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Influencers’ 'organic' persuasion through electronic word of mouth (eWOM): A case of 

sincerity over brains and beauty 

 

Abstract  

 

Despite the growing importance of influencers’ word-of-mouth through audio-visual content, 

little is known about its effect on consumers' brand evaluation, purchase intentions, and 

decisions. Drawing on Ohanian’s (2010) source credibility framework, we conducted two 

studies across different influencers, product categories, and respondents’ gender and tested 

the hypotheses using Covariance-based and Partial Least Square structural equation 

modelling. Study 1 focuses on a mega-influencer of cosmetic and beauty brands and 

predominantly involves female respondents. The findings show that the influencer’s 

attractiveness affects perceptions about source expertise and source trustworthiness but not 

brand attitude, while source expertise predicts source trustworthiness, and both mediate the 

effect of source attractiveness on brand attitude. In contrast, brand attitude predicts purchase 

intention and mediates the impact of source credibility dimensions. Study 2 focuses on 

various influencers of hedonic products (lifestyle, fashion, beauty). The results confirm the 

influence of source attractiveness and expertise on source trustworthiness, which ultimately 

predicts consumer purchase decisions. This study reveals the interdependencies between 

different source constructs, contributing to source credibility theory. Furthermore, we show 

that the effect of source dimensions that are relevant in the celebrity endorsement literature, 

such as source attractiveness, do not directly influence consumers' intentions and decisions in 

the context of influencers’ eWOM. Finally, the two studies confirm that only influencers 

perceived as honest and sincere can influence consumers’ purchase decisions.    
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1. Introduction  

 

Video influencers, also known as 'vloggers' or 'YouTubers,' are individuals who have 

gained large crowds of followers outside of institutional settings (e.g., TV, sports, cinema) 

thanks to the quality of their video blogs (i.e., vlogs) where they share their experience with 

brands, products, and services they have tried (Lee & Watkins, 2016; Harnish & Bridges, 

2016; McQuarrie et al., 2013; Ferchaud et al., 2018; Campbell & Farrell, 2020).  

Some of these 'review' videos are not sponsored by brands; hence they constitute, 

theoretically, the audio-visual format of eWOM. Internet users increasingly consume user-

generated videos on platforms like YouTube, TikTok (Auxier & Anderson, 2021) or 

Instagram for entertainment, information seeking, social networking and mood management 

(Shao, 2009; Muntinga et al., 2011; Wagner, 2017; Bazi et al., 2020).  

eWOM increasingly spreads through user-generated videos created by social media 

personalities with large followers who share comments of different valence about products 

and services and, by doing so, encourage (or discourage) their usage/purchase to their 

viewers and followers. Although scholars have widely investigated the influence of textual 

eWOM formats on consumer intentions and behaviors (e.g., Cheung et al., 2008; Zhu & 

Zhang, 2010; Filieri & McLeay, 2014; Kim & Lee, 2017; Kim et al., 2021) produced by 

anonymous reviewers; less research has been devoted to other eWOM formats like pictorial 

and audio-visual ones (Filieri et al., 2021; Babić Rosario et al., 2020; Zheng, 2021). Audio-

visual eWOM is considered a rich media on the communication media continuum due to the 
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multiplicity of cues conveyed by the source of communication (i.e., visual and verbal) and 

the immediacy of the feedback (Daft & Lengel, 1986), which differentiates it from textual 

eWOM. The multiplicity of cues in audio-visual eWOM means that this communication 

medium is richer than textual eWOM, making it an informative channel for consumers 

looking for product-related information before purchase. Furthermore, video audiences can 

provide feedback immediately after watching the video post, which is not possible in textual 

eWOM (i.e., online reviews).    

 Few studies have investigated the effect of social media personalities’ audio-visual 

eWOM on consumer attitudes, intentions, and decisions. Accordingly, most studies on 

influencers have focused on the impact of their sponsored posts (i.e., advertisements) on 

viewers’ purchase intentions (e.g., Lee & Watkin, 2016; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017; De 

Veirman et al., 2017; Mardon et al., 2018; De Veirman & Hudders, 2020; Casaló et al., 2020; 

Ladhari et al., 2020; Van Reijmersdal et al., 2020; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020; Vrontis et al., 

2021; Kim & Kim, 2021; Masuda et al., 2022), while very little research has investigated 

influencers' eWOM (i.e., non-sponsored posts) effects.  

The lack of research on influencers' eWOM is surprising, considering the relevance and 

impact of influencers. Mega-influencers like Zoe Sugg or Chiara Ferragni have achieved 

celebrity status in social media environments (Campbell & Farrell, 2020), but their popularity 

and influence now transcend digital boundaries. Other influencers with fewer followers also 

contribute to sponsored green products' attitudes and increased purchase intention (Pittman & 

Abell, 2021). 

However, these social media personalities sometimes discuss products, experiences, and 

brands without receiving compensation for their social media posts.  

To advance our knowledge of the influence of different eWOM formats (Filieri et al., 

2021) produced by social media personalities, we draw upon Ohanian's (2010) source 
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credibility model, and we investigated how source credibility dimensions (attractiveness, 

expertise, trustworthiness) interact between each other and affect customers' attitudes toward 

brands, their purchase intentions, and decisions. Source credibility theory is appropriate to 

investigate source influence in the influencers' audio-visual eWOM context because source 

credibility is the most frequently investigated factor associated with communication sources 

(Cheung & Thadani, 2012), and influencers are sources of communications that show their 

appearance, lifestyle, personality on camera.  

The findings of this study are believed to provide insights into what influences brand 

attitude and purchase intention after watching influencers' review videos. Brand managers of 

appearance-based products can use the findings to customize their marketing strategies on 

social media and select the right vlogger to endorse their products.       

 

 

Figure 1. Overview of Studies 1 and 2.  

 

2. Literature review and theoretical framework 

2.1. Social media influencers     
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Video influencers are individuals who create and upload videos in which they share tips 

and recommendations about products, services, and brands they tried and about their personal 

life (Lee & Watkins, 2016). Unlike traditional celebrities, vloggers gained popularity outside 

institutional settings (McQuarrie et al., 2013). Marketing managers increasingly employ 

influencers to connect with young consumers (De Jans et al., 2018; Lee & Watkins, 2016), 

who are increasingly skeptical of traditional marketing communications and celebrities 

(Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017).  

Influencers can be divided into four categories: mega-influencer indicates social media 

accounts with over one million followers; macro-influencer indicates social media accounts 

with 100,000-1 million followers; micro-influencer indicates social media accounts with 

10,000 to 100,000 followers; nano-influencer includes social media accounts with less than 

10,000 followers (Campbell & Farrell, 2020; Vrontis et al., 2021). Mega-influencers rank 

high in popularity, have many followers and act as role models for young consumers as much 

as traditional celebrities (Boerman, 2020).  

Research on influencers is growing, particularly in the Marketing literature. Lee and 

Watkins (2016) developed a model to measure the antecedents of parasocial interaction 

(physical attractiveness, social attractiveness, and attitudinal homophily) and its influence on 

brand perceptions (brand luxury, luxury brand value, and brand-user-imagery fit) in the 

context of luxury brands. Dehghani et al. (2016), using a sample of 315 students, found that 

entertainment, informativeness, and customization are positively related to advertising value 

on YouTube, and the latter influences brand awareness. Kim and Lee (2017) studied the 

influence of celebrity versus close friends' Twitter posts endorsing utilitarian products using 

an experiment with a sample of 285 college students. The study reveals that organic user 

tweets enhanced more information-sharing attributions and less monetary-gain attributions 

compared to the recommendations from a celebrity when the brand-related content was 
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organic. The findings also show that the influence of source type and content sponsorship on 

attitude towardsa brand and recommendation adoption is mediated by information-sharing 

and monetary-gain attributions. Choi and Behm-Morawitz (2017) conducted a content 

analysis of 102 YouTube beauty gurus' videos and identified six main types of videos: 

tutorials/how-to, outfit-of-the-day, shopping hauls, reviews, get ready-with-me, and 

favourites videos. Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) developed a qualitative study to 

investigate how consumers view Instagram celebrities and how they affect young consumers' 

behaviour. Hwang and Zhang (2018) study the determinants and consequences of parasocial 

relationships with Chinese digital celebrities in the context of advertising on social 

networking websites (Weibo) and found that parasocial relationships positively influence 

followers' intentions (i.e., purchase and eWOM) (Hwang & Zhang, 2018). Ferchaud et al. 

