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Abstract 
Background: Today, 98% of all Swedish upper secondary school students have Internet access and 

the majority possess accounts on social media; allowing them to generate content and engage with 

brands in a new way. Amongst this, we find influencer marketing; a new form of endorsement 

strategy utilized by companies in the social media setting to promote products and brands.  

 

Problem: Companies rely to a greater extent on influencers, becoming one of their main marketing 

communication strategies. However, the scarcity of research within influencer marketing regarding 

credibility may cause marketers to fall into a trap of basing their marketing communication on 

guesswork; potentially affecting the efficiency of their advertising message.  

 

Purpose: This paper sought to create an understanding of how Generation Z assigns credibility to an 

influencer and their sponsored posts on Instagram, in the multilayered and complex social media 

environment, where the question of how may cover both the perceived positive and negative 

influences on credibility.  

 

Method: A qualitative approach with semi-structured focus groups with 29 participants from 

Generation Z were conducted. The data collected from the focus groups were later analyzed using the 

general analytical procedure and further compared with existing literature within the field.  

 

Results: This research indicated that expertise, trustworthiness, similarity, engagement, previous 

endorsements, influencer and product match, advertisement and feed match and follower count can 

positively influence the assigning of credibility. Furthermore, the following factors were indicated to 

negatively influence the assigning of credibility: entertainment value, social ties, mismatch between 

the influencer and the product, multiple endorsements and advertising and feed match.  
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1. Introduction 

 
This chapter introduces the topic of influencer marketing, followed by a problem discussion and a 

presentation of the purpose of the study. Additionally, delimitations are presented. Lastly, definitions 

related to influencer marketing are provided. 

 

1.1 Background 

The use of social media sees no demographic limitation. Regardless of age, gender, social, economic 

or religious background, (Alrubaian, Al-Qurishi, Almari, Al-Rakhami, Hassan, Fortino, 2019) 

millions of people use social platforms on an everyday basis in order to connect, share information 

and gain inspiration (Internetstiftelsen, 2018; Kádeková & Holienčinova, 2018) whereupon it has 

become an integral part of our daily life. The growth of the Internet and social media is evident, 

however, we need to go back a few years to understand its magnitude.  

 

Back in the early 2000’s, merely half of the Swedish population had access to the Internet 

(Internetstiftelsen, 2018). Today, 98% of all Swedish upper secondary school students have Internet 

access and the majority possess accounts on social media platforms; frequently exposed to a variety of 

user-generated-content (Internetstiftelsen, 2018). In other words, not only do people have access to 

the Internet and social platforms today, but they also generate content and engage with companies and 

brands in a new way. Amongst this, we find influencer marketing; a new form of endorsement 

strategy utilized by companies in the social media setting to promote products and brands (Kádeková 

& Holienčinová, 2018). In a recent study, it was found that 94% of marketing teams and agencies 

considered influencer marketing to be effective and nearly a third conducted influencer campaigns on 

a monthly basis (Relatable, 2019). Furthermore, the majority of brands (79%) will assign a budget for 

influencer marketing in the upcoming year and astonishingly (Relatable, 2019), influencer marketing 

spending on the social media platform Instagram is estimated to increase from 5.7 billion USD (2018) 

to 7 billion (2019) (Statista, 2018a).   

1.2 Problem discussion 

Influencer marketing involves an influencer; an individual who through the use of a social media 

platform has the ability to affect the behaviors of a larger number of individuals i.e. followers 
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(Kádeková & Holienčinova, 2018). This concept is utilized by marketers through collaborations and 

sponsored posts shared by the influencer. Moreover, with their ability to obtain strong relationships 

with their followers through the non-traditional advertising channels that is social media, influencers 

can “blur out the lines” between what was previously thought of as clear formal or informal (paid or 

non-paid) sources of information (Kaushal, 2011; Schiffman & Wisenblit, 2015), making it difficult 

for the audience to distinguish what is advertisement or not (Kaushal, 2011; Schiffman & Wisenblit, 

2015).  

 

Alongside the positive aspects of influencer marketing and social media, exploitation of online 

platforms to spread incorrect information (today also referred to as “fake news”) and the creations of 

fake accounts keep increasing (Alrubaian et al., 2019). One question thus arises; “How do we know 

who to believe in an environment where anyone can say anything about anything to everyone” (Van 

Der Heide & Lim, 2016, p. 673). Being an acknowledged problem among social media users and 

literature, this leads us to the concept of source credibility.  

 

Source credibility is an aspect of influencer marketing that is considered particularly important, 

concerning the judgement of the message itself and the assessment of the source of which conveys the 

information (Copeland, Gunawan & Bies-Hernandez, 2011; Sundar, 2008); often based on the 

message receiver’s own impression (Copeland et al., 2011; Sundar, 2008). Further, source credibility 

can increase the effectiveness of the message (Lou & Yuan, 2018), the attitudes as well as how it is 

received and accepted (Seiler & Kucza, 2017). As influencers have a certain tonality that may be 

transferred on to the brand (Klingelhöfer, 2018), the choice of influencer is of high importance for 

companies and marketers to be able to utilize this emerging endorsement strategy. 
 

Source credibility within endorsement has been a researched topic, however, mostly limited to the 

perspective of celebrity endorsement. The endorsement strategy is, as a concept, similar to influencer 

marketing but differs as a celebrity promotes products in “traditional” channels e.g. television, radio 

and newspapers (Rosenbaum-Elliott, Percy & Pervan, 2015). Influencer marketing, on the other hand, 

involves a trusted individual within a certain area of interest who generates electronic word-of-mouth 

(e-WoM) regarding a product and brand (Geppert, n.d.). The strategies may also differ in terms of 

channels. A celebrity may have acquired his or her fame from a traditional channel as in comparison 

to influencers with their presence on social media platforms (Lou & Yuan, 2018). Nevertheless, the 

definitions are diffuse (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017). Influencers that have gained fame through 

social media channels are sometimes also present in more traditional channels, and celebrities on 

social media can further be characterized as influencers (Lou & Yuan, 2018; Djafarova & Rushworth, 

2017). Thus, the distinction between a traditional celebrity and influencer can be perceived vague. 
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With the intention to provide clarity, this paper focuses on influencers of which are able to influence a 

large number of individuals through content creation on Instagram.  

 

Due to emerging influencer marketing, celebrity endorsement strategies have started to lose its power, 

and social media users are more likely to be inspired by influencers on social media rather than 

traditional endorsers (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017). Due to the decreasing perceived relevance of 

advertising through traditional channels, as perceived by the consumer (Statista, 2018b), it is argued 

that it is becoming difficult for companies to reach a certain audience without utilizing social media. 

Recent literature has incorporated source credibility frameworks (based on celebrity endorsement) in 

influencer marketing research (Lou & Yuan, 2018; Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2018; Munnukka, 

Uusitalo & Toivonen, 2016). However, as the topic is new and emerging, influencer credibility 

research is limited. Due to this scarcity of information, marketers may fall into the trap of basing their 

marketing communication efforts on guesswork; potentially affecting the efficiency of their 

advertising message. Therefore, acquiring knowledge regarding how source credibility is assigned can 

be crucial for marketers when selecting the right social media influencer and in turn, crucial for the 

efficiency of their marketing communication. 

1.3 Purpose  

To fill the gap in literature, this paper sought to create an understanding of how Generation Z assigns 

credibility to an influencer and their sponsored posts on Instagram, in the multilayered and complex 

social media environment, where the question of how may cover both the perceived positive and 

negative influences on credibility.  

1.4 Delimitations 

This paper explores influencer credibility from the sole perspective of Generation Z (born between the 

mid 1990’s to mid 2000’s) as these are one of the most dominant user-group of social media 

(Internetstiftelsen, 2018). Furthermore, this paper only focuses on influencers from the social media 

platform Instagram as it is an emerging platform for influencer marketing, commonly used by 

Generation Z. Thus, social platforms like Twitter, YouTube and Facebook of where influencers may 

operate on is excluded. Additionally, source credibility and its effect on the promoted brand will not 

be under study as the paper sought to explore the perceptions and behaviors when assigning 

credibility to an influencer and their sponsored posts.  
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1.5 Definitions 

Account: A personal page that displays information about an Instagram-user. It contains a biography, 

the number of followers, followed users and the personal feed containing your photos and videos. It is 

required to possess an account in order to be an Instagram-user. 

 

Celebrity endorsement: “a celebrity endorsement is an agreement between an individual who enjoys 

public recognition (a celebrity) and an entity (e.g. a brand) to use the celebrity for the purpose of 

promoting the entity.” (Bergkvist & Zhou, 2016, p. 644). Unlike an influencer, celebrities may have 

acquired their fame from traditional channels (e.g. television, radio & newspapers (Rosenbaum-Elliott 

et al., 2015) and appear in such channels.  

 

Feed: An Instagram feed can be referred to as the general page where content, posted by the ones you 

follow, are displayed. However, in this paper, a feed refers to the collection of the pictures and videos 

oneself has posted, as displayed when entering one's account. 

 

Follower: “An Instagram follower is a user who follows your account and is able to see, like and 

comment on any photo you post” (Pixlee, n.d.). 

 

Generation Z: Individuals born between mid 1990’s and mid 2000’s (Barr, 2018, 12 December). 

 

Influencer: “A social media influencer is first and foremost a content generator: one who has a status 

of expertise in a specific area, who has cultivated a sizable number of captive followers who are of 

marketing value to brands by regularly producing valuable content via social media.” (Lou & Yuan, 

2018 p. 59).  

 

Source credibility: “The degree to which people believe and trust what other people and organizations 

tell them about a particular product or service” (Source credibility, n.d.). 

 

Sponsored post: Posts that often contain links to a specific product page of a brand and for which the 

influencer receives a compensation for posting. According to law, it needs to be clearly stated that the 

post is for advertisement purposes and thus paid for (Konsumentverket, 2018).  
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2. Frame of Reference  

 
This chapter firstly presents insights into social media and Instagram. Next, the frame of reference 

presents two major streams of credibility research; The Source Credibility Model, focusing on the 

endorser’s personal characteristics, and the Match-up Hypothesis which relates to the endorser’s 

involvement with brands. Lastly, research relating to credibility cues on social media is presented. 

 

2.1 Social media & Instagram  

The most acknowledged definition of social media is “a group of Internet based applications that build 

on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange 

of user-generated content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Social media has become an integral 

part of today’s society (Lou & Yuan, 2018) and an important advertising platform for companies 

(Kietzmann, Hermkens, Mccarthy, & Silvestre, 2011). With its low cost and high reach compared to 

traditional channels, social media marketing enables companies to interactively connect with the 

audience and to efficiently build awareness (Lou & Yuan, 2018; Pinto & Yagnik, 2017). 

 

The social media platform Instagram is described as “one of the fastest-growing online photo social 

web services where users share their life images with other users” (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017, p. 

1). The increase in the number of monthly active users from 500 million to one billion over a three-

year period (2016-2018) (Statista, 2018c) makes the social platform nearly impossible to go 

unnoticed, both for consumers and marketers. Albeit the platform’s popularity, research on Instagram 

is scarce (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017). Through the use of this greatly popular platform, 

individuals can share product recommendations and opinions resulting in e-WoM (Hennig-Thurau, 

Gwinner, Walsh & Gremler, 2004).  

 

As consumers have increasing access to these product recommendations and information, social 

media has enabled a new form of consumer behavior; altering the way individuals make their 

purchase decisions (Kudeshia & Kumar, 2017). Marketers therefore sought to create e-WoM by using 

various endorsements strategies to increase the effectiveness and reach of their communication 

(Djafarova, & Rushworth, 2017). Research on Instagram’s influence on purchase intent found that 

influencers who gain their fame on social media are perceived as more credible sources and more 

relatable than traditional celebrities (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017).  
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Indeed, the significance of credibility within endorsement has been highlighted in various research, 

many of which stems from a celebrity endorsement contexts (Erdogan, 1999; Lee & Koo, 2015; 

Mishra et al., 2015; Seiler & Kucza, 2017) and comprise some of the major streams of source 

credibility theories, one of which is the Source Credibility Model (SCM).  

2.2 Source Credibility Model within Celebrity Endorsement  

Traditionally, a celebrity’s fame has been utilized to strengthen promotional activities through 

celebrity endorsements (Sertoglu, Catl & Korkmaz, 2014). Such endorsers can help companies create 

and maintain effectiveness (Hassan Fathelrahman Mansour & Mohammed Elzubier Diab, 2016), 

increase attention (Duthie, Verissimo, Keane & Knight, 2017) as well as the persuasiveness of the 

advertisement (Seiler & Kucza, 2017). Further it can enhance the credibility of the advertisement and 

purchase intent (Mishra, Roy & Bailey, 2015; Sertoglu et al., 2014; Hassan Fathelrahman Mansour & 

Mohammed Elzubier Diab, 2016). The Source Credibility Model has been developed in order to 

depict credibility within celebrity endorsement, a construct of which consists of three factors; 

expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness.  

2.2.1 Expertise 

Expertise addresses the knowledge, experience or skills possessed by a source (Erdogan, 1999; 

Munnukka et al., 2016). Nevertheless, it is the perceived expertise i.e. the audience’s belief that the 

source possesses expertise that is important for credibility (Seiler & Kucza, 2017; Yang, 2018). Xiao, 

Wang and Chan-Olmsted (2018) suggest that perceived expertise can lead to positive attitude towards 

the advertisement. Further, it can influence purchase intent (Seiler & Kucza, 2017; Xiao et al., 2018). 

