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Abstract: Storytelling content is where the facts are conveyed by emotion and that make people more
engaged and want to take action or change their surroundings. Stories fascinate people and can
easily be remembered compared to the facts alone. The much-hyped feature “stories” of Instagram,
a trendy social media platform, has become a game-changer for influencer marketing. The present
study extends reactance theory in the context of Instagram’s millennial users. Previous researchers
have tested the effectiveness of the stories feature of this particular social media platform. Therefore,
in line with the earlier studies, we propose a sequential mediation model that investigates the effect of
storytelling content (made by Instagram Influencers) on audience engagement using two sequential
mediation mechanisms of relatability and trust. Data were obtained using a cross-sectional study
design from 273 millennial users of Instagram. Our results justify the direct and indirect hypothesized
relationship through Process Macros. We found that relatability and trust play a significant role in
building a strong relationship between storytelling content and audience engagement. Ultimately,
the research findings suggest that professionals should be more creative while making the content on
Instagram to engage the millennial market. Moreover, this research has tried to fill the gap in the
literature on Instagram “stories” as an advertising platform.

Keywords: Instagram; storytelling; stories; Instagram influencers; relatability; audience engagement;
millennial

1. Introduction

Individuals spend more of their time on Instagram compared to other social media
platforms [1]. Instagram is one of the fastest-growing social media networks where users
share life experiences in videos or still posts. The “stories” feature launched in 2016
has gained significant popularity. That allows the digital influencers or users to upload
photos and videos and do live talks with the audience, which remains for 24 h only [2].
However, the academic research on this subject, particularly studies in digital storytelling,
is limited [3]. Due to Instagram, influencer marketing has been growing by leaps and
bounds in the past few years. For every dollar businesses spend on this field, they generate
more than USD 5 in profits, and 59% of marketers said they intended to expand their
influencer budget next year [4].

Digital influencers are now considered more credible than traditional media [5]. The
new “stories” feature helps an influencer communicate with their audience by making a
short clip of their work and updating them about their daily routine. The results of previous
studies have revealed that the video ads presented on social media have influenced the
consumer’s attitude towards the ad, and Instagram stories have higher ad effectiveness
compared to still posts [2]. Keeping this contention in mind, the primary aim of this
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research is to develop the mechanism connecting the storytelling content of an influencer
and the audience’s engagement with the storytelling content.

Trust is essential in developing relations with someone, as it improves efficiency,
increases flexibility, and helps in a long-term relationship between the two parties [6,7].
According to the model presented by Morgan and Hunt (1994), the interaction between
the seller and the buyer influences trust due to shared values. The previous research
shows that communication through stories enables the customer to engage and connect
with the salesperson [8]. Thus, this study examines trust’s role in storytelling content and
audience engagement.

The researchers [9] suggested five main antecedents of trust, but relatability was not
one of them. Relatability is a non-linguistic concept [10]. The self-determination theory
proposes that humans have three basic fundamental and universal psychological needs:
competence, autonomy, and relatedness (i.e., relatability), that help humans grow and their
optimal functioning [11]. There is a fundamental need for belongingness in people [12].
This study also investigates the mediating role of relatability between storytelling content
and audience engagement.

Based on previous research, such as reactance theory, we propose that Instagram users
may have increased motivation to process ephemeral content (i.e., storytelling content) that
allows them to interact with the influencer freely, resulting in more engagement. Thus,
this study examines the impact of storytelling content created by Instagram influencers
on audience engagement, explicitly focusing on the millennial market. To the best of our
knowledge, this study is the first to empirically examine the relationship between story-
telling content and audience engagement with the presence of two mediators; relatability
and trust. This study will assist marketers interested in increasing their horizons to draw
the consumers’ attention toward influencer marketing.

This paper is structured as follows. First, the existing literature is reviewed. The main
effect hypothesis of storytelling content influences audience engagement and relatability
and the mediating role of relatability and trust are deduced. Furthermore, the data collection
process is discussed. Third, factor analysis, correlation analysis, and regression analysis are
conducted on the data to test the research hypotheses. Fourth, based on the results of the
empirical test, the contribution is discussed in the domains of influencer marketing and
helps the social media influencers understand how the millennial segment can be reached
more effectively, states the study’s shortcomings, and provides practical implications.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Social Media Influencers

Social media influencers are those people who have built a handsome social network
of people following them on their social media accounts [13]. They are seen as trusted
tastemakers and are approached by different brands to endorse their products. They also
build their following by engaging the audience in their daily routine. We all know that
traditional marketing has been pushed back due to several factors; more importance has
recently been given to digital influencers due to their higher credibility and authentic-
ity [14]. Additionally, digital influencers are more affordable, and their reach is tremendous.
Previous studies show that the amount of followers an influencer has on Instagram affects
consumers’ attitudes towards them [15]. So, it will be correct to say that we as users rely
more on digital influencers because we know them more than any celebrity.