(2018) conducted a quantitative content analysis of 234 YouTube videos from ten of the most 

subscribed YouTube personalities to explore what makes the content popular among viewers. 

De Jans et al. (2018) focus on sponsored vlogs and, using an experiment with 160 young 

adolescents, study the influence of advertising disclosure on adolescents' advertising literacy. 

Their results show that advertising disclosure enhanced young adolescents' recognition of 

advertising and that affective advertising literacy negatively affected both the vlogger and 

advertising effects. Breves et al. (2019) use source credibility theory and parasocial 

interaction to reveal that the fit between the Instagram influencer and the brand has a positive 

impact on perceived trustworthiness and expertise, and this influence is moderated by 

parasocial interaction. Lee and Youn (2019) also focus on influencers' sponsored posts (i.e., 

social media advertising). They used Amazon's Mechanic Turk and assessed the relationship 

between Ohanian (2010) 's source credibility dimensions with trust in influencer-generated 

branded posts and purchase intention. Casaló et al. (2020) analyzed the determinants of 

fashion opinion leadership on Instagram, revealing that originality and uniqueness have a 
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positive influence on opinion leadership, which in turn affect the intention to follow the 

recommendation. Audrezet et al. (2020) use interviews to explore authenticity management 

strategies (passionate and transparent authenticity) to develop a framework to be used by 

social media influencers in the context of fashion and lifestyle to manage authenticity for 

themselves and to resolve the tensions geerated by brand infringment into their content. 

Vrontis et al. (2021) reviewed the literature on social media influencers, while other studies 

focused on consumers' (i.e., children and teens) responses to different types of sponsorship 

disclosure (e.g., De Jans & Hudders, 2020; van Reijmersdal et al., 2020). Kim, Song, and 

Jang (2021) investigated consumer responses to sponsored posts on social media by micro 

and mainstream celebrities. Kim and Kim (2021) investigate whether influencer-product 

congruence and sponsorship disclosure influence product attitude and advertising recognition 

and if this relationship is mediated by affective and calculative motive inferences. 

This literature review on influencers reveals a dearth of studies on influencers' audio-

visual eWOM (i.e., non-sponsored) shared on social media platforms and its impact on 

consumer attitudes, intentions, and behaviour. eWOM consists of customers' sharing their 

consumption experiences and crowd information in digital environments, which reduces 

other consumers' decision-making time and improves the quality of buying decisions (Filieri, 

2015). eWOM can spread in the form of online textual reviews of products and services on e-

commerce platforms (i.e., Amazon) and online communities (e.g., TripAdvisor). However, 

eWOM also spreads on other media such as social networking platforms (i.e., Facebook), 

instant messaging apps (i.e., WhatsApp, WeChat), microblogging websites (i.e., Twitter, 

Weibo), photo-sharing social networks (i.e., Instagram), and video-sharing platforms (i.e., 

YouTube, TikTok), where user-generated content integrates textual, visual, and verbal 

communication cues. Most of the existing eWOM studies focus on textual eWOM formats, 

i.e., consumers' feedback in a narrative text-based format. Furthermore, these studies are 
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based on reviews and comments by anonymous users with no followers posted on e-

commerce or social commerce platforms (i.e., Amazon, Yelp, and TripAdvisor). As 

highlighted in recent academic works, limited attention has been paid to audio-visual eWOM 

(Filieri et al., 2021; Zheng, 2021) conveyed by influencers on social media platforms.  

Audio-visual eWOM is a richer medium compared to textual eWOM because it 

requires less time to decode the message due to the presence of a higher number and types of 

communication cues such as verbal (i.e., tone of voice) and non-verbal cues (i.e., facial 

expression) (Daft & Lengel, 1986). Audio-visual eWOM messages shared on platforms like 

YouTube, TikTok or Instagram convey richer information than textual eWOM through the 

combination of visual, motion, and voice communication cues, making it a multimedia 

communication channel (Daft & Lengel, 1986).   

 

2.2 Source credibility theory 

 

This study focuses on non-sponsored review videos posted by social media 

personalities, also known as vloggers or influencers. Source credibility theories could aid in 

understanding what makes communication sources more or less influential (Cheung & 

Thadani, 2012). Ohanian (1990) combined the components of Hovland et al.'s (1953) 

credibility model (i.e., 'trustworthiness' and 'expertise') with McGuire's (1985) 's source 

attractiveness model, ultimately developing a three-way dimension of source credibility, 

including source trustworthiness, attractiveness, and expertise. According to Ohanian, a 

source of communication is considered highly influential if perceived as attractive, 

knowledgeable, and sincere (Ohanian, 1990). Each dimension plays a crucial role in this 

model, whereas an endorser possessing all three characteristics is deemed more influential 

(Ohanian, 1990).  



 

9 

 

Websites like YouTube and TikTok allow individuals to broadcast themselves; on 

these platforms, video bloggers often share high-quality content about their experience with 

specific products/services/experiences, but they also discuss their personal lives (De Jans et 

al., 2018). By doing so, video bloggers build trust, reputation, and opinion leadership, which 

help in increasing their follower base. In these videos, the visual element is central, and 

viewers can evaluate the source of communication through verbal and para-verbal 

communication cues (Tidwell & Walther, 2002). The tone of voice, look, style, spontaneity, 

appearance, and personal opinions are other cues consumers may use to assess the credibility 

of influencers. In summary, the prominence of visual and high self-disclosure through verbal 

and para-verbal cues in influencers' e-WOM communications might enable viewers to 

evaluate their expertise, attractiveness, and trustworthiness.  

 

 

 

 

3.1. Hypotheses development  

3.1. Influencer attractiveness   

Source attractiveness describes how physically attractive a source of communication is 

perceived by viewers and is defined as 'the degree to which a stimulus person's facial features 

are pleasing to observe' (Ohanian, 1990). Several studies in advertising have discussed the 

relevance of celebrities' physical appearance. For instance, Deska et al. (2022) disclosed that 

a celebrity's facial width-to-height ratio (fWHR) affects brand judgment. Specifically, the 

high (versus low) fWHR celebrity are more effective for rugged (sincere) brands leading to 

more positive ad evaluations, greater brand liking, and higher purchase intentions. Moreover, 

attractive celebrity endorsers positively influence attitudes toward the advertisement, 
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engagement, and product evaluation (Schimmelpfennig & Hunt, 2019). Other studies report 

that endorsements of physically attractive celebrities are more effective when they match the 

product type, i.e., attractiveness-relevant versus attractiveness-irrelevant products (e.g., Choi 

& Rifon, 2012; Kamins, 1990; Misra & Beatty, 1990). More recently, Lee and Watkins (2016) 

have proved that physically attractive endorsers influence parasocial interaction.  

