χ2 = 199.043 (df = 133, p = 0.000), χ2/df = 
1.497, CFI = 0.979, TLI = 0.973, GFI = 0.876, NFI = 0.939, RMSEA = 0.059, SRMR = 0.033.

FIGURE 2: Results of the male and female consumer group (a) male group; 
(b) female group..
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interaction, representing the characteristics of social 
influencers who play a substantial role as consumer 
information sources. A summary of the findings is as follows.

Firstly, opinion leadership and parasocial interaction 
significantly affected brand identification. These results 
imply that opinion leadership and parasocial interaction 
(two social influencer characteristics) are essential in brand 
performance. Opinion leadership and parasocial interaction 
lead to positive consumer behaviours. These two 
characteristics positively affect consumer purchase intention 
(Farivar et  al., 2021). Consumers tend to purchase brands 
highly aligned with their personalities, suggesting that 
opinion leadership and parasocial interaction are significant 
factors that can increase a sense of identity with the brand.

Secondly, opinion leadership and parasocial interaction had 
a statistically significant effect on brand trust. This finding 
supports Zhang et al. (2011) and Phua et al.’s (2018) studies 
that followers’ perceptions of social influencers are important 
in forming positive consumer–brand relationships. Notably, 
brand trust mediates the relationships between brand 
identification, opinion leadership and parasocial interaction. 
In other words, consumers’ positive perceptions of social 
influencers strengthen brand trust, ultimately increasing 
brand identification. In particular, we found the pathway 
from parasocial interaction to brand identification more 
significant than the path from opinion leadership to brand 
identification. Also, the path from parasocial interaction to 
brand trust was more significant than from opinion leadership 
to brand trust. The stronger pathway from parasocial 
interaction to both brand trust and brand identification 
underscores the vital role of emotional connections between 
social influencers and their followers in shaping consumers’ 
perceptions of a brand. This may be attributed to parasocial 
interaction’s ability to foster a sense of personal connection 
with influencers. Consequently, this heightened connection 
could enhance trust in both the brand and influencers, 
fostering a sense of closeness and relatability. These emotional 
bonds, in turn, would lead individuals to align themselves 
more closely with the brands endorsed by the influencer. 
Engaging in parasocial interaction with a specific object has 
been shown to elevate the consumer’s level of intimacy and 
attachment to that object (Zhang et al., 2022). However, it is 
essential to note that our findings do not undermine 
the  significance of opinion leadership in social influencer 
marketing. Specifically, interpersonal communication through 
opinion leadership can exert a substantial influence on 
purchasing decisions, especially when there is difficulty in 
evaluating the overall value of a product or service (Song 
et al., 2017). While the path from opinion leadership to brand 
trust and identification may be comparatively less significant, 
opinion leadership still plays a crucial role in shaping 
followers’ perceptions within their social circles. Their 
influence could be more indirect, operating through 
interpersonal communication rather than being direct.

Thirdly, we found brand trust to have a statistically significant 
relationship with brand identification, demonstrating the 
power of the consumer–brand relationship (Becerra & 
Badrinarayanan, 2013). Therefore, garnering the consumers’ 
trust and identity with the brand improves the brand’s 
competitive advantage. In addition, a brand trusted by 
consumers is easier for them to identify with because an 
evaluation of the brand is more straightforward and more 
apparent.

Fourthly, the indirect effects of opinion leadership and 
parasocial interaction on brand identification through brand 
trust were more significant than the direct effects of opinion 
leadership and parasocial interaction on brand identification. 
Our results comparing the male and female consumer groups 
showed that parasocial interaction did not significantly affect 
brand identification in the male consumer group. In addition, 
opinion leadership did not significantly affect brand 
identification in the female consumer group. The multigroup 
analysis of the path coefficient difference between male and 
female consumers revealed that the relationship between 
parasocial interaction and brand identification was more 
significant in women. In contrast, the relationship between 
brand trust and identification was stronger in men. 