However, inconsistency within the literature has been identified in regard to the importance of 

expertise in source credibility. When comparing the SCM factors (expertise, trustworthiness and 

attractiveness), expertise was the least influential factor for credibility (Seiler & Kucza, 2017) while 

Amos et al. (2008) found it to be the second most important. Previous research has further indicated 

that expertise has a significant effect on congruence, i.e. the match between the endorser and the 

product and is more vital for congruence than other credibility factors (Lee & Koo, 2015).  

2.2.2 Trustworthiness 

In addition to expertise, the trustworthiness of an endorser is important as it can influence the 

receiver’s opinion and impact the effectiveness of a message communicated; disregarding whether the 

endorser is an expert or not (Seiler & Kucza, 2017). Trustworthiness addresses to which level the 

receiver accepts the message conveyed as well as the receiver’s belief that the endorser will 

communicate accurate information with an honest intent (Sertoglu et al., 2014). The factor is 
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comprised of honesty, sincerity and truthfulness (Munnukka et al., 2016). According to several 

researchers, trustworthiness is the most important factor for celebrity endorser’s credibility (Amos et 

al., 2008; Erdogan, 1999; Sertoglu et al., 2014). This entails that, even though the endorser possesses 

other positive qualities, untrustworthy qualities causes the source to be questionable (Erdogan, 1999).  

2.2.3 Attractiveness 

Expertise and trustworthiness are often referred to as the primary dimensions for source credibility 

(Xiao et al., 2018). Nevertheless, the importance of attractiveness is further considered when 

evaluating the credibility of a celebrity (Erdogan, 1999). Not solely the physical attractiveness is 

evaluated. Components such as similarity, familiarity and liking comprise attractiveness and in turn 

influence the credibility of the source (Amos et al., 2008; Erdogan, 1999; Seiler & Kucza, 2017). 

Morimoto (2018), who researched similarity as an independent factor in relation to celebrities, suggest 

that similarity lead to credibility and consequently creates a positive attitude towards the sponsored 

post. Attractiveness, in general, positively influences the effectiveness of changing beliefs, enhanced 

message effectiveness (Chao, Wührer & Werani, 2005; Lee & Koo, 2015) and the receiver’s purchase 

intention (Erdogan, 1999; Nguyen & Huynh, 2018).   

 

Albeit deemed effective, celebrity endorsement strategies are becoming less powerful (Djafarova & 

Rushworth, 2017; Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2018) as the demand for closer, active and authentic 

relationships between the audience and the endorser have increased (Kádeková & Holienčinova, 

2018). Thus, marketers are shifting focus towards influencers of which possesses these desired 

characteristics (Kádeková & Holienčinova, 2018).  

2.3 Source Credibility Model within Influencer Marketing  

Influencers are characterized by possessing specific knowledge or interest within a certain subject of 

which they share with their followers (Lou & Yuan, 2018). They are able to talk about a product in a 

more authentic environment (De Veirman, Cauberghe & Hudders, 2017; Kádeková & Holienčinova, 

2018) than traditional endorsers, of which are often associated with more scripted messages delivered 

to a mass audience (Childers, Lemon & Hoy, 2018). An influencer’s ability to build strong and close 

relationship with the audience makes the influencer’s content to be perceived as more meaningful 

(Childers et al., 2018) and they can affect the message acceptance if the product and brand correspond 

to the influencer’s personal area of knowledge and interest (De Veirman et al., 2017; Lou & Yuan, 

2018). This cost effective (Evans, Phua, Lim, & Jun, 2017) strategy is therefore utilized by companies 

in order to persuade followers to take action, e.g. to purchase products (Kádeková & Holienčinova, 

2018).   
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Celebrities have not always been considered convincing or believable sources (Munnukka et al., 

2016). Therefore, Munnukka et al. (2016) studied peer-endorsers, defined as “the use of ordinary 

people as endorsers” (p. 182) of who often are considered more credible than regular celebrity 

endorsers due to their similarity with the audience. A peer-endorser shares similarity with an 

influencer as they rely on the perceived trust and authenticity of the source. It was indicated that 

trustworthiness and similarity were the major dimensions for determining the credibility of the peer-

endorser, which improved the advertising effectiveness and the perceived credibility of the source 

(Munnukka et al., 2016). Due to these findings, a four-dimensional conceptualization (including 

trustworthiness, expertise, attractiveness & similarity) of the SCM was established, defining similarity 

as demographic or ideological similarities (Munnukka et al., 2016).  

 

This four-dimensional SCM has become the foundation for research conducted within the field of 

influencer marketing (Lou & Yuan, 2018). Other researchers have further added various parameters to 

the SCM. In a quantitative study, Lou and Yuan (2018) considered perceived informative value (the 

way in which the influencer can provide product alternatives to yield the highest satisfaction for the 

receiver) and entertainment value (the sponsored post’s ability to entertain the audience) as factors in 

the SCM. It was shown that a sponsored post’s informative value had a great impact on trust and 

consequently purchase intention (Lou & Yuan, 2018). However, Lou and Yuan (2018) did not find 

that entertainment value had a positive effect on purchase intent nor the perceived trust in the 

influencer and sponsored post.  

 

Lou and Yuan (2018) showed that trustworthiness, attractiveness and similarity positively affected the 

receiver’s trust in an influencer’s sponsored post. Others found trustworthiness to be a key factor for 

credibility; ultimately impacting the persuasiveness of the influencer (Martensen, Brockenhuus-

Schack, & Lauritsen Zahid, 2018). Interestingly, Lou and Yuan (2018) suggested that expertise did 

not increase the perceived trust in a sponsored post. The authors argued that one explanation to this 

finding is that an influencer already possesses some level of expertise in the eyes of their followers. It 

has further been indicated that individuals do not consider expertise as a significant (or rather, 

relevant) factor for influencer credibility (Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2018; Martensen et al., 2018). In 

a qualitative study using in-depth interviews with young Instagram users, Djafarova and Trofimenko’s 

(2018) define expertise as an experienced and qualified individual i.e. expert. However, this factor 

was replaced with the “informal” factor competence in their study as an influencer who possessed 

relevant experience or knowledge within their field was considered sufficient according to their 

findings (Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2018).   

 

Drawing on the SCM, Djafarova and Trofimenko (2018) identified an additional factor for the SCM. 

Online behavior & Self-presentation was of significant importance for influencer credibility according 
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to the participants, of which include consistency, being engaging, positive and active (Djafarova & 

Trofimenko, 2018). The quality of posted photos, message strength and social ties are also considered, 

thus contributing to new perspectives of influencer credibility. According to Djafarova and 

Trofimenko, (2018) pictures with filters are liked by followers however, such pictures can be seen as 

unrealistic. Furthermore, professional images are favored over images with low quality (Djafarova & 

Trofimenko, 2018). Nevertheless, influencer’s content of which lacks a “personal touch” negatively 

influence the source’s trustworthiness as users perceive the influencer as “fake” (Martensen et al., 

2018).   

 

Indeed, Lou and Yuan (2018) suggest that the perceived motive by the influencer is of great 

importance as individuals become skeptical regarding influencer’s intention behind the endorsement, 

affecting the trustworthiness and purchase intent. Although their definition of an influencer was 

subjective to each participant in Djafarova and Rushworth’s (2017) study, their findings seemingly 

contradict Lou and Yuan’s (2018), where purchase intent was not negatively affected by a social 

media endorser’s financial gain or monetary motive. 

 

With the intention to provide clarity, Expertise, Trustworthiness, Attractiveness, Similarity, 

Informative value, Entertainment value, and Online behavior & Self-presentation have, to various 

degrees, been researched in connection with source credibility in the SCM from an influencer 

marketing perspective.  

2.4 Match-up Hypothesis  

Not all major streams of source credibility research have been studied in the context of influencers, 

one of which is the Match-up hypothesis which concerns the match between a celebrity’s image and 

the product message of which affects credibility (Erdogan, 1999). Research has shown that a higher 

degree of fit between the endorser and the product allows for advertising effectiveness (Jain & Roy, 

2016) and improvement of attitudes towards the advertisement (Seiler & Kucza, 2017). For example, 

Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) found that a celebrity who promoted a weight-loss product was 

required to have experienced a weight-loss journey in order to for the message receiver to assign trust 

to the celebrity. If such a link between the celebrity and the product endorsed is absent, the audience 

may feel as that the celebrity is “bought”, being generously paid to endorse the product (Erdogan, 

1999; Negi, Fernandes & Jeedigunta, 2018). 

  

The use of the Match-up hypothesis in research is however dispersed, where the hypothesis in essence 

is a match between two aspects and is adapted differently throughout research. Several authors (Seiler 

& Kucza, 2017; Morimoto, 2018; Nguyen & Huynh, 2018) have researched the fit between the source 
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and the receiver (Seiler & Kucza, 2017) known as the ideal-congruity; the fit between receivers’ ideal 

self-image and the image of the celebrity (Morimoto, 2018) where attitudes towards the sponsored 

post can be positively affected when the celebrity’s image is in line with the ideal self-image 

(Morimoto, 2018). As consumers purchase the endorsed products, it is thus done in the belief that it 

will enhance their own image, similar to the endorser’s (Amos et al., 2008; Nguyen & Huynh, 2018).  

 

Additionally, one must further consider the previous endorsements done by the celebrity, where a 

higher number of endorsements can negatively affect the attitude towards the advertisement 

depending on the audiences’ attachment to that celebrity (Ilicic & Webster, 2014) and negatively 

affect source credibility (Tripp, Jensen, & Carlson, 1994). Multiple endorsements, especially in 

various product-categories (Erdogan, 1999) can further enhance the perception of being “bought” 

(Jain & Roy, 2016; Malik & Guptha, 2014) as the audience become skeptical towards the influencing 

motives (Erdogan, 1999).  

2.5 Credibility Cues on Social Media 

2.5.1 Follower-count & Follower-ratio 

Although previously presented research on source credibility are fairly recent, they do not discuss the 

various functions on social media platforms and its connection with influencer credibility. Digital 

media has negatively affected the ease of assessing credibility as numerous sources and content are 

embedded in the online setting (Borah & Xiao, 2018; De Veirman et al., 2017; Sundar, 2008). Due to 

this, cues are formed and used by individuals to efficiently evaluate the source credibility (De 

Veirman et al., 2017). These markers can take on the form of the number of followers, or “follower 

ratio” i.e. one assesses a social media account based on the number of followers acquired and users 

followed (Sundar, 2008). This is drawn from the bandwagon heuristic, which explains that if other 

individuals find a source e.g. popular, reliable or trustworthy, then other individuals may think so as 

well (De Veirman et al., 2017; Sundar, 2008). Thus, it is argued that the bandwagon effect may have 

significant impact on credibility (Sundar, 2008).  

 

Research has indicated that individuals indeed rely on others in the online setting to determine 

whether a source is credible and thus utilizing these cues (Metzger, Flanigan & Medders, 2010; 

Sundar, 2008). De Veirman et al. (2017) also found that users are affected by the number of followers 

(relating to popularity) acquired by an influencer. However, an influencer’s popularity does not 

always lead to the belief that the influencer is a trustworthy information source (De Veirman et al., 

2017). The researchers argue that influencers who possesses a high number of followers, however, 

follow few users, negatively affect a user’s perceived attitude towards that influencer (De Veirman et 
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al., 2017). Such scenarios may entail that individuals perceive an online user as “fake” (Cresci, Di 

Pietro, Petrocchi, Spognardi & Tesconi, 2014).  

2.5.2 Advertisement Disclosure language  

A different social media cue of which can impact the credibility of the influencer is the use of 

disclosure language, of which sought to trigger persuasion knowledge i.e. the viewer’s identification 

of the sponsored posts and their techniques to manage persuasive messages (Evans et al., 2017). 

Regulations require influencers to disclose potential advertisements in their posts (Konsumentverket, 

2018), using language such as “Paid advertisement” or “Sponsored post” (Evans et al., 2017). As 

individuals recognize an influencer’s advertising and acknowledge disclosure language, their attitudes 

may be negatively affected (Evans et al., 2017) and credibility of the source may be at risk (Carr & 

Hayes, 2014). Indeed, Carr and Hayes (2014) found that as an influencer communicates a brand’s 

possible influence in one’s review (implicit disclosure), the influencer’s credibility decreased. 

Interestingly, it was found that when fully disclosing a brand’s involvement (explicit disclosure), that 

source was deemed the most credible, seemingly contradicting the research of Evans et al. (2017). The 

audience, exposed to such full-disclosure posts, thus becomes aware of the influencers’ potential 

biases and does not reflect on potential underlying motives (Carr & Hayes, 2014). 

2.6 Summary of frame of reference   

To the authors’ knowledge, solely SCM as a major stream of credibility research has been studied in 

the context of influencer marketing. Research has further identified additional credibility factors for 

SCM in an influencer context. Furthermore, researchers have identified aspects of influencer 

credibility in the form of social media cues. Nevertheless, the number of researches is scarce as 

presented in the following table.  
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Table 1. Source credibility research in influencer marketing as presented in this study. 