In the present study, we analyze the effect of an influencer's attractiveness on brand 

evaluation (i.e., brand attitude) in the context of audio-visual eWOM of hedonic products (i.e., 

cosmetic products). Brand attitude indicates the consumers' favourable or unfavourable 

evaluation of a brand (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Lifestyle influencers generally take care of 

their appearance when they shoot videos because they want to be perceived as stylish and 

good-looking to increase their popularity and followers base. Hence, their care for their 

physical appearance matches the category of beauty products, that it is the association 

between influencers and beauty products is logical. Furthermore, the use of cosmetics can 

enhance beauty and attractiveness (Till & Busler, 2000); therefore, mega-influencers may 

take extra care of their physical appearance when they review cosmetic brands, and as a result, 

they may develop a positive attitude toward the reviewed brand. Drawing on celebrity 

endorsement literature, we hypothesize that a macro-influencer, by virtue of his/her physical 

attractiveness, will create a more favorable impression of the endorsed brand.  

H1a. Source (Influencer) attractiveness has a positive influence on brand attitude.  

 

We also argue that influencer attractiveness can affect consumers' perception of the expertise 

and trustworthiness of a video influencer. Individuals tend to assume that good-looking 

people are smarter due to the 'halo' effect (Erdogan, 1999). For instance, if an influencer 

looks attractive on camera, he/she is more convincing about the sincerity of his/her claims 

and in proving his/her expertise in using make-up correctly to look more attractive. Moreover, 
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the influencer will also be perceived as sincere because her/his appearance on camera can 

further demonstrate her/his claims about the efficacy of the reviewed cosmetic product. 

Hence, we formulate the following hypotheses: 

H1b. Source (Influencer) attractiveness has a positive influence on source expertise. 

H1c. Source (Influencer) attractiveness has a positive influence on source trustworthiness. 

 

3.2. Source Expertise 

Source expertise refers to the receiver's perception of a source as knowledgeable, 

competent, and skilled (Hovland et al., 1953). Previous studies on textual e-WOM found 

contrasting results about the influence of source (reviewers) expertise on intention and 

attitude. For instance, scholars reveal that readers of reviews rarely check source expertise 

signals, such as the number of reviews submitted (Filieri, 2016), and even find source 

expertise to be weakly or negatively related to information helpfulness (Liu & Park, 2015; 

Racherla & Friske, 2012; Willemsen et al., 2011). Opposite findings can be seen in the 

celebrity endorsement and persuasive communication literature, where the endorser's 

expertise can influence brand attitude and favour attitude change (Gong & Li, 2017; 

Karmarkar & Tormala, 2010) as well as opinion agreement (Maddux & Rogers, 1980).  

Drawing on these studies, we expect that viewers of influencers' videos can easily 

infer their expertise; videos can convey a multitude of information about the skills and 

expertise of the content creator. When a source of communication is perceived as an expert in 

a product category, he/she will be more persuasive because his/her arguments come from a 

knowledgeable source (Erdogan, 1999; Ohanian, 1991). A receiver will produce less mental 

effort in assessing the arguments about the branded product reviewed by an influencer in 

virtue of his opinion leadership in the product category, ultimately influencing consumers' 

attitudes towards a brand.  
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H2a. Source (Influencer) expertise has a positive influence on brand attitude. 

 

An influencer perceived as knowledgeable and expert in a product category may be 

perceived as more reliable and sincere than a source who is not perceived as such. Influencers 

can display on camera their expertise through demonstration videos or by using the products 

they endorse. The expertise shown by an influencer in the video can positively impact how 

sincere they are perceived by the audience, who can prove whether what they say/claim is 

true or not.  

H2b. Source (Influencer) expertise has a positive influence on source trustworthiness. 

 

3.3. Source trustworthiness  

Hovland et al. (1953) define source trustworthiness as the degree of confidence in the 

communicator's intent to communicate the assertions he/she considers most valid, namely the 

willingness of the source to make accurate assertions. A source is perceived as trustworthy 

when reliable, sincere, and honest (Ohanian, 1990). User-generated content is generally 

perceived as more trustworthy than marketing communications (Bickart & Schindler, 2001; 

Kim et al., 2021). In marketing research, source trustworthiness and expertise are often 

combined in the credibility construct and rarely studied separately to understand which one 

has a stronger impact on consumer intentions and behaviours (Filieri et al., 2018). Dou et al. 

(2012) 's study on Kindle reviews shows that the visible source of a product review 

influences people's perception of reviewer trustworthiness, which will ultimately influence 

product judgments. Unlike textual e-WOM, influencers show themselves on camera and 

attempt to build trust by discussing their lives and disclosing a private space (i.e., their 

bedroom) or information about themselves and their relationships in the videos they create. 

For instance, Ferchaud et al. (2018) found that even when the focus of game videos is on the 
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featured gameplay, YouTube personalities also share personal information about themselves 

as they play the game. As a result, self-disclosure is positively associated with higher levels 

of authenticity (Ferchaud et al., 2018). Kim and Lee (2017) revealed that non-sponsored 

User-Generated Content about brands from close friends has a positive effect on brand 

attitude and intention to follow the recommendation due to the mediation of non-monetary 

attributions to this source.  

In general, any digital communication is more effective when consumers perceive the 

source as trustworthy rather than when they are suspicious about it (Filieri, 2016). If the 

source is perceived as sincere and honest (i.e., through self-disclosure), consumers will accept 

his/her recommendation and will be more likely to develop a positive attitude toward the 

endorsed product (Kim & Lee, 2017).   

H3a: Source (Influencer) trustworthiness has a positive influence on brand attitude. 

 

3.4. Brand Attitude  

Attitude is defined as the extent to which a person has a favourable or unfavourable 

evaluation of a behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). According to the Theory of Reasoned 

Action, consumer attitude directly impacts behavioural intention (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). 

Purchase intention is the possibility and probability that the consumer is willing to purchase a 

particular product (Dodds et al., 1991).  

Celebrity endorsement literature confirms that celebrities play a relevant role in 

influencing receivers' attitudes toward the brands they endorse (e.g., Amos et al., 2008; 

Lafferty & Goldsmith, 1999; Till & Busler, 2000). Celebrities generate a meaning transfer 

process (McCracken, 1989) in which they influence consumers' attitudes towards products or 

brands (Silvera & Austad, 2004), which may lead to purchases (Till et al., 2008). 
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The relationship between attitude and intention has been measured in studies on 

textual e-WOM research in contexts like destination visit intention (Filieri et al., 2021) and 

attitude toward text-based blogs (Hsu et al., 2013). Due to their expertise, appearance, and 

candidness, mega-influencers can affect how consumers perceive brands and, consequently, 

their intention to purchase the endorsed brands.   

H4. Brand Attitude has a positive influence on consumer purchase intention. 

 

3.5. Mediation hypotheses 

We expect that attitude towards the brand mediates the effect of influencer credibility 

dimensions (expertise, trustworthiness, attractiveness) on purchase intention (H1d, H3b, H2c). 

In the absence of knowledge and brand attributes, consumers may not have enough 

information to decide whether or not to purchase a product. Contrarily, if consumers have a 

strong negative attitude towards a brand, they will be more resistant to the influence of a 

credible source of communication. Hence, if consumers dislike the brand, they may not 

purchase it. Purchase intention can change based on the likability of the brand reviewed by 

the influencer. Influencers can affect the attitude toward the brand through their endorsement; 

however, the power of an influencer in changing purchase intention will depend on 

consumers' pre-existing opinions about a brand.   

H1d, H2c, H3b. Brand attitude mediates the relationship between Influencer attractiveness, 

expertise, trustworthiness, and purchase intention.    

We also argue that influencer expertise and trustworthiness mediate the influence of 

influencers' attractiveness on brand attitude. Celebrity endorsement literature shows mixed 

findings regarding the role of source attractiveness on purchase intention (e.g., Amos et al., 

2008; Kahle & Homer, 1985; Lafferty & Goldsmith, 1999; Maddux & Rogers, 1980). 

