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ABSTRACT

Though influencer marketing is gaining massive popularity as a marketing tool with the
digital revolution that is seen all around, many facets of this strategy still need to be studied.
This study attempts to learn more about how Instagram influencers influence their followers and
how they may improve their relationships with them. The study was conducted among 260
followers of three Instagram influencers from the field of food, fashion and travelling.
Questionnaires were mailed to 250 followers of these 3 popular Instagram influencers from
different parts of India, and 260 usable responses were received. The results reveal that the
influencer’s credibility is positively influenced by influencer-product congruity, whereas this
negatively influences the perception of paid communication. The influencer's credibility and
positive attitude foster positive behavioural responses from the followers. Marketing managers
must ensure influencer-product congruity while choosing suitable product influencers.
Influencers should carefully choose the products for endorsement.
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INTRODUCTION

Influencer marketing is gaining massive popularity as a marketing tool with the digital
revolution that is seen all around (Kadekova & Holiencinov, 2018). In three years, from 2019 to
2021, the value of influencer marketing worldwide has more than doubled to $13.8 billion.
Whereas, the expansion has been even more explosive in the South-east Asian region where the
worth of influencer marketing industry is estimated to be worth $638 million in 2019. The
figures are expected to quadruple by 2024 to $2.59 billion (Gross, impact.com). The individuals
or groups who aggregate followers of their social media profiles are called social media
influencers (De Jans et al 2018; Gross & Wangenheim 2018). Advertisers choose these
influencers for sponsored advertising based on their social media engagement (Hughes,
Swaminathan, & Brooks 2019). These sponsored posts or paid promotions have a clear
advertising message and are uploaded on the influencer’s social media profile (De Veirman et al
2017). Social media influencers who work as brand ambassadors on social media can be
christened as today’s opinion leaders (Fakhreddin & Foroudi, 2022; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020;
Yerasani et al., 2019). Influencer marketing is a marketing method in which influencers assist
brands in persuading customers (Ki et al., 2020; Djafarova & Bowes, 2021). Collaboration with
influencers, on the other hand, would be pointless if they can’t influence. Influencers maintain
their own social media images as part of their job to maximise the number of their engaged
followers (Tafesse & Wood, 2021).

This study attempts to learn more about how Instagram influencers influence their
followers and how they may improve their relationships with them. The followers’ intentions are
intimately tied to their subsequent actions vis-a-vis the influencer such as their desire to
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follow/imitate/recommend the influencer to other users (Casalo ~ et al., 2020). For influencers
also, it is important to please their followers and satisfy their expectations in terms of what the
followers demand as the growth in their audience base depends on how they manage their image
(Hu et al., 2020; Dhanesh & Duthler, 2019). As a result, as a fundamental part of the influencer
marketing phenomena, this research focused on the characteristics that influence influencers'
trustworthiness from the viewpoint of followers.

The influence of the digital revolution can be seen in all aspects of people’s lives. Every
other activity which was done on offline mode now happens online, over the phone. For
example, news and social media updates, purchasing groceries online, cab booking etc, happens
through their smartphones. Prompts and alerts are forms of online advertisement and are
considered as noise in the virtual world. The media landscape is also changing tremendously
with the advent of over the top (OTT) platforms like Amazon Prime and Netflix. All this adds to
the challenge faced by the marketer to get the ever-distracted consumer to notice the advertising
content and brand message (Chopra et al., 2021). Poor recollection of advertisements (Talaverna,
2015), and usage of ad blocker tools (Dogtiev, 2016) adds to the marketer’s woes. It is in this
context that marketers are realizing that brand stories have better chances at consumer
engagement which can be done through social media presence. Marketers are realising that along
with the official Instagram page, engaging with influencers might be more rewarding as these
influencers are ‘everyday’ people and have a huge follower base (Chopra et al., 2021).
Customers believe influencers have more credibility and knowledge and hence they are willing
to abide by the recommendations of the influencers (Casalo et al., 2017a; Berger & Keller,
2016). However, it remains a challenge to identify the right influencer who would significantly
influence the intended audience (Wong, 2014). The number of influencers on Instagram has
increased exponentially (InfluencerMarketingHub, 2020). According to the blogger Taher
(2019), more than 110 million Instagram users reside in the United States of America (USA), 66
million in Brazil, 64 million in India and 56 million in Indonesia. It is in this context that this
topic becomes worthy of research. There’s a dearth of studies analysing the effect of influencers
on various facets of buyer behaviour.