2.2. Emergence of Influencer Marketing

It has been observed in the world of consumer behavior and marketing literature that
electronic word of mouth or the information one obtains from someone who has personally
used a product has a more substantial impact on consumer decision-making compared
to traditional marketing [16]. One tends to buy a product that is being recommended by
a relative or someone close to them. The power of eWOM has been accelerated by the
internet. Through social media platforms like Instagram, people started showing their daily
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routines to their followers through the help of feature “stories” introduced by Instagram
in 2016. Snapchat, another social media platform, initially started this. Then, the ordinary
people felt they could influence their followers by posting a story of the products they were
using or how they behaved. Hence, their social media activities could affect the attitudes
and behaviors of their followers [17]. That is how they became digital influencers and
how influencer marketing started. Through vlogging, blogging, and short content, they
interact with their followers and give insights into their personal lives. Unlike celebrities,
influencers are thought to be more reachable, relatable, and believable [10]. Studies have
shown that one in every five Instagram accounts reacted to the introduction of the “stories”
feature in 2017. Instagram stories have surpassed Snapchat’s 150 million DAUs in 8 months,
reaching almost 500 million daily users [18].

2.3. The Feature “Stories” on Instagram

In influencer marketing, feature “stories” has significantly boosted digital influencers’
followers. So this section explains what this feature is, how it works, and how it has helped
the influencers increase their followers. Instagram influencers or any Instagram user put
up a story as a video or a still post on their account, which stays for 24 h. The followers can
see the story and interact with the person who has posted it. Users can add different colors
to the videos they post, and the communication can be text-based too [19]. The feature
right after 2016 became so popular that whatever happened, people would say, “Put it in
your story”. We all know that we are associated with different stories ever since the day
we were born. Any content created as a story helps us understand things more clearly.
So, these digital influencers make content in the form of a story, share it on their account,
and sometimes respond to queries of their followers. The content can be advice, opinions,
experiences, photos, videos, etc. However, posting personal videos on this platform helps
the followers relate to the Instagram influencer. They are approachable as well as relatable.

2.4. Storytelling Content

Storytelling has been a part of everyone’s lives for ages [20]. Storytelling content (STC)
is defined as “the facts conveyed by emotion that make people more engaged and want
to take action or change their surroundings” [21]. Storytelling always has a beginning, a
middle, and an ending plot (Escalas, 2004). The feature “stories” of Instagram, introduced
in 2016, is now being used as a marketing tool. Instagram influencers make different videos
and put them on their “stories” to engage them. Initially, the researcher [22] came up with
the circle of trust concerning digital storytelling, where he highlighted that storytelling
gives an in-the-moment experience to the audience. Lambert has also worked with many
communities and organizations to create story-based programs worldwide since the 1990s.
Lambert’s publications have popularized that digital storytelling (DST) is about making
short video clips to produce personal stories [23]. The content shown in a story form is
pleasurable for the audience because they enjoy it as a protagonist and the audience [24].
Based on the reactance theory (Brehm, 1966), users’ reaction to video storytelling content is
more engaging than static posts. Likewise, researchers [25] also referred to Brehm’s theory
as part of their study on Instagram content. One of the earliest supporters of applying
digital storytelling was Gubrim [23]. The researcher in [26] referred to Lambert’s work, but
his focus was more on photovoice in storytelling.

2.5. Audience Engagement and Storytelling Content

Audience engagement refers to how the audience faces emotional, cognitive, or affec-
tive experiences with media content [27]; this phenomenon can result in higher interaction
with the content or more news consumption [28]. Social media influencers are the opinion
leaders who communicate with a specific audience’s social networks following them [13].
The main objective is to increase the number of followers by making some engaging con-
tent for their blog. According to previous studies, the micro-influencers with less than
ten thousand followers on Instagram are thought to attain a more desirable form of en-
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gagement compared to macro-influencers, the reason being having fewer followers and
a higher interaction rate resulting in a higher conversion rate [29]. In our study, we have
taken audience engagement as a psychological state. Prior studies explained how a visual
interaction could result in higher audience engagement. Additionally, digital storytelling
can increase audience engagement [30].

The proposed theory of audience engagement [31] states that a user’s engagement is
a multidimensional phenomenon with emotional and behavioral dimensions. The users
interpret the news and invest their energies in relating to the knowledge given. The degree
of involvement with the news may vary from audience to audience; some may absorb the
story, some may interact with the news, or some may participate in it [27]. Decades ago,
it was observed that society now depends more on visual images [32]. Previous research
shows that visual communication is becoming a dominant communication method [33].

The ‘Narrative Paradigm’ positioned storytelling as the foundational form of human
communication [34]. The researcher further argued that narrative (i.e., storytelling content)
is wired into the human psyche. The narrative can be videos or images [35]. A story nowa-
days is produced to engage and attract the audience in many revolutionary ways [36]. Due
to the rapid increase in the types of content, the biggest challenge is keeping the audience
engaged [36]. Drawing on the reactance theory [37]. We propose that storytelling content
will likely help the audience engage with the brief content. Hence, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1 . Storytelling content has a positive influence on audience engagement.