However, in the context of video blogs, mega-influencers can display their expertise in using 
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the product and thoroughly highlight its attributes. We argue that for attractive–based 

products, attractive sources must prove their expertise and, at the same time, must be 

perceived as sincere if they want to persuade audiences (Maddux & Rogers, 1980). Hence, 

influencers, to exert their influence, must show their skills and capabilities in using products 

(i.e., cosmetics) within the video and, at the same time, appear authentic to their followers.    

H5a. Source (Influencer) expertise mediates the relationship between source attractiveness 

and brand attitudes. 

H5b. Source (Influencer) trustworthiness mediates the relationship between source 

attractiveness and brand attitudes. 

 

Figure 2. Study 1 hypotheses.  

 

  

4. Methodology  

4.1. Study Approach   

The first study focuses on a mega-influencer review of a hedonic product, specifically 

cosmetic products (i.e., make-up). We decided to focus on this product category and industry 

for two reasons. First, business reports emphasize the growing importance of video bloggers 
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in the cosmetics industry (Mintel, 2020) and indicate that seven in 10 adults who follow 

beauty influencers have purchased beauty products (i.e., cosmetic beauty and skincare 

products) recommended by an influencer on YouTube (Mintel, 2020). Young female 

consumers increasingly rely on beauty videos posted by beauty influencers and make 

decisions about and learn new make-up styles (Mintel, 2017). Second, scholars suggest 

focusing on salient products used to enhance one's attractiveness, such as cosmetics, to 

investigate the role of source attractiveness (Till & Busler, 2000).  

 

4.2. Selection of sample stimuli  

To develop a rigorous research design and recreate a realistic scenario, selecting the 

sample stimuli is fundamental, including the macro influencer, the beauty product, and the 

video. First, to identify popular YouTube influencers among Millennials, a small-scale survey 

was conducted among adult undergraduate female students aged 18-25 years old (n=35). 

Invited participants had to select the most popular beauty mega-influencer in a list, including 

the top 10 beauty influencers, which was released by Forbes. The results of this pre-test 

revealed that Zoella ranks number one (62%), followed by Fleur DeForce (30%). As a result, 

Zoella's videos were carefully examined. We defined some criteria to shortlist the videos to 

show respondents in the questionnaire. First, the stimulus (video) must be a review video 

(Choi & Behm-Morawitz, 2017), namely a video in which the vlogger reviews a cosmetic 

product. Second, the selected product must be new and trendy when the data is collected, so 

only recent videos were shortlisted. Third, the video blogger shows a positive attitude toward 

the reviewed product. Fourth, the video is not a sponsored video. The selected product is 

Anastasia Modern Renaissance Eyeshadow Palette.  

The non-sponsored video in which Zoella reviews the cosmetic product is 'Zoella 

February Favourites,' it is 15 minutes long, and in this video, Zoella reviews several products. 
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To show respondents only the part of the video in which Zoella reviews Anastasia Modern 

Renaissance Eyeshadow Palette, the footage was cut to last 78 seconds and was embedded in 

the online questionnaire. Respondents could not continue the survey until they had watched 

the entire video. Participants answered a questionnaire where scale items were randomly 

distributed to reduce social desirability bias and common method variance. The cover letter 

emphasized that participation was voluntary and non-compensated, respondents' identities 

would be kept anonymous, and that answers were neither right nor wrong (Posdakoff et al., 

2003).  

 

4.3. Measures and data collection  

We adopted existing scales available in the literature with minor modifications, as 

shown in Table 1. A pilot test with 24 respondents was conducted to test the questionnaire 

before data collection. The data was collected using the 'mall-intercept' survey technique, 

which, while not strictly representative, can be free of any systematic bias (Balabanis et al., 

2001). Female shoppers visiting cosmetic shops in two large malls in a medium-sized city in 

the UK were invited to participate in the study by a researcher through an iPad. Respondents 

could enter a prize draw to win five vouchers for 100£ each to spend in the mall. The 

population of interest in this study is female Millennials and Generation Z between 18 and 35 

years old since this demographic group is the primary user of videos for advice on cosmetics 

(Mintel, 2020). Participants took an average of 8 minutes to complete the questionnaire. A 

total of 373 respondents participated in the survey; however, 28 were excluded because they 

filled out the survey too rapidly.  

 

4.4.Data analysis and results  
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We tested for constructs' reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. 

Cronbach alpha (α) is used to test constructs' reliability, and as displayed in Table 1, all 

coefficients' α was greater than the recommended cut-off of 0.7 (Nunnally, 1994).  

Convergent validity was assessed by testing composite reliability (CR), average variance 

extracted (AVE), and factor loadings. CR results (see Table 1) indicate that the constructs are 

above the recommended threshold of 0.7 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). AVE coefficients, as 

reported in Table 2, were all above 0.5 (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988), and factor loadings (see Table 

1) were above the recommended limit of 0.6 (Hair et al., 2010), except for two items in the 

source expertise scale (i.e. 'qualified'; 'skilled'), which presented lower loadings and were 

excluded from the analysis.  

For discriminant validity to be confirmed, the square root of the AVE value of each 

construct should be greater than the correlation between constructs (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 

The coefficients in Table 2 show that discriminant validity was confirmed.  

The data used in this study were based on a cross-sectional data collection; hence, 

common-method bias (CMB) could be an issue. First, the constructs (independent and 

dependent variables) were organized in separate sections in our survey, which reduces the 

potential of CMB (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Additionally, we also checked CMB using 

Harman's single-factor test and Kock (2015) 's collinearity assessment approach. We 

performed exploratory factor analysis to calculate Harman's single-factor test (Podsakoff et 

al., 2003). The variance explained by a new common latent factor was 39%, less than 50%, as 

Podsakoff et al. (2003) suggested.  

Covariance-based structural equation modeling (Amos 25) was used to test the 

hypothesized relationships in our model. Table 3 displays the results, including model fit 

indexes, which adhere to the thresholds established by Hu and Bentler (1999). The 
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standardised root mean square residual (SRMR = 0.058) returned a favourable value 

compared to the accepted limit of 0.08, as well as RMSEA is 0.059 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 

We hypothesized that source attractiveness (H1a), source expertise (H2a), and source 

trustworthiness (H3a) affect consumer attitudes toward the brand reviewed by the vlogger. 

Findings show that source trustworthiness is the strongest predictor of brand attitude (β = 

0.446, p > 0.001), followed by source expertise (β = 0.247, p > 0.005). However, source 

attractiveness did not significantly predict brand attitude; hence H3a and H2a are supported, 

while H1a is rejected. Moreover, brand attitude significantly predicts purchase intention (β = 

0.734, p > 0.001); hence H4 is accepted. Results also show that source attractiveness 

positively influences source trust (β = 0.560, p > 0.001) and source expertise (β = 0.623, p > 

0.001), hence supporting H1b and H1c, while source expertise positively affects source 

trustworthiness (β = 0.294, p > 0.001), supporting H2b.  

 

Table 1 

Items, Cronbach α, CR, Factor Loadings of Rotated Component Matrix. Extraction Method: 

Maximum Likelihood Rotation (Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization). 

    

Construct and 

source 

Items α CR Factor 

Loadings  

Source 

Expertise (SE) 

(Ohanian, 1990) 

1. I think she is an expert in cosmetics  

2. …is experienced in using cosmetics  

3. …is knowledgeable about cosmetics  

  

0.799 

 

0.883  
0.824 

0.879 

0.835 

Source Trust 

(ST) 

(Ohanian, 1990)  

1. I think she is an honest person 

2. Dependable   

3. Sincere 

4. Trustworthy  

5. Believable  

0.935 0.928 0.825  

0.909 

0.892  

0.918  

0.917 

Source 

Attractiveness 

(SA)  

(Ohanian, 1990) 

1. I think she is beautiful  

2. Elegant  

3. Classy  

4. Attractive  

5. Pretty   

0.921  0.935  0.813  

0.853  

0.906  

0.886  

0.850 

Brand Attitude  

(BRANDATT) 

(Mitchell and 

1. I think this is a good quality brand 

2. I think this brand is interesting  

3. I like this brand   

0.923  0.942  0.878  

0.884  

0.866 
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Olson, 1981) 4. I feel positive about this brand  

5. My attitude towards this brand is positive  

0.861  

0.886 

Purchase 

Intention (PUR) 

(Dodds et al., 

1991) 

 

1. If I were shopping for cosmetic products, 

the likelihood I would purchase this brand is 

high  

2. My willingness to buy the recommended 

brand would be high if I was shopping for 

cosmetic products  

3. The probability I would consider buying 

this brand is high  

0.926 0.925 0.895 

0.913 

0.886 

 

 

 

Table 2 

Means, SD, correlations, and average variance extracted (AVE). 