The study is being done to find the impact of paid communication and product
congruency on influencer marketing. The study aims to determine the relationship amongst these
variables and how influencer credibility and attitude towards the influencer affect follower’s
tendency to follow, imitate and/or recommend the influencer.

The study aims to bring forth how influencers on Instagram may improve their
engagement with their audience. Study was conducted among 260 followers of three Instagram
influencers who have several followers.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Influencer marketing is a mode of communication in which influencers help firms
persuade buyers (Ki et al., 2020; Djafarova & Bowes, 2021). Collaboration between brand and
influencers is very common today (Tafesse & Wood, 2021; Ibafiez Sanchez et al, 2021).
Previous researches have defined influencer marketing and the various aspects of using
influencer marketing as a promotional tool. The influencer can be a celebrity or a commoner and
the primary differentiation between traditional promotions and Instagram promotions is the
collaborations between businesses and influencers (Geyser, 2021). Influencers who have a large
follower base are classified as macro-influencers and those with smaller follower size are
christened as micro-influencers (Voorveld 2019). However, Brewster & Lyu (2020) found that
micro-influencers with lower follower sizes can maintain higher parasocial relationships and
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interactions. Though macro-influencers have higher public reach and exposure (De Veirman et al
2017), micro-influencers were also seen to be positively engaged with their followers (Marques
et al 2021). This reinforces the significance and influence of all kinds of influencers in social
media. Traditional celebrities generally are people from movies, sports, music etc however the
social media activities of the influencers make them celebrities (Tafesse & Wood, 2021;
Schouten et al., 2021; Hu et al., 2020). As per reports, 93% of current firms use influencer
marketing (SocialPubli, 2019) and 66% of them intend to boost their budget for influencer
marketing in the coming year (InfluencerMarketingHub, 2020). The annual revenue from the
influencer sector is almost US$10 billion (InfluencerMarketingHub, 2020). It is crucial for
influencers to retain and upgrade their expertise in the subjects as that is the reason for followers
to follow them (De Veirman et al., 2017). Eventually it is seen that influencers develop deep
emotional bonds with their followers which becomes the basis for setting up long-term
relationships (Tafesse & Wood, 2021). Lemon & Verhoef, (2016) report that the relationship
between influencers and followers can be considered as similar to that between firms and
customers and this is in turn formed over a period of time by the various touchpoints that happen
between the influencers and their followers. As followers continue to make judgements about the
influencers based on basic click-based behaviours, the influencer's reputation is constantly
evolving. As a result, every episode by the influencer becomes important as that would
determine the intention of the followers to continue following their influencers (Casalo ~ et al.,
2020). In this context, commercial collaborations become more crucial as the association
between the influencer and brand may be short-term but the association between influencer and
follower as well as the brand and the customer need to be long-term (Ibafiez Sanchez et al, 2021;
Kim & Kim, 2021). Previous studies have examined various facets of influencer marketing but
haven’t examined the relationship between the influencer and the follower. This study, thus,
strives to fill this gap in existing literature by examining how the relationship between
influencers and their followers can be strengthened. Previous research has primarily been
concerned with followers' responses to the promoted product or brand. This study is designed to
examine the followers' responses to the influencer. In terms of intent to follow, followers' intents
are highly correlated with their future behaviour (follow, imitate, recommend) in relation to the
influencer. Conick (2018) reports that influencers are seen to win more consumer trust compared
to other online sources. Companies employed influencers to develop two-way marketing
communication across digital platforms such as YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, etc. in order to
alter the perceptions of their online followers regarding specific businesses (Markethub, 2016).
Almost all marketers now recognise the significance of establishing genuine relationships
between influencers and consumers. In 2017, over 58 percent of companies had affiliations with
approximately 25 influencers (Association of National Advertisers, 2018), indicating the
preference of marketers to nurture intimate relationships between customers and influencers
(Conick, 2018).