2.6. Storytelling Content and Relatability

In recent times, the new “buzzword” for social marketing is ‘relatability’, a non-
linguistic concept [10]. Relatability is a situation where an ordinary person might see
themself reflected [38]. There is a fundamental need for a sense of belonging in people [39].
The self-determination theory proposes that humans have three basic fundamental and
universal psychological needs: competence, autonomy, and relatedness (i.e., relatability)
that helps humans grow and optimal functioning [11]. According to a researcher [40],
digital celebrity groups, such as vloggers, bloggers, and ‘Instafamous’ personalities, appeal
to common reference groups. A group of people is defined as a reference group that shapes
the values and attitudes of an individual as a reference and helps the consumers make their
purchase decisions [41]. A report on Forbes regarding influencers stated that relatability
had become a critical factor in making an influencer successful [42]. Influencers update
their private lives on Instagram and share their personal opinions [43,44]. This kind of
communication makes the viewers more open to influencers.

The content displayed by the social media influencers is preferred more than their
advertisements as the content is unbiased [45]. The content is considered relatable if easily
understood and jargon-free [45]. Until the source (i.e., content) is relevant, there stays a
bond between a source provider and the viewer [46]. According to researchers [13,47], a
constant update of private life is the central aspect of relatability. Due to the rapid increase
in the types of content produced, the biggest challenge is keeping the audience engaged [36].
Through storytelling, relationships are built between the participants (Kim, 2013). The audi-
ence not just sees the story but interprets it according to their prior knowledge, personality,
and demographics [48].

According to [49], generation Z has an attention span of 8 s towards any content, so it
must be very relatable to them to keep them hooked. Additionally, the sense of narrative
(storytelling content) has a very high level of interactivity [50]. Based on the reactance
theory, we propose that users feel more related to the ephemeral content, allowing them
to freely interact with the influencer and the storytelling content they make. Therefore, it
is not surprising that we identified relatability as a phenomenon that is an antecedent of
storytelling content. Hence, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2. Storytelling content has a positive impact on relatability.
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2.7. Storytelling Content and Audience Engagement: Relatability as a Mediator

Based on the discussion, we presume that the relatability of an influencer mediates
the relationship between storytelling content and audience engagement. Hypothesis 2
proposes a positive relationship between storytelling content and relatability, whereas
hypothesis 1 proposes an influence of storytelling content on the audience. Mutually these
two hypotheses contribute to developing a model in which storytelling content indirectly
augments audience engagement with the help of relatability, which works as a mediator in
this model. It is predicted that a feeling of relatability with an influencer will help mediate
the relationship between storytelling content and audience engagement.

A man is known to be a ‘storytelling animal’ [51]. The human experience becomes
meaningful [52]. The narrative spread on Instagram consists of short stories or photos [53].
Previous studies show that sharing experiences affects people’s beliefs, attitudes, and
behavior [54]. Researchers have linked the stories to persuasion [55]. The shared stories
about particular things or events are a collective source of knowledge and information [55].
Stories (i.e., storytelling content) build a potential sharing network amongst the individuals.
Storytelling content works for a brand to help build awareness, empathy, comprehension,
recall, and recognition and provides meaning [56]. Understanding how storytelling works
in marketing is essential to understanding how the audience processes information in a
story format. Past studies suggest that audiences think in narrative rather than argumenta-
tive terms [57]. Given previous research, it can be argued that the execution-style of content
in the form of a story may bring out more favorable changes in the attitude of the audience.

Following the same approach as the context, we can say that storytelling content
creates a connection between the source and the listener. According to researcher [55], the
narratives of Instagram that are turned into stories make a memorable experience for the
audience; the word memorable here means storing, keeping, and recalling the information
provided in the story. He further added that this information is then shared with other
individuals. So we can say that this way of representing the content in a story helps the
audience relate themselves to the influencer. Based on this theoretical grounding, we
propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3. Relatability plays a mediating role between storytelling content and audience engagement.

2.8. Relatability and Trust

Trust refers to a general expectation and belief that most others have warm intentions
and can also be relied upon [58]. Trust has been seen in many dimensions of prosocial
behavior, including civic engagement, collaboration, and volunteering [59]. The influencers
need to develop a sense of trust with their followers in influencer marketing. A brand mes-
sage through an influencer is more effective than a message directly given by a brand [13,47].
Trustworthiness has previously been proved to affect brand equity [60] significantly. Any
consumer, online or offline, wants to develop trust with their potential dealer first [61]. A
previous study found that if consumers do not find trustworthy content in an online store,
they will not consider it [59]. Instagram influencers now have started to try the products
on themselves first, and during that, they make live videos of it. This visual depiction of
the product helps in gaining trust. We know that the user’s attitude towards the content
changes according to the trust he/she has in the source [62]. An influencer’s expertise
and trustworthiness have been proved to influence brand equity [60]. Trustworthiness is
closely associated with honesty, which means if the follower is confident enough in the
influencer [63–65]. Trust is essential in relations with someone, as it improves efficiency,
increases flexibility, and helps long-term relationships between the two parties [6,7]. Based
on the above theoretical grounding, we suggest that feeling related to the influencer will
build more trust between the influencer and its audience. Thus, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 4. Relatability is positively associated with trust.
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2.9. Storytelling Content and Audience Engagement: Trust as a Mediator