 

Other major streams of credibility research, such as the Match-up hypothesis and Previous & Multiple 

endorsements have to the authors knowledge not yet been studied in an influencer context and is thus 

limited to the perspective of celebrities. Research regarding these is presented in the following table.  
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Table 2. Source credibility research solely from celebrity endorsement context as presented in this 
study. 
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Given the scarcity of research, and as the environment surrounding social media platforms such as 

Instagram are deemed to be multilayered and complex, it is hypothesized that there may be aspects of 

influencer credibility that are yet to be identified and explored. This paper therefore sought to create 

an understanding of how characteristics, behaviors and actions of influencers affect their credibility, 

where the question of how may cover both the perceived positive and negative influences of 

credibility. Therefore, we present the following research question:  

 

RQ: How is Generation Z assigning credibility to Instagram influencers and their sponsored posts? 

2.7 Method for Frame of Reference  

After establishing the topic of influencer marketing in connection to credibility, the authors sought to 

identify and analyze relevant literature for the creation of the frame of reference. Therefore, an initial 

search was conducted through Primo; Jönköping University's library database. The following 

keywords were utilized: influencer marketing, influencer credibility, influencer trustworthiness, and 

influencer marketing credibility. It was acknowledged that source credibility literature in regard to 

influencers was scarce and that most researched stemmed from celebrity endorsement contexts, 

whereupon the search was extended to celebrity expertise and source credibility. These articles 

created a deeper understanding of the process and development of credibility models within the field. 

A third search was conducted through Primo, as well as through Google Scholar, where the source 

credibility model and “source credibility model” were utilized keywords. In order to refine the search 

results as part of the reduction process through qualitative judgement, Saunders and Lewis (2012) 

aided the authors. Aspects such as whether the articles were recent, if the topic and context were 

similar to the study, if the article or researchers were cited in other research and lastly if these 

researchers support or contradict findings were highlighted (Saunders & Lewis, 2012) in the search 

process. To ensure relevancy, the search sought to identify new research which was conducted in 

2015 and onwards, thus limiting the search-scope. Nevertheless, in some cases the authors were 

required to utilize earlier literature to understand the reasoning behind certain models, concepts and 

themes that were appearing in newly conducted research. Also, this was pursued in order to include 

highly cited articles within the field, referring to “classics”. Solely peer-reviewed articles connected to 

either influencers or celebrities and viewed from a consumer perspective were reviewed. Additionally, 

to the greatest extent possible, journals possessing an impact factor above one (1.0) was used.  
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3. Methodology & Method 

 
This chapter will firstly present the research methodology including the research purpose, 

philosophy, and approach. Furthermore, the research method is presented where firstly, the data 

collection including the primary data is discussed. This is followed by a presentation of sampling, 

test-interviews and focus groups as well as question design. Lastly, a presentation of the data analysis 

and data quality are provided.  

 

3.1 Methodology  

3.1.1 Research Purpose  

The purpose of this paper is to explore how Generation Z assigns credibility to influencers and their 

sponsored posts on Instagram. This paper sought to create an understanding of how characteristics, 

behaviors and actions of an influencer affect credibility in the multilayered and complex social media 

environment, where the questions of how may cover both the perceived positive and negative 

influences. As there is a gap in existing source credibility literature within influencer marketing, this 

exploratory research aims to get a deeper understanding of the topic to reduce the risk of marketers 

relying on guesswork. Albeit the contribution to influencer credibility research, this paper further 

contributes to research on Instagram as an influencer marketing platform. Furthermore, it allows for a 

deeper understanding of Generation Z’s perception of source credibility within influencer marketing.  

3.1.2 Research Philosophy  

The research philosophy of this paper is interpretivism; research that is conducted from the 

perspective and belief that the world is subjective, dependable and affected by other aspects or people 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). This philosophy is commonly used when investigating individual’s 

perception, interactions and connections to retrieve rich findings and to find various perspectives of a 

phenomenon (Saunders & Lewis, 2012). Further, it acknowledges that a researcher is always deemed 

to be interacting with the research; affecting and influencing it, starting from the choice of research 

topic (Saunders & Lewis, 2012). Since the epistemological assumption is that knowledge is derived 

from the subjective findings of the research participants (Collis & Hussey, 2014; Saunders & Lewis, 

2012), the philosophy allows for deeper discussions and connections with different thoughts and 

concepts, of which this paper aims to explore. It is thus argued that the interpretivist philosophy is 

suitable for this exploratory paper.  
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3.1.3 Research Approach 

When conducting research, a suitable research approach should be selected to fulfil the purpose of the 

study. Induction and deduction are two commonly discussed research approaches where the aim of an 

inductive approach is the exploration of phenomenon through observation of empirical reality whilst 

deduction tests the validity of hypothesis or assumptions drawn from theory (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

According to Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009) these approaches can sometimes restrict the researches 

as they either become overly-dependent on previous research or having too weak insight in the field 

of research. However, there are more approaches, such as abduction which provides the ability to find 

patterns and reveal deep structures (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). The abductive approach is deemed 

suitable for this study since it aims to understand and interpret a social construct where there is no 

single reality (Urdari & Tiron Tudor, 2014). As an interpretivist philosophy understands that the 

world is a social setting and therefore highly complex (Collis and Hussey, 2014), it is therefore 

deemed compatible with an abductive approach. Moreover, an abductive research approach allows the 

researchers to improve the relevance of the frame of reference as it acts as a link between the field and 

theory (Urdari & Tiron Tudor, 2014).  

 

As proposed by Ong (2012), abduction can be pursued through several steps, which in this study was 

initiated with a general formulation of the problem of source credibility within influencer marketing. 

This was followed by an analysis of existing literature to aid during the empirical data collection. 

Later, pre-interviews were conducted to understand the definitions, concepts and language used whilst 

discussing the field under study. Based on recurring concepts and perspectives brought to light in 

these pre-interviews, the question design for the empirical data gathering process was reviewed and 

refined. Whilst retrieving the primary data, new aspects and perspectives emerged whereupon 

additional literature was analyzed and added to the frame of reference. This abductive bridge between 

theory and empirical data made it possible for the authors to fine-tune the frame of reference through 

a back-and-forth process. 2.5.2 Advertisement disclosure language and literature addressing image 

composition (filter and image quality) found under 2.3 Source Credibility Model within Influencer 

Marketing was added in the frame of reference after gathering the empirical data. Lastly, the 

interpretations of the empirical data were presented for the participants to ensure validity.  

 

Further, a qualitative study was conducted as the research sought to look at the specific context of 

how Generation Z assigns source credibility to influencers and their sponsored posts on Instagram; 

answering the question of How? (Saunders & Lewis, 2012; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016). 

Qualitative data allows for rich and deep understanding of the certain setting being studied (Hughes & 

McDonagh 2017) and is characterized by its inclusiveness of individuals and their intentions (Gibbs, 

2007), often found in research with an exploratory nature (Hughes & McDonagh, 2017), as of this 
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study. The shortcoming of gathering such data is that it may solely be understood in that particular 

context of which it is being studied, compared to quantitative data methods where data may be 

understood from various other contexts (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Albeit this limitation, qualitative 

data allows for high validity; accurately portraying what is being studied (Collis & Hussey, 2014).  

3.2 Method  

3.2.1 Data collection 

Primary data was collected by conducting focus groups; a method for collecting data by jointly 

interviewing and observing a group of people as they discuss their feelings and reactions regarding a 

certain topic and is considered suitable when collecting knowledge about a new phenomenon (Collis 

& Hussey, 2014). Focus groups were selected due to its facilitation to collect in-depth data through 

group discussion and interaction which further stimulate the participation and opinions (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014). Accordingly, this valuable data would not be accessible with other methods (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014) such as individual interviews. The discussions were held face-to-face to observe body 

language, reactions and other physical cues which might add value to the research. This method is 

further deemed suitable for the exploratory nature of the research as of this one (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). However, one potential risk is that certain individuals dominate the discussion, not allowing 

for rich data from various individual’s perspectives and opinions to be gathered (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). Preparations for methods to be implemented in such a situation was in order; discussed in 3.2.3 

Test interviews & Test focus groups.  

 

The preliminary outline was to conduct six focus group sessions however, the authors were open to 

conduct additional sessions to reach theoretical saturation which is when the discussions no longer 

generate new findings or perspectives relevant to the research purpose and questions (Hughes & 

McDonagh, 2017). As argued by Collis and Hussey (2014), five to ten participants are suitable for 

each group. Therefore, the preliminary outline was five participants in each group to give all 

participant the ability to express their opinions. Nevertheless, when conducting the focus groups, this 

number slightly deviated due to unforeseen reasons which will be discussed later in this section. In 

total, 29 students participated (14 females & 15 males). Albeit this, it was deemed not to significantly 

affect the result of the study. The focus groups were separated into solely female and male groups 

however, the results were not analyzed separately as it was not the purpose of this study. Rather it was 

used as a method for facilitating discussions in the focus groups.  

 

The focus groups were held at the participants’ respective schools; an environment familiar to each 

participant as the location may have a significant influence on the discussion given that the 
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participants may possess associations to that certain place (Barbour, 2014). Details regarding each 

focus group are presented in the following table.  

 

 
Table 3. Focus group details 

 

Focus Group 1 

The first focus group was conducted at School A; an upper-secondary school in Jönköping. Initially, a 

misunderstanding between the authors and the school’s contact person resulted in a mix of female and 

male focus group participants. This was however quickly resolved and four female students, studying 

their last year in economics, participated. A fifth participant was not available. The four students were 

studying business law at the day the interview and were also in the process of discontinuing their 

Junior Achievement-Sweden (JA) company. 

 

Focus Group 2 

The second focus group directly followed the first focus group where the fifth member could not 

attend. In contrast to the previous group, these students studied technology and were very interested in 

discussing their future study- and career paths with the authors after the interview.  

 

Focus Group 3 

The third focus group was held at a different upper-secondary school; School B in Huskvarna. 

Participants studying their first year of economics attended. Albeit just having finished a sports 

lesson, they were very energetic and happy when they entered the room. One participant had to leave 

the focus group earlier, however solely missed a few minutes as the interview was rounding up. 
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Focus Group 4 

In focus group four a sixth member was granted to attend. As previous focus groups lacked students 

and as it was reasoned to be manageable with one more student attending, this was deemed 

acceptable. All participants studied their first year of economics and were on the day of the interview 

studying basic financial accounting. 

 

Focus Group 5 

Initially, solely one female was able to attend. As the authors sought for five participants, the focus 

group was therefore postponed. A JA-Sweden teacher offered to invite his students from a class held 

at School A, whereupon five females studying their second year of economics attended for a focus 

group discussion later that day.  

 

Focus Group 6  

The last group was held the same day as focus group five. These participants studied their second year 

of Economics. All participants possessed an evident interest in marketing and found the discussion 

very interesting.  

3.2.2 Sampling 
 
Sampling method should be chosen depending on the research purpose and question (Saunders et al., 

2016). The first step is to decide between the use of a probability sample or non-probability sample 

(Saunders & Lewis, 2012). When all individuals in a population have the same probability of being 

selected, the sample will represent the population statistically and fulfills the criteria of probability 

sampling (Saunders & Lewis, 2012). In contrast, non-probability sample occurs when individuals in 

the population do not have equal chance of being selected (Saunders & Lewis, 2012) of which 

involves some subjective judgements (Saunders et al., 2016). Given the limitation in the sampling 

frame i.e. the information of the members of the population, a non-probability sampling method was 

pursued. For further clarity, a purposeful sampling technique was conducted (Saunders et al., 2016). 

This technique allows the researchers to obtain in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under 

study (Palinkas, Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan, & Hoagwood, 2015). This sample was therefore 

selected to access individuals with relevant experience or knowledge within the field (Palinkas et al., 

2015) thus arguably being the most suitable sample to answer the research question (Saunders et al., 

2016).  

 

As this paper have a qualitative approach and interpretivist philosophy, small samples were used to 

gain deep understanding of what happens in a specific situation and to identify patterns (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014). Furthermore, three identified criterions were to be met in the sampling process. 
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Firstly, the participants should belong to Generation Z, born between the mid 1990’s to mid 2000’s. 

This generation was selected as nearly all female upper secondary school students (belonging to 

Generation Z) in Sweden use social media daily, alongside 72% of the male students 

(Internetstiftelsen, 2018). These statistics indicate that this age-group was highly relevant to the topic 

of this study. Instagram was particularly highlighted (Internetstiftelsen, 2018) as 81% of the Swedish 

population, aged 16-25 years old, were using Instagram (Statista, 2018d). Thus, the second criterion 

of possessing an Instagram account was chosen. Lastly, as a third criterion the participants were to be 

located in Jönköping due to geographic proximity. The sample was homogeneous as all participants 

shared similar characteristics which allowed for more in-depth exploration and the ability to detect 

differences and greater detail in the answers (Saunders et al., 2016). However, the purposive sampling 

technique does also have shortcomings, as the likelihood of the sample being representative is low 

and the ability to generalize (statistically represent a wider population) is limited given the sample 

being a homogeneous (Saunders et al., 2016). 

3.2.3 Test interviews & Test focus group 

Initially, this study was focused on fitness and health as the accuracy and credibility of the content 

created from these influencers have been questioned (Carrotte, Vella & Lim, 2015). It was deemed 

interesting to study such influencers in the light of source credibility. Being marketing students, the 

authors possessed knowledge within the topic and initially believed that the field of fitness was widely 

researched. Also, that such influencers were followed by Generation Z. However, due to influencer 

marketing being an emerging topic this followed a scarcity of research. Parallel with the authors 

elaborating on this topic, pre-interviews regarding fitness influencers was conducted with three 

individuals (belonging to Generation Z). In these interviews, the fitness focus, as initially planned for, 

was deemed to be too narrow and niched. For example, one of the participants mentioned him having 

Instagram but not following any fitness influencer. Another didn’t have an Instagram account at all. A 

broader perspective was therefore chosen, excluding the fitness-niche, and Instagram was 

incorporated as an additional sampling criterion.  