The theory of planned behaviour proposes that intentions to perform a behaviour can be
strongly predicted by attitude, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control (Azjen, 1991).
This is the theoretical framework based on which the present study is being conducted. The
behaviour in the context of this study is operationalised as intent to follow or imitate the
influencer and/or to recommend the influencer to others (Algesheimer et al., 2005; Belanche et
al., 2014; Casalo ~ et al., 2011; Casalo ~ et al., 2017b). Attitude is one of the strong antecedents
of behaviour. A perusal of existing literature points out three important factors influencing
attitude towards the influencer. The first among them is product-influencer congruence which
means there has to be a fit between the influencer and the product promoted by the influencer
(Kim & Kim, 2020). The second factor is influencer credibility. Only if the influencer is
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perceived as credible, the followers will have a positive attitude towards the influencer (Yoo &
Jim, 2015). The third factor being considered is paid communication. The perception of the
content being uploaded by the influencer to be paid promotion may form a negative attitude
towards the influencer (Dhanesh & Duthler, 2019).

Influencers build up their market value by regularly uploading content and increasing
their follower base (Lou & Yuan, 2019). They upload both sponsored and non-sponsored
content. Sponsored content or paid promotion contains promotional messages about products and
brands (Boerman et al 2017). There will be an integration of brands into the editorial content and
the influencer is aptly compensated by the advertiser (Eisend et al. 2020; van Reijmersdal et al.
2020). The non-sponsored content is not particularly related to any specific company or brand
(Tafesse & Wood, 2021). It is already known that there must be a fit between the product and the
influencer to ensure the promotion is effective (Kim & Kim, 2021; Breves et al., 2019, Belanche
et al, 2017). The followers may get surprised or confused if the influencer is seen diverting from
the regular topics that they usually deal with (Stubb et al., 2019). Such instances may lead to the
followers thinking that the influencer may be receiving material gains from the marketer and the
campaign may be perceived as a sponsored program reducing the brand credibility (Sokolova &
Kefi, 2020; Stubb et al., 2019; De Veirman et al., 2017). Thus the first hypothesis is framed as:

Hi: Perceived influencer-product congruity negatively affects perceptions of paid
communications.

Influencers on digital platforms have evolved into credible and reliable digital sources.
(Freberg et al., 2011). The relationship between the source credibility and product fit was earlier
examined in the context of celebrity endorsement (Mishra et al., 2015; Yoo & Jim, 2015; Park &
Lin, 2020). The source's credibility increased whenever a high fit was found between the
endorser and the promoted product (Yoo & Jim, 2015). Influencer-product congruity increases
the influencer's credibility (Belanche et al, 2021). The credibility of the influencer largely
depends upon the expertise and trustworthiness of the influencer (Schouten et al., 2021). Very
early studies have reported that the absence of fit between the endorser and the product reduces
the endorser’s credibility and leads to negative emotions towards the endorser (Jacks &
Cameron, 2003). Hence, influencers must maintain consistent content consistency (Breves et al.,
2019; Casal o et al., 2020). Thus the 2nd hypothesis is framed as:

H,: Perceived influencer-product congruity has a positive effect on the perception of the
influencer’s credibility.