According to Henry Jenkins, an American scholar, storytelling is a new way of pre-
senting stories using different methods, media, and viewpoints [66]. In prior studies [67],
most of the content a human sees is stored in their consciousness, mainly associated with
short stories. The emotional areas of a human body activate when something verbally
is described [68]. Whereas, the content created visually grabs more attention [66]. The
consumers (i.e., audience in our case) expect a company or the source to tell clear and
concise information regarding a brand; they also expect that it should be honest [66].
Previous research on the effectiveness of storytelling has shown that narrative advertis-
ing generates higher awareness, higher commitment to the content, and higher purchase
intention [69–71]. While developing the storytelling cycle of trust, it was suggested that
the storyteller should genuinely represent the stakeholders [72]. Initially, Lambert (2006)
came up with the circle of trust concerning digital storytelling, where he highlighted that
storytelling gives an in-the-moment experience to the audience.

Further, he added that a story circle provides a safe space for people. Trust between
two parties epitomizes the overall feelings, attitudes, and evaluations of each individual
involved in the relationship [73]. The prior study suggested that customer engagement
helps build a relationship of trust and commitment between a seller and the buyer [73].
There will be more customer (i.e., audience) engagement if there is higher attachment.
Thus, based on this, it is anticipated that with trust between two parties (an influencer and
the audience), the relationship between storytelling content and audience engagement is
mediated. This relationship has been developed through the help of commitment trust
theory [74] which states that trust plays a vital role in an ongoing relationship as it develops
a cooperative environment between the two parties (influencer and Instagram user). So,
we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 5. Trust mediates between storytelling content and audience engagement.

2.10. Trust and Audience Engagement

The audience is increasingly skeptical about advertising and other communications
methods [75]. Influencers now look for ways that can engage the maximum audience.
Content marketing fosters engagement, brand awareness, and trust [76]. Previous studies
highlighted that engagement was initially the concept of human resource management that
was used to enhance employee loyalty [77]. However, researchers have now started to take
this concept of customer (i.e., audience) engagement into the marketing context [73]. A
study [78] stated that trust could be an antecedent of consumer (i.e., audience) engagement.
The social exchange theory explains that a trust relationship develops over time when
two parties exchange favorable experiences [77,78]. Concerning marketing literature, it
has been proposed that the positive interactions between two parties build trust [79,80].
Prior studies have found that trust is an essential mediator between loyalty and customer
engagement in hospitality [79]. In earlier studies, we have seen that trust has played a
significant role in representing consumer engagement in many different fields. Still, we, in
the context of influencer marketing, propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6. Trust is positively associated with audience engagement.

2.11. Storytelling Content and Audience Engagement via Relatability and Trust

According to [81], the psychological connection lets the audience engage with the
source, and then they become loyal to the brand/source. Researchers [82] state that one of
the purposes of storytelling is to develop trust and engage the customers [83]. The prior
study explains that it is essential to integrate customer resources to develop customer (i.e.,
audience in our case) engagement [84]. Digital platforms, such as Instagram and Facebook,
have shown a positive effect on audience engagement due to deeper cognitive processing,
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interactivity, and the longer attention given by the consumers to the content [85]. The
engagement of audiences occurs when a relationship is formed based on commitment
and trust [86]. While selling something, there has to be a proper process of developing
the message with the stories that show how the brand connects with the consumer in an
authentic, relatable, and engaging way [87].

Since millennials have the highest levels of contribution on social media platforms
and while creating content, it was suggested that millennials prefer storytelling over the
straight-sell method. We presume that through the storytelling content, the audience
(millennials) can relate more to the influencer, which helps build the trust between the two
parties. Further, it improves audience engagement.

So we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 7. Relatability and trust mediate between storytelling content and customer engagement.

According to [88], the framework is a conceptual model that details the relationship
between different theories. This study aimed to analyze the impact of STC on AE via
relatability and trust. In this research, there are four variables studied as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Research framework.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Conceptual Definitions of Study Variables

Audience engagement is the dependent variable in our current study. It is defined as
“the extent to which the audience faces emotional, cognitive or affective experiences with
the media content” [27]. Storytelling content is the independent variable in the present
study. It is “the facts conveyed by emotion that make people more engaged and want to take
action or change their surroundings” [21]. It can also be referred to as any story containing
“a beginning, a middle and an ending plot” [89]. In our study, relatability and trust both
play the role of mediators. Relatability links the independent variable (storytelling content)
with the dependent variable (audience engagement). Relatability is “the extent to which
a person feels that one is connected to others, has caring relationships, and belongs to a
community” [90]. Trust is the second mediator in our sequential model, which refers to “a
general expectation and belief that most others have warm intentions for you and can also
be relied upon [91].