Theoretical implications 
Firstly, the study employed two social influencer 
characteristics – opinion leadership emphasising the 
cognitive aspect and parasocial interaction emphasising the 
emotional part of social influencers – to empirically 
investigate their effects on brand relationship formation. 
Individuals with high opinion leadership handle risks 
cautiously and possess more extensive product knowledge 
(Chan & Misra, 1990; Dalman et  al., 2020). Thus, social 
influencers with strong opinion leadership offer specialised 
and diverse information to followers, influencing their 
cognitive judgements effectively. Parasocial interactions, on 
the other hand, allow followers to build intimacy, motivating 
their product purchases and fostering empathic responses 
and emotional alignment (Shen et  al., 2022; Yuksel & 
Labrecque, 2016). Therefore, through the simultaneous 
exploration of two crucial social influencer characteristics, 
encompassing both cognitive and emotional aspects, our 
findings make a valuable contribution to the literature on 
social influencer marketing. Furthermore, by concurrently 
examining opinion leadership and parasocial interaction, our 
study establishes a foundational framework for diverse 
comparative research. Additionally, it provides implications 
for future studies investigating the interplay between social 
influencer characteristics and variables related to brands.

Secondly, this study presented the direct and indirect effects 
of multidimensionally measured opinion leadership and 
parasocial interaction on brand identification, revealing the 
importance of brand trust. It suggests various implications 
that can be the basis for future research concerning marketing 
communication, brand trust and brand performance 
variables. This differs from existing studies that have 
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primarily explored the direct relationship between social 
influencers and consumer behaviour, such as purchase 
intention (Fakhreddin & Foroudi, 2022; Sokolova & Kefi, 
2020; Yudha, 2023). Specifically, our findings emphasise that 
the importance of parasocial interaction closely parallels the 
significance attributed to opinion leadership in past studies. 
The stronger the emotional connection consumers establish 
with social influencers, the more likely they are to depend on 
them. These results align with the idea that as parasocial 
relationships intensify, the persuasiveness of product 
recommendations increases (Hartmann & Goldhoorn, 2011). 
Thus, our findings provide insight into how both opinion 
leadership and parasocial interaction are interconnected in 
the formation of consumer–brand relationships.

Thirdly, this study systematically and empirically investigated 
how social influencer characteristics, as perceived by 
consumers, relate to brand identification through brand trust, 
demonstrating the mediating effect of brand trust providing 
empirical evidence supporting Haudi et al. (2022). Previous 
research has overlooked the influence of social influencer 
characteristics on brand trust. The links between social 
influencer characteristics, such as opinion leadership and 
parasocial interaction, brand trust and brand identification 
were rarely explored. Therefore, our findings fill this gap by 
empirically testing and demonstrating the mediating role of 
brand trust, which confirms that social influencer 
characteristics contribute to brand trust, influencing brand 
identification. 

Fourthly, our study contributes valuable insights to the 
existing understanding of gender-specific responses in social 
influencer marketing. Consistent with prior research, our 
results indicate that males often prioritise goal-oriented cues, 
while females exhibit a greater affinity for relationship-
oriented cues such as affection and intimacy (Meyers-Levy, 
1989). Importantly, gender differences become evident in the 
pathway between social influence characteristics and brand 
identification. Specifically, the cognitive dimension of social 
influencer characteristics (i.e., opinion leadership) proves 
pivotal for males, whereas the emotional dimension (i.e., 
parasocial interaction) is more important for females. This 
finding aligns with Riedle, Hubert and Kenning (2010), 
suggesting a potential discrepancy in emphasis, with males 
tending to prioritise the cognitive dimension while females 
assign greater importance to the emotional dimension in 
online environments. However, the path between parasocial 
interactions and brand trust was significant in both male and 
female groups. These outcomes illuminate the nuanced impact 
of social influencer characteristics on brand identification, 
underscoring its non-uniformity across genders.