The Theory of Planned Behaviour by Azjen (1991) proposes attitude as one of the main
antecedents of behavioural intentions. The attitude of the followers towards the influencers, thus,
becomes important. The reason for following an influencer is generally the interest in the content
shared by the influencer or the affinity towards the values and lifestyles propagated by the
influencer (Sokolova & Perez, 2021). To maintain this interest, the influencer must choose
brands that connect with the content of the influencer’s posts (Casalo " et al., 2020; Breves et al.,
2019). This may help in maintaining a positive attitude towards the influencer. The inconsistency
between the regular content uploaded by the influencer and the products being endorsed may
affect the attitude of the followers towards the influencers (Stubb et al, 2019). The 3rd
hypothesis is:

Ha: Perceived influencer-product congruity has a positive effect on attitude of followers
towards the influencer.

There are instances where influencers acknowledge that they are paid for the promotion
e.g., “Sponsored” (Evans et al., 2017) and sometimes they do not (van Reijmersdal et al., 2020;
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Stubb & Colliander, 2019). If the influencer’s evaluation of the product is not sufficiently
objective or the followers think that the influencer is paid because the content is biased, it may
negatively affect the credibility of the influencer (Djafarova & Bowes, 2021; De Veirman &
Hudders, 2020). When the influencer justified receiving compensation from the sponsor, it
increased the credibility of the message and source compared to a simple disclosure about the
sponsorship (Stubb et al., 2019). De Veirman and Hudders (2020) found that this leads to
negative perception about the influencer’s credibility. Thus the 4th hypothesis is:

H,: Influencer’s post being perceived as a paid communication negatively affects the
perception of the influencer’s credibility.

Using ad blockers, consumers avoid adverts as much as possible. In this situation,
influencer marketing is believed to be less intrusive and more engaging than conventional web
advertisements like pop-ups and banners. Additionally, marketers are utilising influencers to
engage the segment of consumers that often skip or avoid commercials (Conick, 2018). In such a
scenario, if the followers get to know that the content of the influencer is actually an ad, their
attitude towards the influencer can worsen and even have detrimental effects when the credibility
of the source is affected (Dhanesh & Duthler, 2019; Stubb et al., 2019; Evans et al., 2017). Thus,
the 5th hypothesis is stated as:

Hs: The influencer’s post being perceived as a paid communication has a negative effect on
followers’ attitudes towards the influencer.

It is important for influencers to retain their followers and add new ones, as that is how
they establish a huge community that forms the foundation of their influence (Hu et al., 2020;
Dhanesh & Duthler, 2019). The growth of their follower base depends upon the credibility they
have in the minds of the followers. When influencers maintain their credibility, it should
favourably affect the attitude of followers towards them (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017). Along
with promoting products or brands, the influencers must ensure that they are maintaining
congruency with their usual content, as this will help in the continuance of their followers (Ki et
al 2020). Hence, the 6th hypothesis is:

He: The perceived credibility of an influencer has a positive effect on the followers’ attitude
towards the influencer.

The behavioural response of the customers is very important for the marketers and
credibility of the influencer is an important factor in shaping the behavioural response (Argyris et
al., 2021; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020; Belanche et al., 2020; Schouten et al., 2021; Cosenza et al.,
2015) The response expected from influencer marketing if the influencer is found credible,
consists of continuing to follow the influencer, imitating the influencer, or recommending the
influencer to others (Casalo et al., 2020; Ki & Kim, 2019; Casalo “et al., 2017b). Hence, if the
customers are influenced by the influencer, they should be sharing the brand information
endorsed by the influencer with their contacts. Its known from the Theory of Planned behaviour
that attitude is an antecedent of behavioural response (Ajzen, 1991). Hence, the behavioural
response to follow, imitate or recommend the influencer will also depend upon the attitude of the
followers towards the influencer (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020; Ki & Kim, 2019). Thus the 7th & 8th
hypothesis is:

H;: The perceived credibility of the Influencer mediates Product-Influencer congruence and
intention to follow account.
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Hya: The perceived credibility of the influencer has a positive effect on followers’ intention to
continue following the influencer.

Hay: The perceived credibility of the influencer has a positive effect on followers’ intention to
imitate the influencer.

Hy: The perceived credibility of the influencer has a positive effect on followers’ intention to
recommend the influencer.