 

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Source Expertise 3.3 .93219 .716 - - - - 

2. Source Trust 2.8 .91594 .581 .797 - - - 

3. Source Attractiveness 2.5 .92159 .606 .604 .743 - - 

4. Band Attitude 2.4 .81310 .533 .617 .534 .765 - 

5. Purchase Intention 2.9 .93081 .610 .615 .581 .659 .806 

Note. Bold type-faced values are AVEs. 

Note. All correlations are significant at p < 0.001 

 

Table 3 

Structural equation modeling results.  

  

Goodness of Fit of 

the Model  

Hypothese

s 

Relationship Standardized 

regression 

weight (β) 

t value Supported 

vs. Rejected  

x2/df 2.379 H1a Source-Attractiveness 

→Brand Attitude 

0.074 n.s. .0955 Rejected 

CFI 0.932 H1b Source-Attractiveness 

→Source Expertise 

0.623*** 8.385 Supported  

NFI 0.902 H1c Source-Attractiveness 

→Source Trustworthiness 

0.560*** 7.529 Supported  

TLI 0.909 H3a Source-Attractiveness → 

Source Expertise 

0.623*** 8.385 Supported  

IFI 0.911 H2a Source Expertise → 

Brand Attitude 

0.247** 2.205 Supported  

RMSEA 0.059 H2b Source Expertise → 

Source Trustworthiness 

0.294*** 3.486 Supported 

Chi- 493.933 H3a Source Trustworthiness 0.446*** 4.852 Supported 
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Square  

H4 

→ Brand Attitude 

Brand Attitude 

→Purchase Intention 

 

0.734***.       

 

11.435 

 

Supported 

 

Notes: *** indicates p < 0.001, ** indicates p < 0.005, n.s. indicates non-significant 

 

  

 

Figure 3. Study 1. Structural Model Results 

 

4.5. Mediation analysis  

We run mediation analysis to test hypotheses H1d, H2c, H3b, H5a, and H5b (see 

Table IV) using the bootstrapping method (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Findings show support 

for the mediation role of brand attitude in the relationship between source dimensions 

(expertise, trustworthiness, attractiveness) and purchase intention. Table 4 shows support for 

H1d, H2c, and H3b. Moreover, source expertise and source trustworthiness mediate the 

relationship between source attractiveness with brand attitude. Thus, H5a and H5b are also 

supported. 

 

Table 4 

Mediation analysis 
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   Indirect effect  CI at 95%  

Hypotheses 
Direct 

effect  
Indirect effect  Upper bounds 

Lower 

bounds 

Supported vs. 

Rejected  

H1d Source-

Attractiveness → Brand 

Attitude→Purchase 

Intention 

0.321*** 0.263*** 0.354 0.187 Supported 

H2c Source Expertise→ 

Brand Attitude→ 

Purchase Intention 
0.333*** 0.256*** 0.338 0.185 

 

Supported 

H3b Source 

Trustworthiness → 

Brand Attitude→ 

Purchase Intention 

     

0.343*** 
       0.282*** 

          

        0.385  

       

    0.198 

 

Supported 

H5a Source-

Attractiveness →Source 

Expertise→ Brand 

Attitude 

0.471*** 0.207*** 0.441 0.229 Supported 

H5b Source-

Attractiveness → Source 

Trustworthiness → 

Brand Attitude 

0.471*** 0.384*** 0.296 0.132 Supported 

Notes: *** indicates significance at p ˂ 0.001. 

 

5. Study 2  

5.1 Rationale and hypotheses  

In Study 1, we asked female respondents to watch a mega-influencer's non-sponsored 

YouTube video of Zoella reviewing a hedonic product (i.e., make-up). The goal of Study 2 is 

to generalize the findings of study 1 to different respondents' gender (i.e., male), product 

categories, social media platforms, and influencers. Hence, in Study 2, we recruited both 

male and female respondents through Prolific and assessed their experience with a variety of 

influencers (mega, meso and micro-influencers) on different product/topic categories (i.e., 

technology, lifestyle, beauty, fashion, family) and social media platforms (i.e., Instagram, 

YouTube, TikTok). Additional information is provided in the methodology. Furthermore, the 

purpose of Study 1 was to assess the interrelationships between source credibility constructs 
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and their influence on consumers' attitudes and purchase intentions. The theoretical 

foundation of study 2 is still the source credibility theory (Ohanian, 1991); however, study 2 

examines the effect of source constructs on consumers' purchase decisions. Source 

trustworthiness appeared as the strongest determinant of brand attitude in Study 1. Previous 

studies demonstrate how viewers establish a connection and emulate social media 

personalities because they are more relatable and trustworthy than traditional celebrities 

(Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017). However, when vlog creators started monetizing their 

posting activity, the boundaries between commercial and non-commercial online content 

became blurred (Campbell & Evans, 2018). Consequently, skepticism and sometimes 

deception have surrounded non-sponsored branded content published by influencers on social 

media. For instance, Boerman et al. (2017) found that sponsorship causes consumers to 

develop distrusting beliefs about the post, leading to a decreasing intention to engage in 

electronic word of mouth (eWOM).  

Based on these findings, we speculate that trust is becoming highly relevant for social 

media by influencers as well as for other social media content providers (Filieri, 2016). 

Hence, we contend that a social media personality perceived as trustworthy will be more 

likely to influence consumers' purchase decisions. Therefore, we propose the following set of 

hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1a: Source attractiveness has a significant and positive effect on source 

trustworthiness. 

Hypothesis 1b: Source attractiveness has a significant and positive effect on source expertise. 

Hypothesis 1c: Source expertise has a significant and positive effect on source 

trustworthiness. 

Hypothesis 1d: Source trustworthiness has a significant and positive effect on purchase 

decisions. 
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Hypothesis 1e: Source trustworthiness mediates the effect of source attractiveness and source 

expertise on purchase decisions.  

 

 

Figure 4. Study 2. Hypothesized relationships.  

 

 

6. Methodology 

6.1. Data Collection, measures, and sample  

The data for the second study was collected through Prolific Academic. The invitation 

to participate in the survey indicated that only those who regularly follow social media 

personalities with many followers (starting from 10k) could participate. To be eligible to 

participate in the study, participants also had to type the name of the influencer, explain why 

they followed him/her, the social media platform where the influencer posted his/her video 

content, and the product category the influencer posted about. Failure to answer these 

questions entailed the exclusion of the participant. The survey clarified at the start and in the 

different sections that the questions pertained to non-sponsored influencers' posts. 

Furthermore, we restricted participation to users between 18 and 35 years old, which 

comprise the primary audience of influencers.  

We adopt similar measures to those in Study 1 for source attractiveness, source 

expertise, and source trust. The scale used to measure purchase decisions was adapted from 
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Filieri et al. (2021). Four items asked respondents if they had purchased some of the products 

recommended by the influencer after watching their videos.  