3.2. Participants and Procedure

The questions were developed on a 5-point Likert scale which ranged from 5 (strongly
agree) to 1 (strongly disagree). The questionnaires are more convenient than the interviews
(Bryman and Bell, 2015). Hence, a questionnaire was designed and included the items
to measure storytelling content, relatability, trust, and audience engagement. We chose
closed questions for survey because coding is more accessible than open-ended ones [91].
The unit of analysis was Instagram users born after the 1980s who use Instagram daily.
This study was conducted to determine the impact of the independent variable on the
dependent variable, the storytelling content (X), on audience engagement (Y) via relatability
(Mediator 1), and trust (Mediator 2). Then, the time horizon is used in cross-sectional
because the data have been collected at one point in time. A cross-sectional study is
relatively quick to conduct. y. The unit of analysis was the regular users of Instagram, a
social media platform.
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Our present study adopts a non-experimental, quantitative, and correlational design
to meet the research objectives. For this study, a convenience non-probability sampling
technique was used. We recruited 350 millennial Instagram users through direct links. The
questionnaires were presented in Google Forms and distributed in some universities. There
was no interference from the researcher besides clarifying items for the respondents. The
study purpose was also explained to the respondents in the beginning. So, it would be
correct to say that the study was utterly non-contrived as the responses were taken in a
routine. This study is cross-sectional because the data have been collected at one point in
time. Additionally, we can research multiple outcomes at once. The unit of analysis was
the regular users of Instagram, a social media platform.

Scholars [92] claim a sampling size should be made before collecting the data. Kline [93]
and Field [94] suggested that there should be 10 respondents against each item in the ques-
tionnaire (that means; the No. of items in the questionnaire multiplied by 10 respondents
from the targeted population). Our survey had 18 items, so the sample size of 180 partici-
pants was sufficient. However, we distributed around 350 questionnaires, out of which 273
were completed, and the rest had missing data.

The questionnaire was in English, and all questions were closed questions. The first
section comprises personal information, including age, education, and gender. The second
section contained 3 items of storytelling content. The third section consisted of 3 items
related to relatability. The third section also included 4 items. Furthermore, the last section
covered 3 items on audience engagement.

A questionnaire is defined as “a formalized set of questions for obtaining information
from respondents” [95]. The primary data were collected through a self-administered
questionnaire from Instagram users aged below 40. The questionnaires were made in
Google Forms and Microsoft Word and distributed through social media sites, such as
Instagram and Facebook. The questionnaires were also distributed in person too in different
colleges. Due to the closed questions, it became easier to code the responses.

As soon as the data were collected, it was input into an Excel sheet. It is important to
code the responses [92]. Researcher [95] emphasized that assigning a code to each possible
answer is essential. The participants were already told about the objectives of this study,
and they was assured that this information would stay confidential and only be used for
academic and research purposes.

3.3. Measurement and Scales
3.3.1. Storytelling Content

A five-point scale was employed for measuring storytelling content, which had an
internal consistency of 0.76 [96]. In the items, “stories” were replaced by “storytelling
content”; for example: “storytelling content caught my attention” and “The storytelling
content creates insights/new ideas for me today”. The participants indicated their desire
using a five-point Likert scale, with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly disagree. The scale
is reported in Appendix A

3.3.2. Relatability

A five-item scale was used to measure how relatable users of Instagram feel to sto-
rytelling content created by influencers [97]. For example, “I think that constant updates
about the influencer’s life on his or her social media channels are important” and “I feel
like I know the influencer well.” The scale is reported in Appendix A. The participants
indicated their desire using a five-point Likert scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly
disagree. The internal consistency for the measure was 0.71.

3.3.3. Trust

The Trust scale was adopted from researchers [97] and measured with a five-Likert
scale. The items included, “I think the influencer shares their honest opinion”, “I trust the
influencer’s messages more than one coming directly from a brand.” The scale is reported
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in Appendix A. The participants indicated their desire using a five-point Likert scale with
5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly disagree. The internal consistency for the me7sure
was 0.85.

3.3.4. Audience Engagement

The audience engagement scale was adopted and modified [98,99] and and measured
with a five-point Likert scale. For example, “Any storytelling content grabs my attention”
and “When interacting with the content, it is difficult to detach myself.” The scale is
reported in Appendix A. The participants indicated their desire using a five-point Likert
scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly disagree. The internal consistency for the
measure was 0.74.

3.3.5. Control Variables

The controlled variable included: gender (female = 1, male = 2), education level
(1 = matric/O level, 2 = Intermediate/A level, 3 = Baccalaureate, 4 = Masters and 5= PhD),
and age (1 = 15–20 years, 2 = 21–25 years, 3 = 26–30 years, 4 = 31–34, and 5 = 35–40 years).
Since the questionnaires were to be filled by the millennials, we had to ensure that age was
controlled. It was also important to keep gender as a control variable because our study
wanted to know if the responses of males were different from the females. Lastly, collect-
ing education data was important as each educational level exhibits different attitudes
and behaviors.

4. Results

This section covers the results, statistical analyses, interpretations, and explanations of
the relationship between study variables. The analysis was conducted on SPSS Statistics
(version 24.0 IBM® Corp). Both descriptive and inferential statistics are used to explain the
findings. This study’s main objective was to determine the impact of storytelling content
(IV) on audience engagement (DV). To mediate these two variables, we anticipated that
relatability and trust could play a role in influencing our dependent and independent
variables. Hence, there are seven main findings of the present research.