Hg: Attitude towards the influencer mediates the relationship between Paid Communication
and Intention to recommend the influencer.

Hga: The followers’ attitude towards the influencer has a positive effect on their intention to
continue following the influencer.

Hagy: The followers’ attitude towards the influencer has a positive effect on their intention to
imitate the influencer.

Hag: The followers’ attitude towards the influencer has a positive effect on their intention to

recommend the influencer.

Thus, based on the literature review, the study aims to test the research model given in
Figure 1.

Product- Intention

Influencer
cl:;lgurir;:.\cre credibility A to follow
account
Intentionto
,’ imitate the
influencer
v / v
Paid Attitude Intentionto
P towardsthe ~——  recommend
communication ; .
influencer the influencer

CONCEPTUAL MODEL

Source: Literature Review.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The present study seeks to find out whether influencer-product congruence affect
followers’ attitude towards the influencer. Will paid communications harm the credibility of the
influencer? Does influencer marketing have an impact on followers? Do influencers’
promotional actions affect their credibility? A descriptive research design was used to conduct
the study. A focus group discussion was carried out with marketing faculty and practising digital
marketing experts. This group viewed the Instagram posts of several influencers. Three different
influencers were selected from three different product categories (fashion, food and travelling).
These three product categories happen to be the ones having the most influencers. The
influencers were selected based on their follower strength. Questionnaires were mailed to the
followers of these three well-known influencers. The followers belonged to the state of Kerala in
India. Questionnaires were mailed to 250 followers of each influencer. However, only 260 usable
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responses were received. The data was collected between December 2021 and January 2022. The
survey instrument was a questionnaire on the variables of the research model. The items were
adopted from different sources and the details are provided in Table 1.

Table 1
SOURCE OF SCALE ITEMS

Source
De Veirman and Hudders, (2020)
Xu & Pratt, (2018),
Miiller et al., (2018); Ohanian (1990),

Variables
Paid communication
Influencer-product congruence

Perceived credibility of the influencer
Attitude toward the influencer
Intention to follow the influencer’s account
Intention to imitate the influencer
Intention to recommend the influencer

Silvera & Austad, (2004)
Algesheimer et al., (2005); Belanche et al., (2014)
Casalo “ et al., (2011)

Algesheimer et al., (2005); Casalo " et al., (2017b).

On a 7-point scale, where 1 meant "strongly disagree” and 7 indicated "strongly agree,"”
each item was measured. The sample consisted of 72% women and 28% men. 53% respondents
were aged between 20 and 30 and 42% respondents were aged between 31 and 40. Hence, age-
wise also it can be seen that the respondents belonged to the prime age category for the products

selected for the study.
The Cronbach’s alpha values can be seen from Table 2. All the variables of this study are
reliable, since their respective reliability coefficients exceed 0.70.

Table 2
RELIABILITY

CONSTRUCTS CRONBACH’S o
Product-Influencer Congruence |0.729
Paid Communication 0.719

Influencer Credibility 0.795

Attitude towards the influencer|0.820

Intention to follow 0.756

Intention to imitate 0.788

Intention to recommend 0.779

From Table 3 it can be seen that discriminant validity is ensured as the square roots of the
AVE (Average variance extracted) for each latent variable is higher than any other latent
variables above, below, left or to its right.

Table 3
DISCRIMINANT VALIDITY
Product- . Influence | Attitude | Intentio Intention | Intention
Paid to to

Influencer o r towards nto -

Communicatio - imitate | recommen
Congruenc Credibilit the follow
n . the d the
e y influence | account | . .

" influence | influence

r

Product-Influencer

Congruence -0.781 0.12 0.744 0.697 0.707 0.676 0.686
Paid Communication 0.12 -0.802 0.069 0.1 0.084 0.143 0.225
Influencer Credibility 0.781 0.069 -0.828 0.82 0.787 0.737 0.774
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Alttitude towards the | ) o7 0.1 0.82 0834 | 0806 | 0619
influencer 0.734
Intention to follow 0.707 0.084 0.828 0822 | -0834 | 0711 0.734
Intention to imitate 0.676 0.143 0.737 0619 | 0711 | -0.783 0.781
Intention to 0.686 0.225 0.774 0734 | 0734 | 078 -0.783
recommend

Source: SPSS output.