 

Using the insights from pre-interviews, tangible examples of Instagram influencers and feeds were 

chosen to facilitate the discussion (see appendix 1). The chosen influencers promoted products that 

are frequently advertised on Instagram. These are often low-involvement products as it is argued that 

expensive products may not be suitable for a social media setting (Childers et al., 2018). Products that 

are expensive and in the high-involvement category were therefore avoided, also as the source 

(endorser) has been seen to be of less importance when promoting such products (Fill & Turnbull, 

2016). The influencers chosen were promoting either a perfume, a mobile phone case or sporting 

attire.  
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Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) found that all-female participants solely referred to female 

influencers. Therefore, only such were chosen as examples to be shown to the female participants in 

this study. It was believed that the same phenomena could be found among men and solely male 

influencers were chosen to be discussed in the male focus groups. 

 

Prior to conducting the focus groups, a test focus group was held to test the questions and appropriate 

administrative methods practiced. A sample of four male students from Jönköping University was 

invited to participate. The session lasted for 50 minutes and provided valuable insights regarding the 

question design, how to manage the interview and the estimated time of the focus groups.  

3.2.4 Question design  

Semi-structured interviews, where some questions were prepared in advance (see appendix 2 & 3), 

aided the moderator and the participants to facilitate a focus group discussion given the main topic 

and provide rich findings (Collis & Hussey, 2014). The method allowed for flexibility where some 

questions were excluded or added depending upon the discussion (Collis & Hussey, 2014). This 

however created some differences in the focus groups which may have influenced the participants’ 

answers and consequently the reliability of the findings (Collis & Hussey, 2014).  

 

The semi-structured questions were divided into three parts. Firstly, general open-ended questions 

regarding Instagram use and influencers were asked, requiring more extensive answers (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014). For the second part of the interview, participants were asked to look at selected 

influencers and converse freely about the influencers and respective Instagram feeds. For the third 

part, specific sponsored posts were presented where the participants answered to more direct 

questions related to these posts. However, these questions were solely asked if the participants had not 

yet touched upon the topic of the specific question. During all focus groups, probing questions were 

utilized to let the participants elaborate on their answers and provide clarification (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). Summary questions further validated the answers and reduced the biases of the authors’ 

interpretation (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Additionally, upon encouragement from the authors’ tutor, 

pauses and silences during the interviews was utilized of which allowed every participant to express 

their own opinion, thus being highly valuable for additional findings to arise. 

 

During the focus groups, all three authors were present. One acted as the moderator whereas one took 

notes of the discussion; marking the time of quotes to ease the transcribing process. The third author 

supported the moderator to make sure that the key-questions were covered and to note any valuable 

body languages or other interactions.  
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3.2.5 Description of data analysis 

To facilitate the data analysis, the general analytic procedure was utilized which contains three steps, 

namely data reduction, displaying the data, drawing conclusions and verifying the validity of those 

conclusions (Collis & Hussey, 2014).  

 

The data reduction was initiated by reviewing the audio recordings and notes; transcribing these and 

simultaneously coding these relating to different themes. The data was organized into a matrix where 

labels were named according to the themes found in the frame of reference and newly raised themes 

found during the focus groups. This stage was done separately by the authors to avoid biased 

interpretations. Each author thus transcribed, analyzed and coded two focus groups. Each matrix with 

corresponding audio recording and transcription were later reviewed by one more author to ensure 

that no relevant information was misinterpreted or lost. The second stage involved displaying the data 

in a collectively created matrix, containing labels with the identified themes. Furthermore, “+” and “-” 

signs were allocated to the labels indicating the negative or positive effect on source credibility. 

Lastly, the primary data was presented in 4. Empirical findings and 5. Analysis of findings under each 

corresponding theme, identified in the frame of reference, connecting to previous research.  

3.2.6 Data Quality  

This section presents the credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability as well as the ethical 

concerns highlighted in this paper.   

 

Credibility 

Credibility in research is of great importance and concerns whether it has been conducted in such a 

way that the subject under study are identified and described fully and correctly (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). There are different ways to ensure this, one of which is by being involved and observant 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). All three authors were involved during the entire research process whereby 

creating the question design and conducting focus group interviews. This required all authors to 

gather extensive knowledge regarding the subject of source credibility within influencer marketing. 

Themes were identified and implemented in the semi-structured interviews to ensure that data was to 

be collected relating to these. Nevertheless, given the exploratory and abductive nature of the paper, 

the authors worked in a back-and-forth process so that identified themes from the primary data were 

looked into by searching such existing literature and further added to the frame of reference.  

 

The three authors worked closely during the research process and peer debriefing (Collis & Hussey, 

2014) was pursued to ensure credibility where transcriptions and translations, of which were 
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conducted individually, was cross-checked by the three authors to ensure triangulation, reduce bias 

and ensure the correctness of such. 

 

Transferability 

Transferability i.e. generalization, refers to whether the findings can be applied to another situation 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). As mentioned in 3.2.2 Sampling, the use of qualitative methods, small 

samples and a purposive sampling technique may hinder the findings from statistically represent a 

wider population (Saunders et al., 2016). Nevertheless, it is of importance to fully describe one's 

research process and findings in order for future research to adopt such measures when conducting 

research in another setting (Saunders et al., 2016) of which has been pursued in this paper. Albeit this 

paper’s low transferability, this research provides insights and potential indicators of what the 

Swedish Generation Z thinks regarding source credibility in influencer marketing.  

 

Dependability 

Dependability highlights the importance of the research process to be systematic, rigorous and well 

documented (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Several measures were taken to ensure this. The general 

analytical procedure was followed throughout the research process and all researchers were involved 

in the data collection process. The questions were asked by the same moderator in all focus groups to 

maintain consistency and reduce bias. Moreover, the authors used audio recordings and notes from the 

focus group sessions of which were uploaded respectively scanned to a shared cloud to ensure that no 

data was lost. The interviews were transcribed individually, reviewed and confirmed by another 

author of this study to further reduce bias.  

 

Confirmability  

Confirmability refers to a fully described research process and that it is possible to assess whether the 

findings flow from data (Collis & Hussey, 2014). A detailed description of the research process was 

provided and measures were taken to ensure conformability through collecting and reviewing audio-

recordings and notes. The authors all reviewed the interviews several times; utilizing both mediums 

for the primary data to reduce bias. Furthermore, references to the participants in 4. Empirical 

findings and 5. Analysis of findings were also provided to ensure confirmability. 

 

Ethical consideration 

Ethical research is of great importance (Collis & Hussey, 2014) and actions regarding ethical 

considerations were taken throughout the research process. The participants were approached by their 

teachers at the two respective schools with an invitation to voluntary participate in the focus groups, 

of which is of importance (Collis & Hussey, 2014)  
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Informed consent was pursued whereby each student was given a document containing brief 

information about the research topic, anonymity and confidentiality (see appendix 4). Each participant 

was thus informed that their names would remain anonymous in the paper (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

The consent document also included information regarding the audio-recordings and that these were 

solely to be used for the analysis; deleted after handing in the paper. Furthermore, the participants 

were given the opportunity to read through and validate the researcher’s interpretation of the data.   
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4. Empirical findings 
 

 
In this chapter, the empirical findings from six focus groups are presented which relates to the 

research question. Firstly, findings relating to the Source Credibility Model is presented. Next, data 

that relates to the Match-up hypothesis, including a newly identified perspective called advertising 

and feed-match, and previous & multiple endorsements are presented. Lastly, findings linking with 

credibility cues on social media including disclosure language; a newly identified aspect, are 

presented. Presented quotes are in italic. Explanations of words or meaning are provided by the 

authors in brackets. When three dots in brackets are provided, the authors have removed parts of the 

sentence such as pauses or repetitions for brevity.   

 
 

4.1 Source Credibility Model within Influencer Marketing  

4.1.1 Expertise  

In general, an influencer was required to possess some type of expertise in order to be perceived 

credible. However, the participants made a distinction between two types of expertise which the 

authors have defined as formal (education) and informal (experience or interest) expertise. Informal 

expertise was sufficient for assigning credibility when promoting low involvement products (FG5P1, 

FG5P2, FG5P3, FG6P2, FG6P4 & FG6P5). It was further discussed that if the influencer was 

involved or possessed an interest in the same area of which was promoted, then credibility was 

assigned (FG3P2 & FG6P4). FG5P3 explained that an influencer can educate themselves in that 

sense. Further, participant FG3P2 compared an influencer, that did not seemingly have any interest in 

the category promoted, with an influencer who used the product every day. The latter influencer was 

deemed more suitable to promote the product. FG3P4 further highlighted the importance of informal 

expertise, which could be possessing knowledge about how to use a product:  

 

“In order for you to trust the person that it’s a good product, it has to be a product that they use 

themselves. It cannot be a guy that is promoting a curling iron and then has short hair, then he 

doesn’t know what he is talking about, how would he know that it’s good?” FG3P4 

 

Participant FG2P2 expressed an indifference between the two forms of expertise. Participant FG4P2 

added that formal expertise would strengthen the message, however, agreed that informal expertise 

was sufficient for assigning credibility. Furthermore, participant FG6P4 expressed that one did not 
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consider formal expertise in credibility assigning at all.  

 

“[...] They can be perceived as more credible if they’re educated, but if someone’s not educated but 

still has been engaged in the activity for several years, then it’s still very credible to me.” FG4P2 

 

Three participants (FG3P2, FG6P3 & FG6P4) agreed that informal expertise was enough for 

promoting low involvement products, but also added that it to some extent was dependent on the 

product category. For example, an influencer promoting products or services related to politics and 

health would increase its credibility by showing formal expertise.  

4.1.2 Trustworthiness 

Focus groups three and four discussed that when influencers were more personal, it positively affected 

credibility. According to participant FG4P4, showing more personal content resulted in the perception 

that the sponsored post was not only made for monetary gain. Participants FG5P5 and FG4P4 further 

mentioned that including friends and family; not only displaying ties with famous individuals, made 

influencers more personal and more honest.  

 

The majority of the focus groups (FG1, FG2, FG3, FG4) thought that using the promoted product 

outside of the collaboration, i.e. posting non-sponsored pictures with the product, enhanced 

trustworthiness and credibility. The participants therefore believed that the influencer genuinely liked 

the product. 

 

“Here she has a picture when she’s using the phone case after posting the sponsored post, that feels 

more genuine.” FG3P5 

 

“This was a paid collaboration, but if he really likes the product and believes that it’s a good product, 

then he would do it [post pictures] multiple times, even if it’s unpaid.” FG4P6 

 

All focus groups mentioned that showing both positive and negative sides of oneself influenced the 

credibility towards the influencer. When the influencer showed real life events e.g. when one was 

hospitalized or experiencing problems, participants perceived the influencer as more honest which 

positively influenced the attitude towards the influencer. Participant FG4P4 expressed:  

 

“It’s good if you show negative aspects as well, because then it feels like the influencer is more honest 

through and through.”  
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The participants believe that this was true for sponsored posts as well. Participant FG5P4 and FG2P4 

mentioned that the credibility of the sponsored post was improved as the influencer explained both the 

positive and negative sides of the product. The participants believed that the influencer therefore 

expressed their true opinions regarding the sponsored product.  

 

Generally, participants (FG1P4, FG1P2, FG3P3, FG3P4, FG5P4 & FG6P5) also believe that an 

influencer that only showed perfect aspects of their life was considered “fake” and not trustworthy, 

thus negatively affecting the credibility towards the influencer. Two participants (FG3P3 & FG3P4) 

believed that Margaux (lifestyle influencer) was considered disingenuous and fake as she looked 

happy all the time; thinking she was “faking a smile for the camera”. However, participants from the 

same focus group (FG3P1 & FG3P2) did not agree as they thought it was her real personality and thus 

believed her to be a credible source.  

 

In a couple of focus groups (FG3 & FG5), participants mentioned that the influencers that they 

followed were perceived as friends. This feeling was created through the influencer showing a more 

personal side as well as their engagement towards the followers. Participant FG6P3, FG3P4 and 

FG5P5 also expressed that this close relationship had a direct connection with the perceived 

credibility of the influencer. Moreover, when such a relationship was established, participant FG1P3 

believed that the post felt more like a recommendation and a “regular” Instagram post rather than it 

being sponsored. FG3P4 added: 

 

“You don't know her but it feels like you know her because she’s personal [...] I would trust Margaux 

more if she said that something worked well, compared to travel influencers [who only show perfect 

and less personal content].” 

 

This was further supported by FG5P5 who believed that the relationship was the most important 

aspects for assigning credibility. When asking what made the participants trust an influencer, FG5P5 

responded: 

 

“When they are personal, then you get to know the person and then it feels like you become friends 

and you know each other. [...] then you trust them and believe in what they say since you think that 

you are friends.” 

 

When asked if the participants ever bought something that was sponsored by an influencer, some of 

the participants (FG2P2, FG2P4 & FG4P3) said no, mentioning that they generally had a negative 

attitude towards influencer marketing. According to participant FG2P2, the reason for not believing 

that a sponsored post is credible is the influencer’s monetary motive and belief that the influencer say 
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that the product was good, regardless of the actual quality. However, the majority of the focus groups 

(FG1, FG2, FG3 & FG6) mentioned that trustworthiness had a positive impact on purchase intent. 