4.1. Descriptive Analysis of Participants’ Characteristics

A total of 273 millennial Instagram users participated in the survey. In total, 300 participants
took part in the survey, but 27 of the responses had some missing data. The findings demon-
strated that the majority of the respondents were females, with a percentage of 91.6%. In
contrast, approximately one-eighth of the participants were males (8.4%). About 49.5% of
them were aged between 21 and 25; 13.6% of the participants were aged between 15 and 20;
17.6% came were aged between 26 and 30; and 13.2% of the respondents were between the
age of 31 and 34. The majority of the participants were graduates, i.e., 48.4%.

4.2. Descriptive Statistics of the Study Variables

The five-point Likert scale was used to assess the variables. The findings show
that all the studied variables have a minimum range of responses, i.e., between 1.00 to
1.6 whereas the maximum value is 5.00. The mean value ranged from 3.24 to 3.68, while
the standard deviations of responses lie between 0.69 and 0.83. Storytelling content had
a mean = 3.68 and SD = 0.69, implying that Instagram users do find storytelling content
engaging. Relatability items resulted in mean = 3.33 and SD = 0.73, proposing that study
participants feel more relatable with the content and eventually gain trust and become more
engaged. Furthermore, Trust items produced mean = 3.24 and SD = 0.83, which shows
that the users trust the storytelling content and become engaged with the content shown.
Finally, Audience Engagement items reported mean = 3.46 and SD = 0.71, exhibiting that
users become more invested due to the storytelling content produced.
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4.3. Measurement Validation

To check internal consistency and reliability between items of each construct, we
computed Cronbach’s alpha values. An alpha value is considered “very good” if it is
near 0.80, whereas a 0.70 is considered adequate [93]. The results have shown that all the
variables have internal consistency of 71% to 85%. Hence, there’s no reliability issue in
our data.

Table 1 shows the reliability test results for the present study, and Cronbach’s α for all
variables’ scales has met the threshold value, ranging from 0.71 to 0.85.

Table 1. Reliability of scales.

Study Variables # of Items Cronbach’s α Value

1. Storytelling Content 3 0.76

2. Relatability 3 0.71

3. Trust 4 0.85

4. Audience Engagement 3 0.74

4.4. Correlation Matrix

Before testing the hypotheses, a correlation analysis of our study variables was per-
formed. Since all our variables are nominal, the most suitable correlation model for the
examination is Spearman’s correlation coefficient, which shows the statistical dependence
between the ranking of two variables. This is also known as bivariate correlation. Table 2
displays the mean, standard deviation (SD), Cronbach alpha’s, and correlation values. The
results show that items of each variable are positively correlated and support our study
hypotheses. The result exhibits that Storytelling Content has a significant and positive
relationship with Audience Engagement (r = 0.47, p < 0.01), according to our H1.

Table 2. Mean, standard deviations, and correlations for the study.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Storytelling Content 3.68 0.79 1

2. Relatability 3.43 0.72 0.275 ** 1

3. Audience Engagement 3.60 0.77 0.47 ** 0.45 ** 1

4. Trust 3.22 0.83 0.42 ** 0.44 ** 0.55 ** 1

Note: n = 273, Cronbach’s alphas are on the diagonal in parentheses **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
(2—tailed).

Furthermore, Storytelling Content and Relatability results are also positively associated
with each other (r = 0.27, p< 0.01), which supports H2. The relationship between Relatability
and Trust shows a positive correlation with a significant value of <0.05, and Trust and
Audience Engagement have a positive and significant relationship (r = 0.55, p < 0.01). Both
these outcomes are in accordance with H3 and H4.

4.5. Exploratory Factor Analysis

EFA and CFA are the tests used to identify variables’ data patterns and factor structure.
Before conducting CFA, we ran EFA using SPSS Statistics 24 to see the structure of factors.
The Kaiser–Meye–Olkin (KMO) gave a statistical value of 0.85, indicating the appropriate-
ness of the factor analysis for the data. The value of 0.85 confirms that the sample taken was
enough for the factor analysis. The acceptable value of KMO is 0.6 and above (Kaiser, 1970,
1974). The Barlett’s test of sphericity shows a significance value < 0.05, which indicates that
the correlations were of a large number for EFA. The commonalities explain the amount of
variance a variable has with all other study variables. All the communalities range from



Information 2022, 13, 345 11 of 19

0.60 to 0.70, confirming that each item shared some common variance with other items (see
Table 3). All the above indices supported the inclusion of 13 items in factor analysis.

Table 3. Rotated component matrix.

1 2 3 4

T2 0.829
T3 0.803
T4 0.769
T1 0.729

SC4 0.789
SC5 0.782
SC1 0.753
AE5 0.755
AE4 0.742
AE3 0.675
RT3 0.806
RT2 0.761
RT4 0.760

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization a

a Rotation converged in 5 iterations.