Convergent validity can be established only if the constructs are proven to be related in
reality. This would establish whether answers from different individuals are correlated with

latent variables.

Table 4
CONVERGENT VALIDITY
Constructs AVE values
Product-Influencer Congruence 0.553
Paid Communication 0.643
Influencer Credibility 0.619
Attitude towards the influencer 0.649
Intention to follow 0.675
Intention to imitate 0.611
Intention to recommend 0.608

From Table 4, it can be seen that the values for respective latent variables are 0.5 or
above. Since the criteria for accepting convergent validity is satisfied, convergent validity is

established for the scale.

Table 5
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS
Construct Mean Std. Mi Ma | Skewness Kurtosis
Deviation | nim | xim | Statistic Statistic
um | um

Product-Influencer
Congruence 1 5.496 0.05857 2 7 -1.00052 1.7135
Product-Influencer
Congruence 2 4.776 0.06664 2 7 -0.05322 -0.25236
Product-Influencer
Congruence 3 5.373 0.057 2 7 -0.74861 0.96316
Product-Influencer
Congruence 4 4.876 0.06697 1 7 -0.29035 0.11476
Paid Communication 1

5.173 0.06485 2 7 -0.71935 0.5414
Paid Communication 2

4,715 0.07812 1 7 -0.46555 0.15815
Paid Communication 3

5.019 0.08146 1 7 -1.02447 1.15343
Influencer Credibility 1 5173 | 0.06992 2 |7 |-0.19898 -0.55916
Influencer Credibility 2 5.338 | 0.06677 2 7 -0.46429 -0.00629
Influencer Credibility 3 5.180 | 0.06747 2 7 -0.23803 -0.36143
Influencer Credibility 4 5.261 | 0.06542 2 |7 |-0.46003 -0.21521
Attitude towards the
influencer 1 5.261 0.06721 3 7 0.01423 -0.83808
Attitude towards the

5.373 0.07009 2 7 -0.43331 0.04976
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influencer 2

Attitude towards the

influencer 3 5.338 0.06743 3 7 -0.19675 -0.54141
Attitude towards the

influencer 4 5.330 0.0658 2 7 -0.30206 -0.09081
Intention to follow account

1 5.288 0.06843 3 7 -0.26107 -0.52503
Intention to follow account

2 5.315 0.06519 2 7 -0.45867 0.53701
Intention to follow account

3 5.134 0.06566 3 7 -0.09466 -0.53465
Intention to imitate the

influencer 1 5.065 0.06538 1 7 -0.45003 0.28171
Intention to imitate the

influencer 2 5.042 0.06523 1 7 -0.46608 0.32104
Intention to imitate the

influencer 3 5.142 0.06211 1 7 -0.54489 0.78954
Intention to imitate the

influencer 4 5.096 0.06125 2 7 -0.38821 -0.18546
Intention to recommend the

influence 1 5.242 0.06468 2 7 -0.43727 0.15893
Intention to recommend the

influence 2 5.253 0.06486 2 7 -0.42172 0.26648
Intention to recommend the

influence 3 5.253 0.06733 2 7 -0.35492 0.09829
Intention to recommend the

influence 4 5.126 0.06458 2 7 -0.58748 0.05861

The descriptive statistics are mentioned in Table 5. It can be seen that mean values range
between 4.7 to 5.4 on a scale of 1 to 7. Hence most of the respondents agreed with the scale
items.

