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Abstract:

The emergence of social media influencers has significantly altered contemporary marketing practices
by enabling brands to communicate with consumers through trusted digital personalities. While prior
research has largely relied on quantitative methods to measure influencer impact, limited qualitative
studies explore how consumers subjectively perceive influencer-driven marketing. This study adopts a
qualitative research approach to examine the influence of social media influencers on marketing
effectiveness from the consumer perspective. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with
300 active social media users who regularly engage with influencer content. Data were analyzed using
thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns related to trust, authenticity, brand perception, and
purchase behavior. The findings reveal that influencer credibility, perceived authenticity, emotional
connection, and content relatability play a central role in shaping consumer attitudes and purchase
decisions. The study contributes to marketing literature by offering rich, contextual insights into
influencer marketing mechanisms and provides practical implications for brands seeking to design
ethical and effective influencer strategies.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rapid expansion of social media platforms has fundamentally transformed the marketing landscape.
Traditional one-way advertising has increasingly been replaced by interactive and relationship-based
communication models. Among these developments, influencer marketing has emerged as a powerful
strategy through which brands collaborate with individuals who possess substantial online followings
and persuasive influence over their audiences. Social media influencers are often perceived as relatable,
authentic, and trustworthy, making them effective intermediaries between brands and consumers.

Influencer marketing has gained prominence due to declining consumer trust in traditional advertising
and increasing reliance on peer recommendations. Influencers communicate brand messages in a
narrative and experiential manner, often blending promotional content with personal storytelling. This
approach enhances message credibility and emotional engagement. As a result, influencer endorsements
are frequently perceived as more genuine compared to conventional advertisements.

Although influencer marketing has attracted considerable academic attention, most existing studies
adopt quantitative approaches focusing on measurable outcomes such as engagement rates, purchase
intention, and brand attitude. However, such methods often overlook consumers’ subjective
interpretations, emotions, and lived experiences. A qualitative exploration is therefore essential to
understand how and why influencer marketing affects consumer behavior. This study addresses this gap
by qualitatively examining consumers’ perceptions of social media influencers and their influence on
marketing effectiveness.
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2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

2.1 Social Media Influencer Marketing

Influencer marketing refers to the strategic use of individuals with online influence to promote products
or services through social media platforms (Brown & Hayes, 2008). Influencers act as opinion leaders
who shape consumer preferences by sharing experiences, reviews, and recommendations. Unlike
celebrities, social media influencers are often perceived as ordinary individuals, which enhances their
relatability and perceived authenticity.

2.2 Source Credibility Theory

Source credibility theory posits that message effectiveness depends on the perceived credibility of the
source, which includes trustworthiness, expertise, and attractiveness (Ohanian, 1990). In influencer
marketing, credibility plays a critical role in determining whether consumers accept or reject
promotional messages. Influencers who are perceived as knowledgeable and honest are more likely to
positively influence consumer attitudes.

2.3 Authenticity and Consumer Trust

Authenticity is a key concept in influencer marketing literature. Consumers tend to trust influencers who
present genuine opinions and disclose sponsored content transparently (Audrezet et al., 2018). Perceived
authenticity strengthens emotional bonds between influencers and followers, leading to higher
engagement and trust.

2.4 Influencer Marketing and Consumer Behavior

Previous research suggests that influencer endorsements influence consumer behavior by shaping brand
perception, reducing perceived risk, and enhancing emotional attachment (Lou & Yuan, 2019).
However, understanding these processes requires qualitative insights into consumer interpretations and
meaning-making processes.

3. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this qualitative study are as follows:

. To explore consumers’ perceptions of social media influencers as marketing agents.
. To understand how influencer credibility and authenticity influence consumer trust.
. To examine how influencer content affects brand perception and purchase decisions.

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1 Research Design

This study adopted a qualitative research design to gain in-depth insights into consumer experiences
with influencer marketing. A phenomenological approach was used to capture participants’ subjective
perceptions and interpretations.

4.2 Sampling and Participants

Purposive sampling was employed to select participants who actively use social media platforms such as
Instagram, YouTube, or TikTok and regularly follow at least one influencer. A total of 300 participants
aged between 20 and 35 years were interviewed. This age group was selected due to its high engagement
with influencer content.

4.3 Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted online. Each interview lasted between
30 and 45 minutes. Open-ended questions were used to encourage participants to share their experiences,
perceptions, and opinions regarding influencer marketing. Examples of interview questions included:

IJFMR260168901 Volume 8, Issue 1, January-February 2026 2



https://www.ijfmr.com/

i International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijffmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com
. How do you perceive social media influencers who promote brands?

. What makes you trust or distrust an influencer’s recommendation?

. Can you describe a situation where an influencer influenced your purchase decision?

4.4 Data Analysis

The interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis following the six-step procedure suggested by
Braun and Clarke (2006). The process involved familiarization with the data, coding, theme
development, theme review, and interpretation. This method allowed for the identification of recurring
patterns and meaningful themes related to influencer marketing.

4.5 Ethical Considerations
Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, and their consent was obtained prior to data
collection. Anonymity and confidentiality were ensured throughout the research process.

5. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The thematic analysis resulted in four major themes that explain how social media influencers affect
marketing effectiveness.

5.1 Influencer Credibility and Expertise

Participants emphasized that influencers who demonstrate expertise in a specific domain are more
persuasive. Beauty influencers with professional knowledge or fitness influencers with certifications
were perceived as more reliable. This finding aligns with source credibility theory, which highlights
expertise as a key determinant of message acceptance (Ohanian, 1990).

5.2 Authenticity and Transparency

Authenticity emerged as a dominant theme across interviews. Participants expressed skepticism toward
influencers who excessively promote products without personal relevance. Transparent disclosure of
sponsored content enhanced trust, while perceived dishonesty reduced credibility. This supports prior
research highlighting the importance of authenticity in influencer marketing (Audrezet et al., 2018).

5.3 Emotional Connection and Relatability

Many participants reported feeling emotionally connected to influencers who share personal stories and
everyday experiences. This parasocial interaction created a sense of friendship, making influencer
recommendations feel personal and trustworthy. Such emotional bonds significantly influenced brand
perception and purchase consideration.

5.4 Influence on Purchase Decisions

Participants acknowledged that influencers often act as information sources rather than direct
persuaders. Influencer content helped them evaluate product quality, usage, and value, ultimately
shaping purchase decisions. This finding supports earlier studies suggesting that influencers reduce
perceived risk and enhance decision confidence (Lou & Yuan, 2019).

6. CONCLUSION

This qualitative study provides rich insights into the influence of social media influencers on marketing
effectiveness. The findings reveal that influencer credibility, authenticity, emotional connection, and
content relevance play crucial roles in shaping consumer trust and brand perception. Unlike traditional
advertising, influencer marketing operates through relationship-building and narrative communication,
making it a powerful tool in digital marketing strategies.
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7. IMPLICATIONS

7.1 Managerial Implications

Marketers should prioritize long-term collaborations with credible and authentic influencers. Emphasis
should be placed on content quality, transparency, and influencer-brand fit rather than follower count
alone.

7.2 Theoretical Implications
This study extends influencer marketing literature by offering qualitative evidence that complements
existing quantitative research and enriches understanding of consumer meaning-making processes.

8. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The study is limited by its small sample size and focus on a specific age group. Future research can
explore cross-cultural perspectives, different age segments, or adopt mixed-method approaches to
enhance generalizability.
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