The initial Eigenvalues Results showed that the first of the four factors had an Eigen-
value above 1, and they account for 38.38%, 11.54%, 10.72%, and 8.02% of the total variance,
respectively. The 5th onwards until the 13th component had eigenvalue below one, and
all explained variance less than 5%. All the items in this analysis had fair loadings above
the absolute value of 0.60. The first of the 4 items were loaded on the first factor, which
represents Trust; the following 3 items were loaded on the second factor, which means
Storytelling Content; then the following 3 items were loaded on the third factor, which rep-
resents Audience Engagement; and the last 3 items were loaded on the fourth factor, which
represents Relatability. The results demonstrate that each item is linked to the expected
factor structure. Table 3 shows the factor loading matrix for the final solution.

4.6. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Confirmatory Factor Analysis was performed on all the items. The overall CFA mea-
surement showed a satisfactory model fit to the data. At first, the four-factor measurement
model was examined. To fulfill this purpose, we drew all the items related to the four study
variables in AMOS 24 and then allowed the items to correlate freely to their respective fac-
tors. The results of Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), Incremental Fit Index (IFI), and Confirmatory
Fit Index (CFI) were all >0.90; TLI = 0.94, IFI = 0.96, and CFI = 0.96, whereas AGFI = 0.91,
RMSEA = 0.056; all of these indices fall within a satisfactory limit.

Furthermore, construct validity was evaluated with the help of convergent and discrim-
inant validity. For convergent validity factor loadings, composite reliability and average
variance need to be assessed. Table 4 shows the factor loadings.

Table 4. Factor loadings.

Variables No. of Items Factor Loadings

Trust 4 0.82 0.80 0.76

0.72
Storytelling Content 3 0.78 0.78 0.72

Audience Engagement 4 0.75 0.75 0.67
Relatability 3 0.80 0.76 0.76

The results indicated that all the factor loadings for all the variables were greater than
0.60. Moreover, all values have CR greater than 0.7. Researchers [100] argue that AVE is
often too strict, and reliability alone can be established through CR. Therefore, the results
are fulfilling the criteria for convergent validity.

Finally, discriminant validity was also assessed by the Fornell and Larcker approach [101],
which declared that the square root of AVE of each construct should be greater than the
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correlations of this construct to all other constructs. Table 5 demonstrates the square root of
AVE in bold and diagonal elements.

Table 5. Overall reliability and validity of the constructs.

Convergent Validity Discriminant Validity

# Constructs CR 1 2 3 4

1. STC 0.77 0.72
2. Relatability 0.73 0.38 *** 0.69
3. Trust 0.85 0.50 *** 0.43 *** 0.77
4. AE 0.74 0.61 *** 0.47 *** 0.69 *** 0.70

Note: *** denotes a significance level of 0.001.

4.7. Hypotheses Testing

The study hypotheses were tested through a sequential mediation model. We used
SPSS Process (model 6). Bootstrap was performed for resampling, which was 5000 in
number. The total effect of STC on AE was positive and significant (β = 0.46, t = 8.78,
p < 0.001), providing support for our hypothesis 1, as shown in Table 6. The results of
model 1 indicate that relatability and storytelling content are significantly related (β = 0.25,
p = 0.000, LLCI = 0.146, ULCI = 0.357). In the second model, the impact of two predictors
was seen as significant on trust. The significance value for both was p = 0.000, which shows
that the relationships were significant, as shown in Table 6. Finally, Table 7 shows that all
the indirect paths are also significant as LLCI and ULCI do not contain zero. Hence, all the
hypotheses are empirically supported in this study (see Tables 6 and 7).

Table 6. Results of sequential mediation regressing relatability and trust as mediation.

Direct Effect Model

Outcome = M(Relatability)
Predictor β SE t p
X(STC) 0.252 0.053 4.70 0.000

Direct Effect Model

Outcome = M(Trust)
Predictor β SE t p
X(STC) 0.346 0.056 6.17 0.000
M(Relatability) 0.403 0.061 6.59 0.000

Direct Effect Model

Outcome = Y (Audience Engagement)
Predictor β SE t p

X (STC) 0.256 0.050 5.063 0.000
RT(M1) 0.250 0.055 4.506 0.000
TR(M2) 0.317 0.051 6.197 0.000

Total Effect

Outcome = Y (Audience Engagement)
constant β SE t p

X(STC) 1.90 0.462 0.052 8.786 0.000

Bootstrap Results for Indirect Effect of X on Y

M SE LL 95% CI UL 95% CI
Total 0.205 0.040 0.130 0.292

Note: n = 273; β = Unstandardized Regression Coefficient; SE = Standard Error; Bootstrap Sample Size = 5000;
LL = Lower Limit; CI = Confidence Interval; UL = Upper Limit.

Table 7. Indirect effect of X(STC) on Y(AE).