Respondents mainly were in full-time employment (57.1%) and indicated following a 

variety of influencers with Zoella (make-up and beauty), KSI (gaming, musing & 

entertainment), Kim Kardashian (fashion), Molly-Mae Hague (fashion), Stacey Solomon 

(lifestyle, parenting and food), and Emma Chamberlain (entertainment, fashion, beauty, 

travelling and lifestyle) leading consumer responses. Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok were 

the platforms where respondents watched the influencer's videos and stories the most (93%).   

 
 

Table 5. Sample Profile (n=227) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Results 

6.1. Measurement Model Evaluation 

 

 

 

 

Frequency 

 

Percentage (%) 

Age   

18-24 91 40 

25-34 136 60 

Gender    

Female 164 72 

Male  63 28 

Education Degree   

Elementary or High School 50 22 

Undergraduate 123 54 

Postgraduate/Master  54 24 

Influencer    

Zoella 6 2.6 

KSI 6 2.6 

Kim Kardashian  5 2.2 

Molly-Mae Hague 5 2.2 

Stacey Solomon  4 1.7 

Louise Pentland  3 1.3 

Emma Chamberlain  3 1.3 

Others   195 72 

Social Media Platform   

Instagram  157 69 

YouTube 54 24 

Tiktok 26 11 

Twitter 13 6 

Facebook  3 1 

Twitch  3 1 
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In study 2, Partial Least Square Structural Equation Modelling software (SmartPLS 

v.3.3.9) was adopted to analyze the data. We first checked common method bias using 

Harman's one-factor method (principal component factor analysis). Common method bias 

was not an issue because the largest explained variance was 41.2, thus smaller than Podsakoff 

et al. (2003)'s recommendation (50%).  

The measurement model was then tested for reliability, convergent validity, and 

discriminant validity using item loadings, Composite Reliability (CR), Cronbach's Alpha and 

Rho_A (reliability coefficient). Table 6 shows that every item was significantly loaded on 

their construct, and all loadings were larger than 0.70. Additionally, the values of both CR 

and Cronbach's alpha were larger than 0.70, which demonstrates good reliability (Henseler et 

al., 2009). AVE values were also higher than 0.50, the recommended threshold, suggesting 

convergent validity. To check for discriminant validity, we looked at AVE values and 

heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) coefficients. Construct's AVE square root exceeded 

correlations with any other construct, and HTMT values were smaller than 0.85, which is the 

recommended criterion. These results demonstrate that discriminant validity is achieved, as 

illustrated in Table 7. Overall, we conclude that our measures exhibited satisfactory 

psychometric properties. 

Table 6. PLS Factor Loadings, Validity and Reliability for constructs 

 

Constructs                             Loading 

 

     Rho_A 

 

Composite    

Reliability 

(CR) 

 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 

 

Average 

Variance 

Extracted 

(AVE) 

          

Source  

Expertise  

SE1       0.827  

      0.869 

 

   0.914 

 

        0.858 

 

        0.799 SE2       0.905 

SE3       0.913 

          

Source 

Attractiveness  

SA1       0.823  

 

      0.929 

 

 

    0.929 

 

        0.901 

 

        0.767 SA2       0.917 

SA3       0.890 

SA4       0.870 

             

            Source  

Trust  

ST1       0.882  

      0.940 

 

    0.953 

 

        0.934 

 

        0.835 ST2       0.925 

ST3       0.910 

ST4       0.937 

 PD1       0.941     
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Table 7. Discriminant Validity (Inter-Correlation and Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT)  
Purchase  

Decision 

Source  

Attractiveness 

Source 

Expertise 

   Source  

    Trust 

Purchase Decision   (0.927) 0.263 0.272      0.339 

Source Attractiveness   0.253 (0.876) 0.331      0.403 

Source Expertise   0.246 0.293 (0.883)      0.595 

Source Trustworthiness   0.320 0.381 0.538      (0.914) 

Note: The square root of AVE for each variable is in parentheses and in Italic font. The HTMT values are displayed at the upper triangular 

of the matrix with an Italic font. 

 

5.2. Structural Model Evaluation 

 

The R2 values for the endogenous constructs in the model were 0.128 (purchase decision), 

0.345 (source trustworthiness), and 0.087 (source expertise). We also checked the 

standardized root means square residual (SRMR) to assess the model fit; the SRMR value 

was 0.055, which is below the threshold of 0.08 (Henseler et al., 2016). To examine path 

coefficients using Smart PLS, we ran bootstrapping using 227 cases with 5000 bootstraps 

resample and confidence intervals at 95%. Table 4 shows that all hypotheses are supported. 

Hypothesis 1a predicts that source attractiveness has a positive impact on source 

trustworthiness. The size of the path coefficient is 0.245 and significant (p = 0.000), 

illustrating that H1a is supported. Hypothesis 1b examines the relationship between source 

attractiveness and source expertise, and the results support this hypothesis (β = 0.294, p = 

0.000). Hypothesis 1c assumes source expertise predicts source trustworthiness. The results 

provide strong support for this hypothesis (β = 0.467, p = 0.000). Results also support 

Hypothesis 1d, which posited that source trustworthiness has a positive and significant 

impact on purchase decisions (β = 0.219, p = 0.000). However, both source attractiveness and 

expertise do not have a significant direct effect on purchase decisions.  

Purchase 

Decision  

PD2       0.957      0.945      0.961         0.945 0.859 

PD3       0.946 

PD4       0.860 
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Table 8. Structural Model Results 

 

Original 

Sample 

(O) 

Sample 

Mean 

(M) 

Standard 

Deviation 

(STDEV) 

 

T Statistics 

(|O/STDEV|) 

P 

Values 

H1a.Source Attractiveness -> Source Trustworthiness 0.245 0.248 0.056 4.354 0.000 

H1b.Source Attractiveness -> Source Expertise 0.294 0.296 0.074 3.982 0.000 

H1c.Source Expertise -> Source Trustworthiness 0.467 0.468 0.067 7.001 0.000 

H1d.Source Trustworthiness -> Purchase Decision 0.219 0.222 0.078 2.794   0.002 

H1e.Source Attractiveness-> Purchase Decision 0.112 0.133 0.080 1.433   0.055 

H1f.Source Expertise-> Purchase Decision 0.085 0.082 0.084 1.020   0.120 

 

We also examined whether source trustworthiness performed a mediating role between 

source attractiveness, source expertise and purchase decisions (Hypothesis 1g). We employed 

the bootstrapping method (Zhao et al., 2010), and the findings, illustrated in Table 5, confirm 

a significant mediation effect of source trustworthiness in the relationship between source 

attractiveness and purchase decision. Hair et al. (2017) suggest that there is a mediation effect 

when the indirect effect is significant, and the direct relationship between the two constructs 

is significant at the same time. However, since the direct effect of source expertise on 

purchase decisions was not statistically significant, source trustworthiness has no mediation 

role between source expertise and purchase decision. 

 

Table 9. Mediation Test Results  
 

Original 

Sample 

(O) 

 

T Statistics 

(|O/STDEV|) 

 

P 

Values 

 

%5 

CI 

Lower 

Bound 

 

%95 

CI 

Upper 

Bound 

 

Mediation 

Effect 

H1g.Source Attractiveness -> Source Trustworthiness 

-> Purchase Decision 

  0.077 3.396 0.000* 0.044 0.120 Yes 

H1g.Source Expertise -> Source Trustworthiness -> 

Purchase Decision 

  0.103 2.334  0.010   0.041  0.183       No 

    
   

Note: * indicates p < 0.001 

 

  

 

 

Table 9. Mediation Test Results  
 

Original 

 

T Statistics 

 

P 

 

%5 

 

%95 

 

Mediation 
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Sample 

(O) 

(|O/STDEV|) Values CI 

Lower 

Bound 

CI 

Upper 

Bound 

Effect 

H1e.Source Attractiveness -> Source Trustworthiness 

-> Purchase Decision 

  0.077 3.396 0.000* 0.044 0.120 Yes 

H1e.Source Expertise -> Source Trustworthiness -> 

Purchase Decision 

  0.150 4.170  0.000*   0.093  0.211       Yes 

    
   

Note: * indicates p < 0.001 

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

5.1. Theoretical implications  

This study investigated the interrelationships between the source credibility 

dimensions of expertise, trustworthiness, and attractiveness (Ohanian, 2010) and their impact 

on consumers' brand attitudes, purchase intentions, and decisions in the context of 

influencer's audio-visual eWOM (i.e., non-sponsored recommendation posted on Instagram, 

YouTube, and TikTok). Theoretically, this study contributes to source credibility theory 

(Hovland et al., 1953; Ohanian, 1991) and the literature on eWOM (e.g., Cheung et al., 2008; 

Wu & Wang, 2011; Filieri, 2015) in the novel influencer context. We advance the literature 

on audio-visual eWOM from social media personalities, which has received less research 

attention (e.g., Filieri et al., 2021; Babić Rosario et al., 2020; Zheng, 2021).  