Participant FG3P4 stated that if an influencer, whom one possessed a perceived relationship with and 

whom one saw as trustworthy, promoted products it would result in stronger purchase intent:  

 

“I know that Margaux published a picture about a cream from the pharmacy; some product line, and 

when I had to buy a new cream, I bought one from that line. I believe that it’s pretty common that you 

buy things you recognize from influencers before.“ 

4.1.3 Attractiveness 

Attractiveness was found important for the majority of the participants in order to initially follow the 

influencer. According to five participants (FG1P4, FG3P4, FG4P4, FG6P3 & FG6P4) it further 

positively influenced credibility, however, only for certain types of influencers such as those involved 

in fashion or beauty. Participant FG5P1 and FG2P2 explained that there are generally two types of 

influencers: those whom you follow for their looks and those whom you regard as funny, where the 

latter doesn’t require attractiveness. In connection with credibility, FG6P3 stated: 

  

“Especially with Eric [fashion influencer]. There I would say that it’s even more important given that 

he’s providing content with a lot of fashion and nice clothes. [...] But then there are a lot of other 

influencers where it’s not important. If they’re dealing with humor for example, then it doesn’t 

matter.“ 

 

Generally, participants possessed a positive attitude towards the sponsored posts containing attractive 

(fashion) influencers in terms of physical appearance or style. Participant FG6P4 agreed to this 

attractiveness-credibility connection for fashion influencers and further added its implication for the 

sponsored post:  

 

“Also, perhaps the sponsored post will get a better effectiveness [...]. An attractive individual in an 

attractive garment will do better than if it’s on a less attractive individual.”   

 

4.1.4 Similarity 

Similarity showed to be a major reason for initially following the influencer. Several participants 

mentioned similarity in terms of interest as a major reason for following an influencer (FG2P2, 

FG2P3, FG4P5 and FG6P3). Participant FG6P3 also mentioned that this shared interest created a 

feeling of connection towards the account which was of importance. Three participants (FG3P4, 
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FG3P5 & FG4P4) mentioned that being similar to an influencer was not of importance as long as you 

were interested in their content.  

 

Similarity in terms of sharing interests was further considered (FG2P1, FG4P1-4 & 6, FG6P3) when 

assigning credibility. Participant FG2P1 and FG4P4 expressed that sharing similar interest was 

suitable, but that an influencer did not have to be precisely like oneself. Further, personality (FG1P1, 

FG1P4 & FG6P4), values (FG6P4) as well as being relatable (FG1P2, FG2P4 & FG5P1) was also 

considered which resulted in a credible perception:   

 

“The more you recognize yourself in the influencer, or are more similar to, then it feels more 

credible.” FG1P4 

 

“It is pretty important that they have a personality and values that correlate with one’s own.” FG6P4 

 

4.1.5 Informative value  

A few participants considered influencers who, in the sponsored post, were using the product (FG3P5, 

FG3P1 & FG2P3), showed its functions (FG3P2) and provided pros and cons of it (FG2P2, FG2P3) 

as more credible. Participant FG2P2 and FG2P3 discussed together:  

 

“Then he describes both the pros and cons [of the product].” FG2P2 

“That creates credibility as well.” FG2P3 

 

YouTube videos were deemed in particular possessing high informative value. This resulted in the 

feeling of being able to evaluate the product yourself (FG3P4). Participant FG3P3 had bought a 

product solely based on the influencer’s sponsored post on YouTube. In regard to purchase intent, 

participant FG3P2 and FG3P4 expressed that an influencer usually shows how a product works and 

that it becomes easier to buy it since one is informed of what it is.  

4.1.6 Entertainment value 

Entertainment value was an important factor when considering following an influencer. In particular 

humor was shown to facilitate the building of relationships. When watching Jonas’ (comedy 

influencer) sponsored video, participant FG2P2 mentioned that the humorous content gave a more 

genuine feeling, showing who he really was, thus perceived as more credible. However, the use of 

humor in sponsored posts was expressed to negatively affect the credibility in the majority of the 

focus groups. Regarding the same post, participant FG2P1 and FG6P4 perceived the post as less 
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serious, even silly. Moreover, participant FG3P3 agreed when shown Ellen’s (comedy influencer) 

video:  

 

“It kind of feels like she’s making a joke out of the collaboration.” 

 

Three participants (FG5P1, FG1P2 & FG1P3) stated that the greater the entertainment value, the 

higher recall of the advertisement one got. Participant FG1P2 further expressed that if seeing the 

product later on, it was easier to recall the humoristic sponsored video and the brand as it created a 

positive association, than if solely been shown an ordinary “outfit picture” with less entertainment 

value.  

4.1.7 Online Behavior & Self-presentation  

All of the focus groups argued that influencer engagement and interaction with the followers were 

important aspect for credibility in terms of e.g. competitions, liking or replying to comments. Some of 

the participants (FG3P3, FG4P4, FG5P5, FG5P3) believed that an influencer that engaged with the 

followers felt more personal and thus perceived as more credible.  

 

“Yes [she is credible], since then she’s devoting time to the ones who follow her and that gives her 

attention.” FG5P5 

 

This was further supported by focus group three. When asking about the importance of influencers 

answering comments, two participants (FG3P3 & FG3P2) expressed it being an important factor for 

building a relationship with the influencer:  

 

“It feels like they’re creating a relationship with their followers, you feel like you are friends with 

them.” FG3P3 

 

If the influencer did not engage in the followers this could have a negative effect on source credibility, 

as expressed by two of the participants (FG3P4 & FG3P2). Participant FG3P4 mentioned that the 

absence of engagement in the form of replies to comments created the perception that the influencer 

believed that they were superior to their follower.  

 

The majority of the focus groups discussed that it was important for influencers’ credibility that they 

showed engagement in regard to time spent on the sponsored post. Such indications could be showing 

the product in the right context (FG1P3, FG1P2), doing big collaborations (FG1P3) and the image 

quality (FG1P1 & FG1P2). Participant FG5P5 mentioned: 
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“She has actually invested time in this post, and so it becomes more credible.” 

 

Participants (FG3P2, FG4P3 & FG6P5) considered the influencer more personal when publishing 

pictures that were less edited and not only focusing on a coherent and perfect looking feed. However, 

credibility was assigned to influencers with Instagram feeds that were well put together, as expressed 

by some of the participants (FG1P1, FG1P2 & FG2P3). Nevertheless, participant FG1P1 did not find 

these types of feeds entertaining:  

 

“There’s good picture quality but there are no spontaneous pictures. It feels kind of staged. It’s 

credible but I wouldn’t say it’s so fun when it’s so predictable; that you know what’s coming.” 

 

Another aspect of this factor, social ties, was expressed by several participants (FG2P2, FG3P, FG3P4 

& FG6P4) to negatively impact trustworthiness. Participant FG3P4 stated that one perceived the 

influencers as “fake”; promoting a strategic friendship which affected their credibility. Posting 

pictures together with other influencers did seemingly affect the trustworthiness of the influencer in 

terms of genuineness. Participant FG6P4 explained:   

 

“[...] When an influencer posts content when they’re together or are a larger gang of influencers, 

then, spontaneously, I think that it’s fake. It’s just to make each other bigger. According to me it 

doesn't feel so genuine.”  

 

4.2 Match-up Hypothesis  

4.2.1 Influencer & Product match 

Participants from the majority of the focus groups (FG2, FG3, FG4, FG5 & FG6) discussed that a 

mismatch between the influencer and the product negatively affected their attitude towards the 

sponsored post and the perceived credibility. Participant FG5P1 mentioned that the influencer was 

perceived as “bought” and only did the sponsored post because of the monetary gain if the match 

between the influencer and the product was weak. This was further supported by FG4P1 who believed 

that influencer did not even like the product in cases of such weak match:  

 

“You get to follow quite a lot of what the person does, so if they do a weird collaboration then you 

might get a skewed picture and get you thinking “well that was weird”; that the person only does it 

for the money and don’t think that the product one is selling is any good.”  
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Credibility was in particularly assigned when an influencer created their own collection for a brand, as 

the respondents (FG3P2 & FG1P2) believed that the influencer must trust that brand and really like 

the products to pursue this.  

 

“I think that it increases the credibility since Jani [lifestyle influencer] is quite established and if she 

chooses to collaborate with Ideal of Sweden and designs the phone cases, then you imagine that she’s 

trusting the brand and since she does so maybe I should do it too.” FG1P2 

 

Another match that was found to be important for some participants (FG4P1, FG5P1 & FG3P4) was 

ideal-congruity. The participant stated that a close match between the influencer and the participants’ 

ideal self-image positively affected their purchase intent. Participant FG3P4 expressed: 

 

“I think that if their life is so nice, and that they’re so nice and they use that product, then the product 

must be very nice... since they are so nice.”  

 

4.2.2 Advertisement & Feed Match 

A different perspective of the match-up hypothesis was discovered through the focus group 

discussions which relates to how well the sponsored post matched the influencer’s feed.  

 

When exposed to Erik’s feed (fashion influencer), participant FG6P4 expressed that his sponsored 

post matched his feed well and therefore, it was perceived that these were products Erik could truly 

support. In a similar manner, FG4P3 said that the sponsored post matched his account and when asked 

if that was important, the answer was “Yes, I think so, since then he shows who he really is”. 

Participant FG5P5 thought that Ellen’s post matched her feed so well that FG5P5 did not recognize it 

as a “disturbing” sponsored post, which resulted in her not directly avoiding it as “per usual”. When 

exposed to Jonas’ sponsored post, participant FG2P2 and FG2P3 stated that it was less credible, due 

to humor aspects, but still thought that it was positive that he matched the content with his feed.  

 

A match between the sponsored post and feed was seemingly expected in the eyes of the participants 

and also revealed the importance of the reverse effect i.e. feed-mismatch, affecting credibility. When 

exposed to Erik’s sponsored post, participant FG4P6 expressed that the style of the sponsored clothing 

did not match what Eric usually wears and participant FG6P5 expressed that it simply was a mismatch 

between the advertisement and feed. Similarly, two other participants expressed the following:  
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“I mean he hasn’t used any of the PUMA clothes in any other picture in his feed. Then you might get 

the feeling that it’s less credible. It doesn’t really feel like him.” FG4P3 

 

“The post that Victor did match his feed but this one is so off because normally he has the old, classy, 

black and white-feeling and this was just color, neon colors.” FG2P1 

 

In a similar manner FG3P2 discussed that if Bianca (fashion influencer) posted a shocking pink phone 

case it would be perceived weird and not like her. This since one “knew” Bianca was more into beige 

colors.  

 

In some cases, the participants stated that a feed match influenced their purchase intent (FG2P2 & 

FG3P4). Participant FG2P2 mentioned that if a humoristic influencer did a serious, “professional” 

sponsored post, then he would never even consider buying that promoted product. When exposed to 

Nicole’s (fashion influencer) feed, participant FG3P1 stated that she didn't even consider it being a 

sponsored post due to its perceived relevance in the feed. The focus group further discussed that the 

post would make them go try the perfume while participant FG3P4 explicitly said that she would buy 

it.  

4.2.3 Previous & Multiple endorsements 

This aspect was widely discussed by the participants, hence for the intention to provide clarity this 

factor is presented in its own section in the empirical findings and analysis. All focus groups 

discussed multiple endorsements affecting the influencer’s credibility in different ways. Participants 

(FG1P4, FG2P2, FG2P3, FG2P4) mentioned that they preferred influencers who posted few 

collaborations due to less spam and increased consistency of sponsored post. Participant FG1P4 

expressed that if the influencer possessed a high status, in combination with them not posting too 

many sponsored posts, credibility increased.  

 

Indeed, when discussing what makes an influencer less credible, many participants (FG1P1, FG1P4, 

FG2P2, FG2P3, FG2P4, FG3P1, FG3P4, FG3P5 & FG6P4) expressed that too many sponsored posts 

was a major contributor. Participants from focus group three expressed early on their negative attitude 

towards too many influencer endorsements and its negative effect on trustworthiness and credibility: 

 

“With collaborations all the time, then it’s like one does not stand by the collaborations, one just does 

them.” FG3P1 

“Like you just do it for the money.” FG3P3 
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Participants (FG2P3, FG4P5, FG6P1 & FG6P4) also discussed that making sponsored posts with 

competing brands negatively affected the influencers credibility. FG2P3 discussed the negative effect 

on credibility if an influencer hypothetically switched between collaborating with Nike and then 

Adidas. Making collaborations with different brands in general was also seen to negatively affect 

credibility. FG4P5 explained:  

 

“Some make advertisements for companies with different things every week and then it becomes a bit 

“uncredible”; one questions whether they even like the product or if they do it for the money.” 

 

Participants expressed that an influencer who collaborated with the same brand several times was 

perceived more credible (FG1P2, FG3P2, FG3P4, FG5P3 & FG4P5). Participants FG3P2 and FG3P4 

considered this in terms of being an ambassador (long-term) collaboration, which further improved 

the influencer’s credibility and hindering the perception of the influencer solely being “bought”.  

4.3 Credibility Cues on Social Media 

4.3.1 Follower-count & Follower-ratio 

Follower-count was often considered according to participants from the majority of the focus groups 

(FG2, FG3, FG4 & FG5). Participants FG4P6 and FG4P3 who were new to Erik’s (fashion 

influencer) account, spontaneously expressed their surprise regarding his higher number of followers. 