RESULTS

The model fit and quality indices are: Average path coefficient (APC)=0.382, P<0.001,
Average R-squared (ARS)=0.554, P<0.001, Average adjusted R-squared (AARS)=0.551,
P<0.001, Average block VIF (AVIF)=2.538, acceptable if <=5, ideally <=3.3, Average full
collinearity VIF (AFVIF)=3.594, acceptable if <=5, ideally <=3.3, Tenenhaus GoF (GoF)=0.587,
small >=0.1, medium >=0.25, large >=0.36, Sympson’s paradox ratio (SPR)=0.917, acceptable if
>0.7, ideally = 1, R-squared contribution ratio (RSCR)=0.991, acceptable if >=0.9, ideally = 1,
Statistical suppression ratio (SSR)=1.000, acceptable if >=0.7, Nonlinear bivariate causality
direction ratio (NLBCDR)=0.917, acceptable if >=0.7.

It is evident that all the values are in the acceptable range.
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FIGURE 2
SEM OUTPUT

Figure 2 depicts the structural model run using WARP PLS software. This application
includes a graphical user interface for variance-based and factor-based structural equation
modelling (SEM) employing the partial least squares and factor-based approaches. Figure 2
shows the beta values and P values also.

Table 6

HYPOTHESES TESTING RESULTS
Hypothesis | Beta | P-Value | Results
H1 0.24 | <0.01 Accepted
H2 0.76 | <0.01 Accepted
H3 0.16 | <0.01 Accepted
H4 0.09 | =0.07 Rejected
H5 0.16 | <0.01 Accepted
H6 0.66 | <0.01 Accepted
H7a 0.42 | <0.01 Accepted
H7b 0.58 | <0.01 Accepted
H7c 0.48 | <0.01 Accepted
H8a 0.48 | <0.01 Accepted
H8b 0.20 | <0.01 Accepted
H8c 0.35 | <0.01 Accepted