Practical implications 
Firstly, our results showed that opinion leadership and 
parasocial interaction are necessary stimulants for brand 
trust, suggesting they are vital to achieving successful brand 
performance. Using social influencers with many followers 

may lead to little effect for companies. In other words, there 
may be better strategies than simply relying on the number of 
followers or the popularity of social influencers. Our findings 
suggest that marketing professionals should exercise caution 
and strategic acumen by closely examining social influencers’ 
characteristics, especially opinion leadership and parasocial 
interaction. Beyond relying solely on popularity metrics, such 
as the number of followers, marketers should scrutinise the 
authenticity and substance of influencers’ opinions to ensure 
alignment with brand values. Acknowledging the power of 
parasocial interaction, marketers can also seamlessly integrate 
their brand into influencers’ narratives, fostering a genuine 
connection with followers. This nuanced analysis has the 
potential to enable marketers to facilitate collaborations that 
not only reach a broad audience but also resonate 
authentically, cultivating lasting brand affinity and fostering 
a positive consumer perception within the dynamic landscape 
of social media marketing.

Secondly, our results comparing male and female consumers 
provide organisations with insights to develop different 
marketing strategies by target group (i.e., male or female 
consumer groups). Our results showed that males reacted 
more positively to the cognitive aspect (i.e., opinion 
leadership), while females responded more positively to the 
emotional aspect (i.e., parasocial interaction). These findings 
suggest that, while both opinion leadership and parasocial 
interaction hold significance in social influencer marketing, 
marketing professionals should be cognisant that their 
relative importance may vary across target groups, such as 
males versus females. Specifically, our results indicate that 
when aiming to reach male consumers, marketing 
professionals may benefit from selecting a social influencer 
with high opinion leadership, whereas a social influencer 
with high parasocial interaction could be more effective 
when targeting female consumers. Thus, it is important for 
marketing professionals to take a close look at social 
influencer characteristics to build trust in their brands 
according to the target group and elicit significant brand 
performance.

Limitations and future research
Despite the theoretical and practical implications, this study 
has the following limitations. Firstly, there is a limitation to 
this study’s generalisability of findings as we only collected 
data from South Korean consumers. Furthermore, South 
Korea is a country that uses social media most actively, and it 
is also notable that South Korea has a strong collectivistic 
tendency, while the United States has a solid individualistic 
tendency (Hofstede, 1991). In addition, we limited the study’s 
group analysis to gender. Future research could perform a 
multigroup model analysis with data from different countries 
to see how the results compare in other countries.

Secondly, this study employed only one variable, brand 
trust, in examining the consumer–brand relationship. 
Consumer–brand relationships exist in various forms. 
Adding variables like brand satisfaction and brand immersion 
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to the model would provide more implications by segmenting 
the consumer–brand relationship. Therefore, future research 
should use more variables.

Thirdly, the selection of low-involvement products as stimuli in 
our study prompts consideration of potential constraints on the 
generalisability of our findings. Consumer behaviour, inherently 
diverse and contingent upon the nature of the product, is a 
phenomenon elucidated by product involvement (Chen & 
Chaiken, 1999). Nevertheless, our investigation intentionally 
focused on low-involvement products, distinguished by their 
easily attainable and straightforward purchase processes. This 
strategic emphasis allowed us to scrutinise the nuanced effects 
arising from the distinctive characteristics of social influencers. 
As such, we encourage future research to take a more 
comprehensive approach, considering both low and high-
involvement products, to enhance our understanding of the 
heightened intricacies inherent in the purchasing dynamics of 
the high-involvement product.

Finally, this study selected brand identification as an 
outcome variable from brand relationships. Forming 
consumer–brand relationships through social influencer 
marketing can lead to various brand-related behaviours, 
such as brand passion, brand commitment and brand 
evangelism. Therefore, future research with the variables 
above as outcome variables will contribute to a better 
understanding of social influencer marketing, consumer–
brand relationship and brand performance.
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