Participant FG2P1 further added that a high follower-count positively influenced credibility and that it 

was especially considered when one was new to that account or influencer. Follower-count was 

mentioned by six participants (FG1P2, FG2P1, FG3P2, FG4P1, FG5P1 & FG5P3), either 

spontaneously or when asked direct questions, as a positive factor for credibility:   

 

“If the influencer has a lot of followers then it feels as if other people also think they are credible.” 

FG1P2 

 

 “The bigger the influencer is; the more followers one has and so forth, the more credible it feels 

when they’re doing collaborations. Because then I think they won’t do all [collaborations] they’re 

offered.” FG3P2 

 

Five participants (FG1P3, FG4P6, FG6P1, FG6P3 & FG6P4) stated that the number of followers had 

a neutral effect on influencer credibility or did not consider it. Our questions regarding whether the 

number of people followed affected credibility, received different answers. Most participants said it 

did not matter, however participant FG1P4 questioned influencers and their content who possessed a 
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lot of followers, who also followed many. Participant FG1P3 further added that the follower-ratio can 

be deceiving:  

 

“[...] there are people who start following oneself who has a lot of followers [then one follows that 

person] but then they remove everyone and then it simply says [on the account] that he has a lot of 

followers.”    

 

4.3.2 Advertisement disclosure language  
 

Five participants (FG1P1, FG2P2, FG2P4, FG3P1 & FG5P5) expressed that they possessed negative 

attitudes towards influencers who used some form of advertising disclosure language such as the tag 

“Paid advertisement” or communicating it as sponsored through “In collaboration with” in their 

caption. Participant FG3P1 expressed that when it clearly says “in collaboration with”, then one did 

not read the post because one knew that it was a brand behind it and not the influencer, indirectly 

affecting credibility.   

 

When asked about this in connection with credibility, participant FG1P1 stated: 

 

“Already when it says “Paid collaboration” then you know that this is something someone else has 

done… It feels dull.”  

 

In some focus groups, participants discussed what was required by influencers according to the law in 

terms of advertisement disclosure. A couple of participants knew what was legal or not, however 

participants discussed that they preferred the brand being solely tagged in the picture. Generally, 

participants did not know that influencers were required to clearly express that their post was 

sponsored, which consequently hindered them when assigning credibility to those who did follow the 

law. For example, participant FG2P4 expressed the following regarding an influencer he considered 

credible:  

 

“It is a sponsored post but it’s kind of “lowkey”. Like, he tags the stuff but he doesn’t use the mark 

“Paid advertisement.” 
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5. Analysis of findings 

 
This section presents the analysis of the empirical findings in relation to the frame of reference of 

which sought to answer the research question as to how Generation Z assigns credibility to Instagram 

influencers and their sponsored post.  

 

5.1 Source Credibility Model  

5.1.1 Expertise  

Expertise was an important factor for assigning credibility as previously found by several authors 

(Seiler & Kucza, 2017; Erdogan, 1999; Yang, 2018). However as implied by the participants, 

expertise could be divided into formal and informal expertise. Participants believed that influencers 

who promoted low involvement products did not necessarily have to possess formal expertise. Rather, 

informal expertise was “enough” to be assigned as credible as the influencer had the ability to educate 

themselves within their field or niche. Although participant FG2P2 and FG4P2 expressed an 

indifference between the two forms of expertise, informal expertise is argued to be more important as 

it was in a greater extent considered by the participants and as FG6P4 expressed that formal expertise 

was not even considered. This is in line with the findings of Djafarova and Trofimenko (2018), who 

suggested that competence was the more appropriate term.  

 

It was indicated that expertise positively affected the perceived match between the product and the 

influencer which is similar to the findings of Lee and Koo (2015). This based upon participant 

FG3P2’s statement, expressing that it was better if a person who used to work-out every day was 

promoting trainers. Nevertheless, one participant (FG3P4) also mentioned that a close match between 

the influencer and product resulted in higher perceived expertise and thus seen as credible, hence 

indicating a reverse effect.  

5.1.2 Trustworthiness  

According to Amos et al. (2008), Erdogan (1999), Sertoglu et al. (2014), trustworthiness is the key 

credibility factor of source credibility when compared to the other credibility factors (attractiveness 

and experience) and was also supported by Martensen et al. (2018) from the context of influencers. As 

the aim with this study was to explore how Generation Z assigns credibility to an influencer and their 

sponsored posts, the participants were not asked to compare any factors in terms of importance for 
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credibility. However, this factor was commonly discussed and clear connections to credibility 

assigning were found, similar to those researchers’ findings.  

 

One necessity for assigning credibility was that the influencer showed their personality. As 

influencers were showing a more personal side, some of the participants (FG3P4, FG5P5, FG5P3, 

FG6P3, FG3P3) felt like they were able to create a relationship with them. This was further shown to 

affect their attitude towards the sponsored posts where it was rather viewed as a recommendation 

from a friend, and thus perceived credible (FG1P3). According to Martensen et al. (2018), an 

influencer that does not have a “personal touch” impacts the followers believing that the influencer is 

“fake”. This negative effect was indeed indicated in this study, where the participant emphasized the 

importance of showing one’s true self. Displaying a perfect life was seen as disingenuous and 

untrustworthy (FG1P4, FG1P2, FG3P3, FG3P4, FG5P4 & FG6P5). 

 

One additional factor for affecting the influencer credibility, which has not been identified (to the 

authors’ knowledge) in previous research, was the influencer’s ability to show both positives and 

negatives sides, concerning both their own life and the products sponsored. This because the 

influencer was seen as more honest (FG4P4) and could express their true opinions regarding the 

product sponsored (FG5P4 & FG2P4). However, if the influencer only presented “perfect” pictures of 

their life and the product they are sponsoring, all of the focus groups mentioned that this negatively 

impacted the credibility. They believed they could see behind the perfect facade and thus did not 

perceive the influencer to be honest.  

5.1.3 Attractiveness  

In order for the participants to initially follow an influencer, attractiveness was deemed necessary. 

Albeit this, attractiveness as a SCM-factor was not considered when assigning credibility to 

influencers in this study. Although expressed by five participants in connection with assigning 

credibility to influencers, their statements are deemed more related to the Match-up hypothesis rather 

than attractiveness as an independent credibility-factor. The justification for this argument stems from 

the participants’ view on attractiveness being solely an important characteristic for those influencers 

who are niched, or are promoting products, within beauty or fashion. The participants thought that for 

those influencers who promoted beauty-enhancing products such as clothes or make-up, attractiveness 

was needed in ordered to draw inspiration. The Match-up hypothesis; as often defined as the match 

between the endorser and the product message (Erdogan, 1999), has been argued to improve source 

credibility (Erdogan, 1999), message effectiveness (Jain & Roy, 2016) and attitude towards the 

advertisement (Seiler & Kucza, 2017) in celebrity endorsements. As participants generally perceived 

sponsored posts featuring beauty of fashion products, of which were endorsed by attractive 
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influencers, as more powerful, a match between attractive influencers and such mentioned products 

are implied. This entails that the match-up hypothesis and previous findings seemingly relate to those 

of this study.  

 

Although Chao et al. (2005) and Lee and Koo (2015) suggested that solely attractiveness as an SCM 

factor can enhance the message effectiveness, given the context of the attractiveness-discussion as a 

match and the reasoning of attractiveness being unimportant for other influencers, this study was not 

able to identify such findings. However, attractiveness is argued to be important in general for 

accounts with such fields of interests and niches, both for initially following and for assigning 

credibility (as explained through the match-up hypothesis).   

5.1.4 Similarity 

When asked if similarity was important for credibility, some participants (FG3P4, FG3P5 & FG4P4) 

stated that it was not. However, it appeared as if the question was too broad initially, as participants 

seemingly interpreted it as similarity of physical appearance or seemingly demographic parameters. 

Later on, in the conversations, and when discussing the question in depth, participants discussed 

credible influencers through similarity. It was indeed of importance for source credibility according to 

13 participants in terms of them recognizing themselves in the influencers. This was either facilitated 

through shared interest, values, personality and general relatability to the influencer in order to get 

content that entertained and interested them. The explanation for this is seemingly that one did not 

want to follow an influencer who lacked similarity as they would not generate any content of interest, 

inspiration or feeling of belongingness. This is in line with Munnukka et al. (2016) research on peer-

endorsers where similarity was an important dimension for assigning credibility to an influencer.  

 

Similarity has been found in previous research to positively affect the attitude towards a sponsored 

post (Lou & Yuan, 2018; Munnukka et al., 2016; Morimoto, 2018). No indication for similarities in 

connection with attitude towards the sponsored post was identified. Nevertheless, this study was able 

to indicate that this factor created positive attitude towards the influencer given that participants 

followed such influencers and also assigned credibility to such. Given the similarity-factors central 

role in this, the factor is seemingly of importance for the participants.  

5.1.5 Informative value  

It was seemingly difficult for the participants to discuss informative value in the context of Instagram 

since they usually followed the same influencer on several different platforms and where one 

perceived YouTube-videos to be facilitating more information. The study showed that informative 

value led to influencer credibility and trust in the sponsored post (FG2P2, FG2P3, FG3P1, FG3P2 & 
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FG3P5). This effect on credibility was also found in the research by Lou and Yuan (2018). Thus, 

informative value was deemed important and considered when assigning credibility for Instagram-

influencers.  

 

Although informative value was deemed important by the participants to ease the message 

understanding and shorten their buying process (affecting purchase intent) most of the discussions 

were related to YouTube and cannot be generalized to Instagram as a platform. Further, the authors of 

this study argue that this is hard for Instagram influencers to create such high informative content 

since the platform is not suitable for longer posts or videos.   

5.1.6 Entertainment value  

Entertainment value was mostly discussed around humor and comedy influencers as this was the 

participants’ general interpretation of our questions regarding the factor. Becoming entertained was 

one of the major reasons for following influencers, however some participants (FG2P1, FG6P4 & 

FG3P3) believed that comedy influencers were deemed unprofessional and less credible as they were 

seen “making a joke” out of the collaboration. Albeit preferring that a comedy influencer made a 

humoristic post, the post was deemed less credible following the unprofessional tone of the 

influencer.  

 

Lou and Yuan (2018) could not show that entertainment value had a positive effect on the perceived 

trust in the sponsored post as suggested. This study on the other hand show a rather strong indication 

that entertainment value had a negative impact on trust in the sponsored post. However, there are 

differences in definitions as “entertainment value” was interpreted by the participants as being 

humorous, linking to comedy influencers, thus presents a limitation of this study. Nevertheless, high 

amounts of humor in influencer marketing affected credibility negatively. Furthermore, although 

participants (FG5P1, FG1P2 & FG1P3) indicated a higher recall of the sponsored post and brand 

when exposed to humorous posts, these findings go beyond the scope of this study.  

5.1.7 Online Behavior & Self-Presentation  

In this broadly defined SCM factor, identified by Djafarova & Trofimenko (2018), the factors of 

influencer engagement and social ties were frequently discussed by the participants in this study of 

which is categorized in this theme.  

 

In line with the findings of Djafarova and Trofimenko (2018), this study indicates that engagement 

was a factor that strongly influenced the followers perceived credibility. Many of the participants 

considered engagement in form of replying to comments and liking followers’ comments as an 



 40 

important aspect of credibility and these actions gave the perception of being more personal (FG3P3, 

FG4P4, FG5P5, FG5P3). This was also deemed important when creating relationships with the 

followers which further had a strong connection to credibility and the attitude towards the sponsored 

post (FG3P3 & FG3P2). As seen for trustworthiness, participant FG1P3 expressed that having a 

relationship with the influencer affected the attitude towards the sponsored post of which was rather 

seen as a recommendation from a friend, thus becoming more credible. 

  

Djafarova & Trofimenko (2018) indicated that followers liked pictures with filters, even though they 

believed that such made them less realistic. They did also find that the participants preferred 

professional images. In line with this, our study indicates that participants (FG1P1 & FG1P2) 

considered high image quality and a well put together feed resulted in improved credibility in regard 

to sponsored posts, even though participant FG1P1 explained that it was not always interesting to look 

at. However, by not solely focusing on publishing perfect images and possessing a perfect feed, 

participants perceived the influencer to be more personal which indirectly affected credibility as well 

(FG3P2, FG4P3 & FG6P5). This implies that they prefer a balance between perfection and a 

“relatable” touch. However, this balance was perceived to be very subjective and personal, of which 

may not be easy to achieve.   

 

Participants demonstrated a negative attitude towards the public display of an influencer’s social ties 

with other influencers (FG2P2, FG3P, FG3P4 & FG6P4). They perceived such influencers as “fake” 

and disingenuous as they believed the influencers had formed a strategy to gain more followers and 

status. The participants could see through this alleged facade, which negatively affected 

trustworthiness; a factor of importance for credibility as previously highlighted in this study and by 

research from influencer context (Martensen et al., 2018). Nevertheless, displaying social ties which 

constituted of family and friends was previously seen as positive for trustworthiness.  