The beta values and p values of each of the hypothesis and the result whether the
hypothesis is accepted or rejected can be seen in Table 6. H1 stated as perceived influencer-
product congruity negatively affects perceptions of paid communications is accepted. H2 framed
as perceived influencer-product congruity has a positive effect on the perception of the
influencer’s credibility is also accepted. This relationship has the highest beta value as well
hence reaffirming that influencer-product congruity and credibility are related. The 3rd
hypothesis - perceived influencer-product congruity has a positive effect on attitude of followers
towards the influencer is also accepted but the beta value is low which signifies that the strength
of the relationship is weak. The 4th hypothesis stated as the influencer’s post being perceived as
a paid communication negatively affects the perception of the influencer’s credibility is rejected.
Future studies can explore this relationship to establish whether the perception of Paid
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Communication has an influence on the credibility of the influencer. H5 is stated as the
influencer’s post being perceived as a paid communication has a negative effect on followers’
attitudes towards the influencer is accepted but the beta value is low. The 6th hypothesis which is
framed as the perceived credibility of an influencer has a positive effect on the followers’
attitude towards the influencer is accepted and has a beta value of 0.66 which signifies the
strength of this relationship. Thus, attitude and credibility are very strongly correlated. The 7a,
7b and 7c hypotheses that the perceived credibility of the influencer has a positive effect on
followers’ intention to continue following, imitate and recommend is accepted. The 8a, 8b and
8c hypotheses that the followers’ attitude towards the influencer has a positive effect on their
intention to continue following, imitate and recommend is also accepted. However, the test of
mediation did not yield fruitful results and hence mediation could not be proved.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Based on the results obtained after the structural equation model was tested, the first three
hypotheses were accepted. It means that influencer-product congruity and credibility are strongly
correlated however, it negatively influences the perception of paid communication. Hence if the
product and influencer is in congruence, the perception of paid communication will be subdued.
The beta value of H3 is low which may mean that the attitude towards the influencer has been
formed even before the influencer starts endorsing a specific brand and hence the influencer-
product congruity is not a strong factor for the attitude towards the influencer. This result is in
congruence with the Theory of Planned Behaviour, which proposes that attitude is a strong
antecedent of behaviour. If the followers have a positive attitude towards the influencer, they will
continue to demonstrate the behaviour in terms of following, imitating and recommending to
others. H4 is not supported and probably future studies can explore this relationship further. It is
important for marketers to ascertain the impact of the perception of ‘paid communication’ on the
credibility of the influencer. If few more studies could test the relationship, a valid conclusion
can be drawn. H5 is also accepted which means the perception of paid communication negatively
affects the attitude towards the influencer. It can be inferred as when there is influencer-product
congruity, credibility and positive attitude towards an influencer, then the perception of paid
communication doesn’t seem to matter much. As influencer marketing is being used in a big way
by marketers, customers now seem to be conditioned to the fact that brand promotions by
influencers is an acceptable norm. According to the 6th hypothesis, credibility had a favourable
effect on attitude towards the influencer and the beta value is also high. Marketers need to make
a note of this finding. The influencer must be carefully chosen. The credibility of the influencer
is very crucial and it should never be compromised. The hypotheses related to behavioural
responses, H7 & H8 are also aptly supported. Thus, credibility and a positive attitude towards the
influencers will create the desired behavioural response (to follow, imitate and recommend the
influencer). The results of this study are in congruence with the findings of earlier studies done
on the same area (De Veirman & Hudders, 2020; Casalo ~ et al., 2020; Ki et al., 2020; Jimenez-
Castillo & Sanchez-Fern ~ andez, * 2019). Belanche et al (2021) conducted this study with one
influencer in fashion & beauty segment. The present study extended it further by examining 3
different influencers from 3 different product categories related to fashion, food and travelling.
The findings from this study imply that credibility, positive attitude and influencer-product
congruity are very crucial when it comes to influencer marketing and this finding is in
corroboration with earlier studies (Park & Lin, 2020; Yoo & Jim, 2015; Mishra et al., 2015).
Thus, influencers need to ensure that the products that they are endorsing is in congruence with
the contents that they post in their Instagram pages (Breves et al., 2019). If there is inconsistency
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between their usual content and their promotional content, followers may become suspicious and
the influencer may be perceived as biased (De Veirman & Hudders, 2020). It has been found that
customers believe negative reviews and it reduces their intention to purchase (Popy & Bappy,
2022) Gamage & Ashill (2023) report that if the content by the influencer has a commercial
orientation, it reduces the trustworthiness of the content as well as the influencer. This will
neither be in the interest of the influencer nor the marketer. Again, credibility and attitude have a
bearing on the behavioural response in terms of following, imitating and recommending the
influencer (Ki & Kim, 2019; Cosenza et al., 2015). However, credibility is more significant than
attitude as attitude may have been formed from the time the followers start following the
influencer. In contrast, credibility is seen once the influencer starts doing promotional content.

Influencer marketing is an innovative approach to traditional media's issues. Managers
must ensure that the influencers they choose to promote their brands must have congruity. This
implication applies to influencers as well. While deciding on which brands to endorse, they
should also ascertain that the brand matches with the usual content done by the influencer. This
will help further enhance the credibility and attitude towards the influencer and elicit positive
responses in terms of following, imitating and recommending the influencers. This will lead to a
mutually beneficial relationship for the influencer and the marketer.

The current research collected data from the followers of three different influencers from
three different product categories: food, fashion and travelling. However, data was not
categorised separately to compare the responses between the followers of the different
influencers. Future studies can investigate whether the behavioural responses differ between the
different product categories.

CONCLUSION

The study findings revealed that the influencer’s credibility and attitude towards the
influencer has direct favourable effects on the responses of followers. In particular, the
influencer's credibility and attitude greatly influenced behavioural intentions to emulate and
endorse the influencer. The idea that the post of the influencer is actually a sponsored
advertisement has no detrimental effect on followers' judgments of the credibility of the
influencer. The fundamental explanation for this may be that followers continue to follow an
influencer's posts because they find them entertaining and/or soothing; hence, in this case, they
give less weight to the credibility factor of the influencer. When the total effects are looked upon,
however, the perceived credibility of the influencer brings forth more favourable behavioural
responses towards the influencer.
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