This study is one of the first that tests the interrelationships between Ohanian's (2010) 

source credibility dimensions (attractiveness, trustworthiness, expertise). The findings 

underline the importance of source characteristics, particularly source trustworthiness, in 

understanding the persuasiveness of influencers' audio-visual eWOM messages. We also 

demonstrated through two studies that source attractiveness and expertise influence source 

trust; that is, a source will be perceived as sincere and reliable if he/she is attractive and 

knowledgeable on a topic/product/service. Previous studies focused on the impact of the 

perceived commercial nature of influencers' posts on trust (e.g., Boerman et al., 2017; Lou & 

Yuan, 2019; Martínez-López et al., 2020).    
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Our findings in study 1 partially disconfirm previous results on influencer marketing 

(i.e., sponsored posts) and celebrity advertising. Research on celebrity endorsement has 

provided evidence of the influence of source credibility dimensions on brand attitude and 

purchase intentions (Amos et al., 2008; Erdogan, 1999; Lafferty & Goldsmith, 1999; Ohanian, 

1991), particularly when the product type matched the celebrity personality (Choi & Rifon, 

2012; Kamins, 1990; Kamins & Gupta, 1994; Misra & Beatty, 1990). In study 1, we reveal 

that the influence of source attractiveness on brand attitude is not direct but mediated by 

source expertise and trustworthiness. Furthermore, different from previous studies that found 

source credibility dimensions to affect purchase intention directly (Kahle & Homer, 1985; 

Ohanian, 1991; Till & Busler, 2000; Weismueller et al., 2020), the findings of our first study 

reveal that their effect is not direct for hedonic products, but brand attitude mediates the 

influence of source credibility dimensions on purchase intention. Our second study shows 

that source trustworthiness mediates the impact of source expertise and attractiveness and 

predicts purchase decisions. This result supports that source trustworthiness is more relevant 

than other source credibility constructs in determining consumer decisions in the influencer 

marketing context. We also contribute to the literature on the role of mediating factors in the 

relationships between source credibility constructs and purchase intention (i.e., Filieri et al., 

2018; Chakraborty, 2019). 

Previous findings in the celebrity endorsement literature suggest that attractive 

celebrities directly influence purchase intention (Kahle & Homer, 1985). The beauty 

premium effect was often found in appearance-relevant products (Peng et al., 2020). However, 

our study on influencers' eWOM does not entirely support this effect. Study one does not 

confirm the "match-up" hypothesis of celebrity/product congruence (Kahle & Homer, 1985; 

Kamins, 1990; Misra & Beatty, 1990; Till & Busler, 2000). Accordingly, the product chosen 

in study 1 can be considered an attractiveness-related product (make-up); hence the 
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attractiveness of the source should be particularly relevant in this context as it fits with the 

endorsed product type (Kamins, 1990; Misra & Beatty, 1990). Till and Busler (2000) state 

that a physically attractive celebrity endorsing cosmetics can be effective in enhancing one's 

attractiveness because an attractive celebrity is considered to be more 'expert' in cosmetics 

(given their attractiveness). The results of study 1 suggest that mega-influencers must prove 

to possess (and display) the expertise and, at the same time, have to be perceived as sincere 

and honest to persuade an audience, which is in line with Maddux and Rogers' findings 

(1980), but in contrast with the influencer marketing literature (Breves et al., 2019; Peng et 

al., 2020; Weismueller et al., 2020). 

Our findings show that source attractiveness influences source expertise and source 

trustworthiness. Thus, being attractive can facilitate influencers in establishing their authority 

and reliability, which confirms the findings of a recent study in the e-commerce context, 

where attractive sellers enjoy greater source credibility due to perceived sociability and 

competence, whereas unattractive sellers were considered more believable based on their 

perceived competence (Peng et al., 2020). However, attractiveness alone does not affect 

consumers' attitudes towards a brand; in our study, the effect was mediated by source 

expertise and trustworthiness, which contrasts with the findings of another study on 

influencers’ advertising disclosure (Weismueller et al., 2020). Furthermore, the impact of 

source attractiveness on purchase intention was not direct but mediated by source expertise, 

source trust, and brand attitude, contributing to explaining the findings of previous studies 

where the relationship between source attractiveness and purchase intention was non-

significant (Lou & Yuan, 2019). We also contribute to the psychology and marketing 

literature by studying the mediation of source knowledge and trustworthiness on message 

evaluation and compliance (Ahearne et al., 1999; Debevec et al.,1986).  
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Interestingly, in study 1, source trustworthiness presented a much stronger and 

significant relationship with attitude towards the brand compared to other source constructs. 

Study 2 reinforces the relevance of source trustworthiness showing its predicting power of 

consumer purchase decisions and its role as a mediator of the effect of other source 

dimensions. This result confirms the relevance of trustworthiness in the context of social 

media influencers. Other studies on eWOM explained how source trust concerns have been 

growing due to the publicity given to the rise of promotional reviews (Filieri et al., 2018). 

This aligns with influencer marketing literature, where scholars claim that deception stories 

about influencers have grown consumer scepticism regarding their content on social media 

(Boerman et al., 2017). Our findings are not in line with some research in the advertising 

literature, indicating that only attractiveness and expertise are components of source 

persuasion (and not trustworthiness) (McGuire, 1968). Thus, our results also contrast with 

Lou and Yuan (2019) 's study, which reveals a negative relationship between source trust and 

brand awareness and between source trust and purchase intentions in the context of 

influencers' sponsored fashion posts. The difference with these findings is probably to be 

attributed to the context of the study; previous studies focus on influencers' sponsored content, 

while our study is based on influencers' eWOM (i.e., non-sponsored content), which is 

generally perceived as more trustworthy than sponsored/paid content (Bickart & Schindler, 

2001; Filieri, 2016; Kim et al., 2021). When consumers rely on a source that they find honest, 

relatable, and sincere, they will follow his/her recommendations on brands, products/services. 

If viewers perceive the influencers' posts as commercial, their trust in the influencer will be 

reduced (Martínez-López et al., 2020). The result can also be explained by the audio-visual 

eWOM format, which conveys more and higher quality information than the information 

contained in explicit verbal arguments (Rossitier & Percy, 1980). Unlike textual e-WOM, 

where reviewers often do not disclose personal information, the influencer's identity is 
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disclosed in the video context. Here viewers can use several cues to assess source 

trustworthiness, for instance, the number of followers of an influencer, his/her tone of voice, 

his/her gesture, his/her appearance, and if he/she replies to followers' posts, and the like. The 

latter are all cues users can use to assess influencer trustworthiness. Accordingly, Ferchaud et 

al. (2018) found that YouTube celebrities who engage in self-disclosure are perceived as 

more authentic, and Dou et al. (2012) reveal that the visible source of a product review 

influences people's perception of trustworthiness.   