 

Social ties with influencers were accordingly not used when assigning credibility, rather as a factor 

for not doing it. Social ties’ negative effect on trustworthiness and indirectly on credibility differs 

from the one of Djafarova and Trofimenko (2018) where social ties, positively affected source 

credibility. Given that the display of social ties is evident on social media due to the connective 

nature, this is a finding attracts attention.   
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5.2 Match-up hypothesis 

5.2.1 Influencer & Product match 

When asked if the match between the endorsed product and influencer was important, many 

participants did not discuss the positive aspect such a match and its effect on credibility but rather the 

negative consequences of a mismatch. This could arguably be a result of the participants’ expectation 

of an existing match in the sponsored posts. Previous research indicated that a higher degree of fit 

between the celebrity and the product resulted in a more effective message (Jain & Roy, 2016) and 

thus a higher believability (Seiler & Kucza, 2017). These findings were not evident in this study as the 

participants did not express their opinions regarding a match.  

 

Moreover, the participants expressed that they believed that the motive of promoting a product with 

little relevance to their area of interest was solely to earn money. According to participant FG5P1 this 

was considered to negatively affect the credibility towards the sponsored post and the influencer. 

These findings are in line with Negi et al. (2018) and Erdogan (1999) research regarding source 

credibility of celebrity endorsement. Similarly, they found that a mismatch resulted in the audience 

feeling that the influencer only did the endorsement since they were generously paid to do so. 

 

In some cases, as seen in 4.1.3 Attractiveness, participants (FG1P4, FG3P4, FG4P4, FG6P3 & 

FG6P4) did highlight the importance of a match between beauty or fashion products and attractive 

influencers. These were required to be attractive to promote such products to be credible and thus, 

those findings are in line with Erdogan, (1999) that a match positively influences credibility. 

Moreover, two participants (FG3P2 & FG1P2) expressed that if an influencer promoted a product that 

the influencer had designed oneself with a brand, these collaborations were perceived as more 

credible. The participants were convinced that the influencer thus liked the product and trusted the 

brand. This is linked with the suggestions of De Veirman et al. (2017) and Lou and Yuan (2018) who 

state that if the product matches to the influencers interest or knowledge, acceptance of the message 

can be achieved.  

 

Ideal-congruity was found to positively affect the purchase intent (FG4P1, FG5P1 & FG3P4). 

Nevertheless, this was not linked with credibility. This was a result of the participant’s belief (FG3P4) 

that the product made the influencer more beautiful and that possessing these products led to a desired 

lifestyle, of which is also suggested by Morimoto (2018).  
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5.2.2 Advertisement & Feed match 

The feed match addressed the sponsored post’s look, feel and fit with the feed (in terms of style, 

colors etc.). During the focus groups, it was observed that it was difficult to separate the influencer 

from their social media feed as participants perceived the feed to be a reflection of the influencer 

(personality, lifestyle, preferences etc.). This was expressed by participant FG2P2, stating that an 

influencer promoting a certain product was not suitable as they knew this was not matching that 

influencer’s personal preferences and the look of her feed. It was therefore important that the 

sponsored posts suited both the influencer and their general feed for cohesiveness and consistency.  

 

To the authors’ knowledge no research has been conducted concerning the match between the 

Instagram feed and the sponsored post, as shown to be of importance in this study. A couple of the 

participants believed that a match positively influenced the attitude towards the post since it showed 

who the influencer really was; entailing that it was something the influencer could stand by (FG6P4 & 

FG4P3). As Ellen’s sponsored post was perfectly embedded in the feed, participant FG5P5 found the 

post interesting to watch and was not discarded by the use of full disclosure language (discussed 

further in 5.3.2 Advertisement Disclosure language). Nevertheless, the study did not indicate that a 

match between the advertisement and feed directly affected the credibility but rather the attitude 

towards the post.  

 

On the other hand, greater focus was placed on the mismatch as it was discussed to a greater extent 

and was seen to negatively affect the influencer’s credibility. One participant (FG4P3) directly 

expressed a perception of the influencer not being credible when the sponsored post did not match the 

feed and four others (FG2P1, FG4P6, FG6P5 & FG3P2) meant that a mismatch negatively affected 

credibility and the attitude towards the sponsored post as it seemingly disrupted the image the 

influencer had created in their feed, very much interlinked with who the influencer was. Participants 

FG2P1 and FG2P4 believed that the product from Eric’s sponsored post suited the influencer however 

they perceived a mismatch between the post and the feed; arguing that posting pictures with similar 

products before or having a different account with a niche relating to the product, would increase his 

credibility. These findings indicate the perceived importance of avoiding a mismatch between the 

sponsored post, the influencer and the feed to assign credibility. Nevertheless, more research is 

needed. 

5.2.3 Previous & Multiple endorsements   

Nine participants saw multiple endorsements as a negative factor for source credibility, as seen in 

research by Tripp et al. (1994) who also suggested that multiple endorsements done by celebrities 

decreased their credibility. Many participants (FG1P4, FG2P2, FG2P3, FG2P4) regarded fewer 
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sponsored posts more preferable as it was seemingly less disruptive for them in terms of fewer 

unsolicited posts, but also taking into the consideration of consistency and relevancy of the influencer 

and type of sponsored post.  

 

Albeit possessing a negative attitude towards multiple endorsements, many participants thought its 

implications depended on whether it was the same brand being endorsed or if there were various (or 

competing) brands sponsored. The latter was seen having a negative effect on the influencer’s 

credibility, seemingly due to the decreasing consistency of post and the product’s relevance to that 

influencer, which seemingly relates to the match-up hypothesis.  

 

Multiple endorsements in general (Jain & Roy, 2016; Malik & Guptha, 2014) or endorsements in 

different product-categories (Erdogan, 1999) have been suggested to create the perception of the 

influencer solely being “bought” by a brand. Similarly, the participants of this study expressed that 

they challenged the influencers true motives behind the collaboration when endorsing various brands, 

regarding them as solely financial and not being able to fully support the endorsed product. This is 

deemed related to trustworthiness, where the source is perceived to be honest and sincere (Munnukka 

et al., 2016). Multiple endorsements that lacked consistency was thus seen negatively impacting 

trustworthiness and the credibility of the influencer (FG2P3, FG4P5, FG6P1 & FG6P4).  

 

On the contrary, participants mentioned that if an influencer posts content with the same brand, the 

number of advertisements seemingly did not matter. In fact, if ambassadorship was established, hence 

the number of endorsements with the same brand increased, credibility was enforced according to two 

participants (FG3P2 & FG3P4). This aspect also seemingly relates to Djafarova and Trofimenko’s 

(2018) SCM factor of engagement, where investing resources into ones sponsored post increased 

credibility. The participants appreciated that the influencer had truly engaged in the sponsorship; 

investing time and resources which increased the belief that the influencer truly liked the brand and 

was not solely bought by the brand.  

5.3 Credibility Cues on Social Media  

5.3.1 Follower-count & Follower-ratio 

High follower-count had an effect on five of the participants (FG2P1, FG3P2, FG4P1, FG5P1 & 

FG5P3) where they used follower-count as a credibility cue for influencers, believing that if many 

other individuals follow the influencer then they must think (s)he is credible and consequently, so 

could they. This is similar to the finding of De Veirman et al. (2017), where the participants 

seemingly connected a higher follower-count to popularity. This is a manifestation of the bandwagon 
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effect where one utilizes other people by relying on them for information oneself has not established 

(Sundar, 2008) in an online setting (Metzger et al., 2010). Furthermore, relying on others through 

evaluating an influencer’s follower-count was especially evident when the participants were new to 

the account and where one did not have a pre-established knowledge about the influencer, which has 

not been suggested in previous research to the authors’ knowledge. Nevertheless, five participants 

(FG1P3, FG4P6, FG6P1, FG6P3 & FG6P4) did not see the aspect as a tool for credibility-evaluation. 

Hence it is seemingly not always considered in assigning credibility to an influencer.  

 

A few participants (FG1P3 & FG1P4) mentioned that they, in some cases, could become “suspicious” 

towards the influencer and their content when considering both the follower-count and accounts 

followed. This was also suggested by De Veirman et al. (2017), where the perceived attitude towards 

the influencer was negatively affected in cases where one possessed many followers but followed 

very few. This doubtfulness impacted the participant FG1P3’s perceived trustworthiness towards the 

influencer and also seemingly their posted content, which may indirectly affect the overall credibility. 

However, one of the participants (FG1P4) expressed that this may occur when an influencer has a 

high number in both instances. Hence the follower-ratios’ role in credibility-assigning calls for further 

research. 

5.3.2 Advertisement Disclosure Language  
This aspect was not identified when originally constructing the frame of reference but was brought to 

light in the gathering of primary data and later added to the frame of reference. Participants (FG1P1, 

FG2P2, FG2P4, FG3P1 & FG5P5) expressed their negative attitude towards explicitly stated 

sponsored posts although all having stated that they knew that most influencers collaborated with 

brands. This was deemed indirectly affecting credibility, of which seemingly contradicts Carr and 

Hayes (2014) who found that influencers, who fully disclosed a brands involvement in one’s post or 

review, was deemed the most credible. Nevertheless, the participants were not asked to compare 

different disclosure language, as done in the research of Carr and Hayes (2014), as this factor was 

initially brought up during the focus groups. Disclosing that a post is sponsored seemingly brought 

negative attitudes towards the influencer or their post which Evans et al. (2017) also suggested that 

the use of such language could. Explicit disclosure of a sponsored post could therefore be considered 

in the credibility assigning process as a negative aspect according to the participants. One explanation 

for this is that it seemingly stems from the general lack of knowledge regarding disclosure of 

sponsored post regulations for influencer marketing in Sweden. Participants preferred non-disclosures 

or implicit ones in terms of tags in the picture and held a negative attitude towards those influencers 

who actually followed the law and fully disclosed a brand’s involvement.  
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6. Conclusion  

 
This section presents the most evident indicators as to of how Generation Z assigns credibility 

towards an Instagram influencer and their sponsored post.  

 
 
The purpose of this paper is to explore how Generation Z assigns credibility to an influencer and their 

sponsored posts on Instagram where the questions of how may cover both the perceived positive and 

negative influences on credibility. The research question was as follows: 

 

RQ: How is Generation Z assigning credibility to Instagram influencers and their sponsored posts? 

 

The empirical findings, collected through focus groups, indicated that there are seven factors that were 

deemed important according to Generation Z when assigning credibility to an influencer and their 

sponsored posts. Moreover, aspects that were considered to negatively impact the influencer’s 

credibility were also indicated in the study.  

 

Factors indicating a positive influence for assigning credibility: 

  

● Expertise can impact the influencer’s and post’s perceived credibility. No significant 

difference between the importance of formal or informal expertise was found, however 

informal expertise was more frequently considered.  

● Trustworthiness can play an important role for credibility. It can be obtained by showing 

personality and present a not too perfect picture of one’s life and the promoted products. This 

can contribute to relationship building; strengthening the influencer’s credibility and affect 

the attitude towards the post.  

● Similarity is considered when determining whether to follow an influencer. If the influencer 

and the follower share similar values and beliefs, a positive attitude can be developed towards 

the influencer, resulting in higher credibility.  

● Showing engagement with ones’ followers can positively influence trustworthiness, the 

attitude towards the sponsored post as well as the credibility of the influencer. Posting image 

of high quality can be seen as a cue for credibility as it is perceived more professional.  

● Previous endorsements may have both a positive and negative influence on credibility 

depending on the length and quantity of the collaborations. The study indicated that a longer 

sponsorship and repeated posts in the form of ambassadorship positively influenced 
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credibility. Higher credibility towards the influencer may also be assigned to those with few 

sponsored posts.  

● Attractiveness as an SCM factor alone was not identified in the study. Rather, attractiveness is 

connected to influencer and product match as it is considered more important for credibility 

when promoting fashion and beauty related products.  

● It was found that a higher follower count may influence the perceived credibility where the 

audience can perceive it to be a credibility-indication; relying on other users. 

 

Additionally, some factors were indicated to negatively influence the assigning of credibility:  

 

● High entertainment value in terms of comedy can negatively impact the credibility of the 

influencer and the sponsored post, stemming from an unprofessional perception.  

● The public display of social ties with other influencers can negatively affect trustworthiness 

and thus credibility, regarding it a strategy to gain more followers.   

● A mismatch between the influencer and the product may negatively affect the perceived 

credibility, as a mismatch results in a belief that the sole reason for the influencer to pursue a 

sponsorship is due to monetary gain. Hence, the influencer is seen as dishonest, promoting 

products that they do not truly support.  

● Similar to the aspect of influencer and product mismatch, multiple endorsements in terms of a 

higher number of sponsored posts can further be a reason for not assigning credibility as it 

creates a perception of the influencer being solely “bought” by a brand. 

● Advertising and feed mismatch can negatively influence the credibility of the influencer and 

create negative attitude towards the sponsored post as it disrupts the image of the account. 

Nevertheless, this aspect calls for further research.  
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7. Discussion 

 
This section will discuss the contributions and practical implications of this study. Further, the 

study’s limitations are presented and lastly, future research is suggested.  

 

7.1 Contributions  
Due to its newness, source credibility within influencer marketing is a rather unexplored topic in 

academia. Given the increased importance of the strategy within marketing (Relatable, 2019), and as 

major streams of source credibility is yet to be studied in an influencer context, it was deemed 

important to increase the understanding of this topic. Further, given that the Internet and social media 

are multilayered and complex concepts, of where several aspects of influencer credibility may yet to 

be identified, it was argued necessary to conduct an exploratory research.  

 

This study explored the Source-credibility model and Match-up hypothesis; two of the major streams 

of source credibility research, in combination with research regarding credibility cues on social media. 

These composed the foundation for the questionnaire of which was utilized in the gathering of 

primary data through six focus groups. 

 

This paper contributes to the research gap within influencer credibility research. Through an increased 

understanding of the topic, the authors of this paper suggest several factors that Generation Z 

considers when assigning credibility to influencers and their sponsored posts on Instagram. Aspects of 

which damages an influencer’s credibility was also found. Furthermore, this study suggests that SCM-

factors and aspects of the Match-up hypothesis are revised and utilized in different ways in the 

context of influencer marketing, such as the decreased importance of attractiveness as an SCM factor 

and the problematic issue of a mismatch between the advertisement and feed.  

7.2 Practical implications  

The importance of influencer marketing for marketers has been significantly highlighted (Statista, 

2018a; Relatable, 2019) and the use of Instagram keeps increasing (Internetstiftelsen, 2018). Indeed, 

the individuals in our study spent a great deal on this platform every day, either actively scanning the 

content or simply finding themselves with the phone in their hands, browsing the platform out of 

habit. As explained by two participants, Instagram has become an integral part of their everyday life:  

 

“I’m on Instagram all the time. When I don’t have anything to do, I find myself on Instagram.” 
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“Between breaks at school, when I come home from school, before practice... like I’m on Instagram 

all the time; really often.” 

 

This was a recurring phenomenon stated by all participants which highlight marketing managers 

significant opportunity for reaching their target audience with a message as communicated by 

influencers on Instagram. Given what the empirical findings and analysis of this paper suggest, this 

study may provide aid for marketing managers who seek to find the right influencer for spreading 

their marketing communication in a credible way to Generation Z. Albeit it not being an easy task to 

identify such an influencer, who possesses these desired characteristics and behaviors for establishing 

credibility, the findings may serve as a guide and provide means for further reflection and discussion 

on the topic.  

  

This study further provides implications for influencers who sought to be perceived as more credible. 

Relationship-building was a key factor as expressed by many of the participants in this study which 

seemingly served as a foundation for reaching a level of credibility. Influencers are in those cases 

regarded as a friend; a distinguishing aspect from celebrities. There is consequently a highlighted 

pressure for influencers to create and maintain such a relationship with their followers. Furthermore, 

the study may aid influencers in terms of how they manage their involvement with brands. An 

influencer constitutes a brand for themselves of which, as for any other brands out there, need to 

maintain a credible image.  

7.3 Limitations 
The main limitation of this study is the newness of this marketing strategy which was one of the main 

reasons for the use of an exploratory study method. Due to this however, the empirical data that was 

gathered was extensive and one could not go into depth in all aspects that were brought up in the 

focus groups due to the broadness of the discussions; presenting a limitation of this study. 

Furthermore, as new perspectives of how Generation Z assigns credibility was brought to light, 

existing literature was lacking hence future research is needed regarding these topics.  

 

Furthermore, another limitation was the sole focus on Instagram as an influencer platform. It was 

observed difficult for the participants to isolate, or rather separate, certain discussed Instagram 

influencers as these influencers often operated on multiple channels, such as on YouTube, Twitter or 

through podcasts. Seemingly, participants had established a relationship to the influencer utilizing 

several of these platforms. Although the authors, to the greatest extent possible, tried to establish the 
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root of the (platform) source, one cannot with certainty conclude that all information stems from 

solely Instagram.  

 

Lastly, all focus groups were conducted in Swedish whereupon citations were, after transcription, 

translated into English. Although the translations were firstly conducted independently by the three 

authors and later collectively scrutinized, there may be other variations of certain translations which 

can more accurately portray the translated word or statement’s inherent meaning.  

7.4 Future research 
By taking into account the findings and limitations of this study, different approaches for future 

research could be pursued in order to extend the existing knowledge within the field of influencer 

marketing. As stated in 7.3 Limitations, distinguishing between various social media platforms, when 

analyzing an influencer who operates on several ones, was difficult. Isolating one platform may thus 

not provide the full picture. Suggestively, future research may include several platforms (such as 

Instagram and YouTube) and study the correlation between these in order to deepen the understanding 

of individuals perceptions and behaviors when assigning of credibility to influencers. 

 

Moreover, literature as presented in the frame of reference, focuses on factors and aspects of which 

positively aid the assignment of credibility to influencers. However, it was acknowledged in this study 

that individuals may also consider negative aspects of which damages credibility. For example, a 

mismatch between the advertisement and feed or a high entertainment-value are negative aspects that 

were significantly more considered by our participants when discussing credibility. This presents a 

realm of which is deemed interesting for future research to explore.  

 

Additionally, discount codes provided by the influencer was a frequently mentioned topic, however, 

not discussed in the context of influencer credibility. Nevertheless, it is deemed an interesting topic of 

which is suggested to explore in further research.  

 

Lastly, this study was conducted on Generation Z from Jönköping, Sweden by discussing Swedish 

influencers, feeds and sponsored posts. A suggestion for future research is therefore to explore 

whether credibility is assigned differently by Generation Z depending on cultural aspects.   
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Appendix 1: Chosen influencers & Sponsored posts  
 
 

  
Nicole Falciani (fashion influencer)  
 

 
Ellen Bergström (comedy influencer) 
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Margaux Dietz (lifestyle influencer) 
 
 

 
Erik Forsgren (fashion influencer) 
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Jonas Fagerström (comedy influencer) 

 
Viktor Frisk (lifestyle influencer) 
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Appendix 2: Female focus group-questions 
 
STEP 1: General questions 
 
1. Do you use instagram and how often in that case? 
 
2. Do you know what an influencer is, or have you heard about the term before? 
 How would you define an influencer? 
 Have you seen an influencer on instagram? 
3. If you follow any influencer, who are you following? Do they have types of niches? 
 
4. In what way do you think an influencer can affect a person? 
 In what way do you think an influencer affect yourself? 
 In what situations did the influencer affect you? 
 
5. Have an influencer made you buy anything? 
 How did that situation look? 
 
6. Why do you choose to follow an influencer on Instagram? 

Can you remember a specific situation when you started to follow and influencer, and why 
did it? 

 
7. What do you think is a credible influencer?  

What scenarios do you think about?  
 How is that influencer? (e.g. feed, posts or message?) 
 What do you think is the most important aspect? 
 
8. Do you know any influencer that you consider being credible? 
 Do you follow this influencer? 
 
9. What makes you think that an influencer is not credible? 
 Do you follow this influencer? 
 

 
STEP 2: Questions regarding specific influencers and their specific posts (these questions is 
asked after displaying the influencer feed and sponsored posts of each influencer) 
 
1. Do you know any of these influencers from before? 
 What are your first thoughts when you see this feed and the sponsored post? 
 
2. Would you consider following this influencer? 
 
3. Based on this Instagram feed and this post, do you believe that the influencer is credible? 
 What makes you believe that this influencer is credible? 
 
4. Are you willing to purchase this product after you have seen this post? 
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STEP 3: Questions regarding specific influencers with more directed questions if certain topics 
have not yet been touched upon. 
 
Ellen Bergström: 
1. Now when we have seen Ellen's post regarding sport attire: 
 Do you believe that this influencer is suitable for making this type of post? 
 Did you reflect upon if the influencer has any formal or informal experience within the area? 
 Does experience influence your perception of how credible the influencer is? 
  
2. Is the match between the influencer and the product important for credibility? 
 
3. Ellen had a video with humor, is it important that you get entertained by the influencer? 
 Do you believe that the influencer becomes more credible?  
 
Margaux Dietz: 
1. We saw Margaux’s feed and sponsored post regarding a mobile case: 
 Do you consider the post good? 

How do you consider the image quality and inspiring? 
 Does that affect the credibility of the influencer or sponsored post? 
 
2. Would you say that the influencer is attractive? 

Is it important for the credibility of the influencer and the sponsored post that the influencer is 
attractive? 
 

3. Did you see that in Margaux’s sponsored post, the influencer thanked another influencer that 
created this collection of cases? 

Do you believe it is important for credibility that the influencer have a network of other 
influencer and famous people that they know? 

 
4. Is it important for an influencer like Margaux to engage with the followers e.g. replying to 
comments or publish requested pictures? 
  Is this important for the credibility? 
 
Nicole Falciani: 
1. When you see this type of post, do you look at how many like and comments the picture have? 
 Is that important for the credibility? 
 
2. When you enter an influencer account, do you look at the number of followers the influencer has? 
 Do you look at how many the influencer is following? 
 Does this affect the credibility towards the influencer? 
 
3. Does it matter if an influencer has done any other sponsored post before? 
 Does the fact that they have made many or a few sponsored posts affect the credibility? 
 Does that affect the credibility towards the influencer? 

Does it matter if the influencer makes several collaborations with the same company or only a 
few? 

 
4. Generally speaking, is it important that the influencer is similar to yourself? 
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 In what way do they have to similar? 
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Appendix 3: Male focus group-questions 
 
STEP 1: General questions 
 
1. Do you use Instagram and how often in that case? 
 
2. Do you know what an influencer is, or have you heard about the term before? 
 How would you define an influencer? 
 Have you seen an influencer on Instagram? 
3. If you follow any influencer, who are you following? Do they have types of niches? 
 
4. In what way do you think an influencer can affect a person? 
 In what way do you think an influencer affect yourself? 
 In what situations did the influencer affect you? 
 
5. Have an influencer made you buy anything? 
 How did that situation look? 
 
6. Why do you choose to follow an influencer on Instagram? 

Can you remember a specific situation when you started to follow and influencer, and why 
did it? 

 
7. What do you think is a credible influencer?  

What scenarios do you think about?  
 How is that influencer? (e.g. feed, posts or message?) 
 What do you think is the most important aspect? 
 
8. Do you know any influencer that you consider being credible? 
 Do you follow this influencer? 
 
9. What makes you think that an influencer is not credible? 
 Do you follow this influencer? 
 

 
STEP 2: Questions regarding specific influencers and their specific posts (these questions is 
asked after displaying the influencer feed and sponsored posts of each influencer) 
 
1. Do you know any of these influencers from before? 
 What are your first thoughts when you see this feed and the sponsored post? 
 
2. Would you consider following this influencer? 
 
3. Based on this Instagram feed and this post, do you believe that the influencer is credible? 
 What makes you believe that this influencer is credible? 
 
4. Are you willing to purchase this product after you have seen this post? 
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STEP 3: Questions regarding specific influencers with more directed questions if certain topics 
have not yet been touched upon. 
 
Erik Forsgren:  
1. Now when we have seen Erik’s post regarding sport attire: 
 Do you believe that this influencer is suitable for making this type of post? 
 Did you reflect upon if the influencer has any formal or informal experience within the area? 
 Does experience influence your perception of how credible the influencer is? 
  
2. Is the match between the influencer and the product important for credibility? 
 
Viktor Frisk:  
3. We saw Victors feed and sponsored post for a phone case. Do you think the picture is good quality, 
inspiring etc.? 
 
4. What is important in the picture or the post according to you? Can it affect the credibility of the 
influencer? 
 
5. Would you say that this influencer is attractive? Is that important for the credibility of the 
influencer and the sponsored post?  
 
6. Did you notice that Victor was creating a contest for the followers? Do you think that is makes him 
more engaged? Is engagement important for credibility? 
 
7. Is it important for the credibility of an influencer that one has a network of other influencers or 
famous people that the influencer knows? 
 
Jonas Fagerström: 
8. We saw Jonas feed and sponsored post about a perfume: 
When you look at these sponsored posts, do you usually look at likes, views and comments? Is that 
important for the credibility of the influencer and post? 
 
9. When you enter an influencer account, do you look at the number of followers the influencer has? 
 Do you look at how many the influencer is following? 
 Does this affect the credibility towards the influencer? 
 
10. Jonas is using humor in this sponsored post, is it important to be entertained by an influencer’s 
sponsored post? Does it affect the credibility towards the influencer? 
 
11. Does it matter if an influencer has done any other sponsored post before? 
 Does the fact that they have made many or a few sponsored posts affect the credibility? 
 Does that affect the credibility towards the influencer? 

Does it matter if the influencer makes several collaborations with the same company or only a 
few? 

 
12. Generally speaking, is it important that the influencer is similar to yourself? 
 In what way does they have to similar? 
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Appendix 4: Informed consent  
Thank you for being a part of our study and contribute to our bachelor thesis! 

 

This study concerns Influencer Marketing on social media, and we are interested in listening to the 

opinions of upper-secondary school students in Jönköping regarding this topic. Therefore, we have set 

up this focus group with the objective that you will answer questions, give your opinion and discuss 

with others regarding this topic. We will use your answers and discussions from this focus group to 

answer the research question of this study.  

 

We wish that you answer based upon your own thoughts, feelings and beliefs. It does not matter if 

you have a different opinion from your peers. You are welcome to discuss it and provide your own 

perspective on the matter.  

 

Your answers and discussion with your peers from this focus group will be completely anonymous. 

Your answers will not be able to be traceable back to you when this study is published. That is, no 

names will be mentioned in the report.  

  

We will record your answers and discussion. This recording is valuable to us in order for us to analyze 

the answers. It is solely us three authors that are able to listen to the recording and after the study is 

published, this will be deleted. We will transcribe and translate parts of the recording. Again, no 

names are mentioned in the study. After the transcription, translation and analysis process are 

conducted, you will have the opportunity to review the study and confirm that these are according to 

your contributions in the discussion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 