Previous studies found that source expertise directly influences consumer purchase 

intentions in interpersonal WOM (Gilly et al., 1998) and the celebrity endorsement literature 

(e.g., Kahle & Homer, 1985; Ohanian, 1991; Till & Busler, 2000) and indirectly, through 

information helpfulness, in social media research (Filieri et al., 2018). Our findings confirm 

that source expertise significantly affects attitude towards the reviewed brand and source 

trustworthiness, as well as purchase intention with the mediation of brand attitude. This result 

implies source expertise is an important component in the persuasion effect of mega-

influencers supporting findings in the celebrity endorsement literature (e.g., Maddux & 

Rogers, 1980; Ohanian, 1991) and interpersonal WOM (Park et al., 2021). In the e-WOM 

literature, findings of previous studies show source credibility has a weak, non-significant, or 

negative relationship with different perceptual outcomes such as review helpful votes and 

perceived review diagnosticity (Filieri, 2015; Liu & Park, 2015; Racherla & Friske, 2012; 

Willemsen et al., 2011; Racherla & Friske, 2012). The difference between our results and e-

WOM research results can be explained by the fact that previous studies did not consider 

mediating factors in the relationships between source expertise and consumers' attitudes and 

intentions. The results can also be due to the characteristics of the medium. In audio-visual 

eWOM, vloggers can demonstrate their knowledge and expertise in the video, whereas in 

textual reviews, the source can only claim to be an expert without providing evidence of 
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his/her expertise. Influencers, on the contrary, do not simply discuss their user experience of 

a product; instead, they also give a demonstration of how these products should be used, 

providing evidence of their expertise. As a result, the assessment of the expertise of the 

source is more complex, which explains the mixed findings in textual eWOM literature. Our 

findings can also be explained by the fact that source expertise is important in beauty 

products as many female consumers use videos to learn how to make up or get advice on how 

to make up for different skin types and colours (Mintel, 2016). This specialist skill is rare, 

and it might be difficult to get advice at a beauty counter or from a less experienced friend or 

relative. In fact, make-up is a learned skill, so make-up experience, skills, and knowledge are 

particularly important in influencing consumers' attitudes towards brands and behaviour. In 

summary, a mega-influencer will influence viewers' brand attitude if she is perceived as a 

knowledgeable source of recommendations, independently of how attractive or beautiful 

she/she is (though it helps).  

Previous studies found that brand awareness through YouTube advertisements 

positively affects consumers' purchase intention (Dehghani et al., 2016). In this study, 

attitude towards the (non-sponsored) brand reviewed by the influencer resulted in having a 

significant and positive relationship with purchase intention. Study 1 findings show that 

source credibility dimensions affect purchase intention through brand attitude, whereas study 

2 shows that source trust influences purchase decisions. Thus, trustworthy influencers can 

form, strengthen, or reduce attitudes towards the brands they review and influence 

consumers' purchase decisions as well. Previous studies revealed that influencer sponsorship 

negatively affects consumer responses, including brand attitude, purchase intention, and 

eWOM (Boerman et al., 2017).    

 

5.2. Managerial implications  



 

35 

 

 

The results of this study have implications for influencers and social media marketing 

managers selling appearance-based products like cosmetics, skincare products, fashion, and 

other product types. A key objective of social media managers is to raise awareness and build 

a favourable attitude when launching new beauty products to favor trial and purchase. 

Therefore, connecting with influential video bloggers before the product launch is important 

to achieve these goals. Some mega-influencers may have a positive attitude towards some 

small start-ups and decide to review/endorse their products for free. Hence, marketing 

managers should try to motivate influencers to endorse new products without engaging in 

formal paid sponsorships. Marketing managers can facilitate the job of influencers by 

providing them with materials and how-to instructions. This partnership will benefit the 

influencers, particularly the micro-influencers, who can show their expertise as well as 

increase their trustworthiness, while consumers will benefit from a credible voice to 

demonstrate the quality of a product and how to use it.   

The result of the study could help social media managers to comprehend the elements 

that more strongly affect consumer attitudes toward products reviewed by influencers and 

their decisions. The influence of the influencer eWOM on consumer decisions is significant, 

but it depends on their perceived honesty, which is determined by their expertise and physical 

appearance. However, although attractiveness can affect consumer perception of how 

experienced and reliable a vlogger is, it is not enough to influence viewers' liking of brands or 

purchase intention. Therefore, marketing managers should not consider attractiveness as the 

only criterion to decide who will endorse their products but rather also focus on other criteria 

such as expertise and particularly trustworthiness.  

Our findings reveal that source trustworthiness was the strongest predictor of brand 

attitude and a significant predictor of consumers' purchase decisions; thus, we recommend 
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influencers inform their audience when they advertise a product appropriately. Accordingly, 

the sometimes ambiguous promotional nature of vlog posts has alerted the Advertising 

Standards Authority, forcing brands and influencers to notify viewers whether they post 

promotional content through the' AD' or 'Promo’ labels in the video (BBC, 2015). However, 

not all mega-influencers comply with this norm, though this study underlines the importance 

of perceived honesty and sincerity of mega-influencers. Hence, if influencers want to stay 

prominent and trendy, they must indicate the promotional nature of their post when they 

advertise products to avoid any potential losses of credibility. Similarly, we recommended 

mega-influencers that being knowledgeable and sincere are important factors influencing 

consumers’ attitudes towards a brand. Thus, a good demonstration of the possessed skills in 

‘how-to’ type videos can help facilitate a positive attitude towards a brand.  

Both small and large companies can obtain various benefits from video bloggers’ 

endorsements. Large companies can use attractive, experienced and trustworthy mega-

influencers to connect to new target segments. Additionally, these companies can use mega-

influencers to show prospects how to use their new products. Small beauty companies need to 

build brand awareness and a positive attitude; therefore, they need influencers to develop 

meaningful relationships.  

The results of our study show that the more positive the attitude viewers have toward 

the recommended brand, the higher their purchase intention will be. Thus, platforms hosting 

influencers’ product videos, like YouTube or TikTok, could provide direct access to e-

commerce platforms selling the reviewed products to facilitate viewer’s purchases. The 

integration of e-commerce functionalities could increase the effectiveness of influencer 

marketing.      

 

5.3. Limitations and future research  
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Study 1 presented some limitations in terms of the chosen sample (i.e., female 

respondents), the type of influencer used (beauty mega-influencer Zoella), and the product 

reviewed by the influencer (make-up). However, study 2 expanded the sample to male 

respondents, various product categories (i.e., gaming, food, clothing, computing), platforms 

(YouTube, Instagram, Tiktok), and influencers.  

Study 1 focused on a positively valenced review of a make-up product; future 

research could analyze the effects of a negative video review of a product made by an 

influencer. Second, study 1 assessed the influence of source attractiveness for an attractive-

based product (i.e., cosmetics) (Till & Busler, 2000). Thus, we recommend replicating this 

study with an attractiveness-unrelated product to test the ‘match-up’ hypothesis (e.g., Kamins, 

1990) in the influencer context.  

This study did not find significant differences in the results regarding micro or mega 

influencers. Adopting the approach used by Kim et al. (2021), who compared mainstream 

celebrities versus micro-celebrities, future research could compare the influence of nano, 

micro and mega-influencers eWOM on consumers’ perception of the expertise and 

trustworthiness of the source. Furthermore, influencers’ eWOM involves a dyadic 

communication process; thus, future research could investigate the role of the receiver's 

personality in the relationship between source credibility constructs and purchase decisions.  

Finally, research on behavioural consequences of influencers’ recommendations is 

still in its infancy. Future research on vloggers could assess their influence on other aspects of 

consumer behavior, such as brand recall and recognition, brand preference, brand loyalty, 

brand personality fit, new product adoption, and the like.   
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