Indirect Paths Effect BootLLCI BootULCI

Relatability mediates the relationship between STC and AE 0.063 0.026 0.107
Trust mediates STC and AE 0.110 0.058 0.178
Relatability and Trust mediates the relationship between STC and AE 0.032 0.012 0.061



Information 2022, 13, 345 13 of 19

5. Discussion and Conclusion
5.1. Discussion

As social media progresses and almost everything has become digital, millennials
depend on social media platforms, such as Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, etc. Before
buying anything for themselves, they see the views given by digital influencers on their
Instagram blogs. Some influencers post an advertisement in a still post, while others make
content in the form of a story. This study’s main objective was to determine the impact of
storytelling content (IV) on audience engagement (DV). To mediate these two variables, we
anticipated that relatability and trust could play a role in influencing our dependent and
independent variables. Hence, there are seven main findings of the present research. The
discussion of our results is as follows:

In Hypothesis 1, our results positively influenced our dependent (Audience Engage-
ment) and independent variables (Storytelling Content). Storytelling Content is an ex-
clusively human activity that is often used to stimulate memory and imagination in peo-
ple [102]. Consequently, anything shared in the form of a story simplifies the complexity
of the content [103], resulting in a more engaged audience. Hypothesis 2 disclosed that
Storytelling Content has a positive impact on Relatability. Previous studies have explained
that digital storytelling builds strong consumer relationship experiences [104].

According to [49], generation Z has an 8 s attention span towards any content, so the
content must be very relatable to them to experience a positive outcome. Our results show
that millennials feel relatable when they see storytelling content. Supporting hypothesis
3, the results indicated that Relatability mediates the relationship between Storytelling
Content and Audience Engagement. The content is considered relatable if it is easily
understood and jargon-free [45]. When the source (i.e., Storytelling Content) is relevant,
there is a bond between a source provider and the viewer [46].

The result of hypothesis 4 disclosed that Relatability positively impacts Trust. It was
found that millennials are prone to value someone else’s opinion who is more credible [105].
It was found that this generation pushes their boundaries to seek a connection with some-
one. So the results align with the previous findings linking Relatability and Trust positively.
In Hypothesis 5, the results demonstrated that Trust mediates the relationship between
Storytelling Content and Audience Engagement. According to commitment–trust theory,
companies or brands hire influencers to promote their products to build positive relation-
ships of trust by fostering customer engagement [76]. Moreover, content in the form of a
story creates a positive consumer attitude [106]. Therefore, trust can be regarded as the
mediator between the independent and dependent variables.

In line with Hypothesis 6, our current study found a positive influence of Trust
on Audience Engagement. The results suggested that if there is a relationship of trust
between the influencer and the Instagram user (millennial), they (the audience) will be more
engaged in the content. Lastly, our findings favor the serial mediation model (hypothesis 7),
showing that the indirect impact of Storytelling Content on Audience Engagement through
Relatability and Trust exists. Storytelling Content is more relatable and develops Trust
between the influencer and the follower, resulting in more Audience Engagement.

5.2. Theoretical Contribution

This research contributes to the academic field by adding a newer concept to the
current work. Influencer marketing is currently a much-hyped concept [107]. Previous
research has shown that Facebook wall posts are less effective than Instagram stories’ in
promoting something [2]. Very few studies have explored the impact of storytelling content
on the audience with a target market of millennials only. This study investigates whether
storytelling content is an essential antecedent of audience engagement to address this gap.
This study is among the first to explore this relationship. Hence, our study broadens the
research on audience engagement and storytelling content.

Our study shows that storytelling content is closely associated with relatability, trust,
and audience engagement. So the influencers and the brands should make sure that the
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content they are making for the consumers should be a story because this helps the millen-
nials relate to the content and the influencer and builds a trust relationship, which results
in a higher audience engagement. Our study extends the existing audience engagement
literature by including relatability and trust as essential conditions. Previous studies have
seen the aspects of audience engagement with an entertainment piece [108]. In our research,
audience engagement has been seen from a different dimension.

Our study also extends the existing storytelling literature by including relatability and
trust as mediators in the model to impact audience engagement. Drawing on our findings,
it can be deduced that relatability and trust between the influencers and their followers can
increase audience engagement. This suggests that the strong positive association between
storytelling content and audience engagement through the mediators, i.e., relatability and
trust, can positively change influencer marketing. To the best of our knowledge, the current
study is the first one to find the mentioned relationships empirically.

5.3. Practical Implications

Since the first online ad appeared, online advertising has taken many steps forward
to more interactive and new formats while considering individuals’ preferences. A con-
siderable number of advertising options have declined, and social media platforms have
been booming. In this context, our study can help firms, advertisers, digital influencers,
and community managers succeed on Instagram’s most important social media platform.

First, our results show that storytelling content on Instagram helps engage with
the Instagram audience. Professionals should record that users exposed to the content
presented as a story tend to generate a positive outcome from the audience. The ephemeral,
interactive, and dynamic Instagram storytelling content could be very effective when
looking for sales, or some issue needs to be addressed. Our studies show that users
find the STC made by the influencers attractive hence it can help achieve the objectives
of the influencers and the brands/firms. Previous research has shown that Instagram
stories are more popular than Facebook’s wall posts [2] so we can say that our study is in
line with the previous findings. Therefore, when planning to promote their products or
services, professionals should remember that influencers’ content is more relatable and is
trusted by the audience than by promoting it through TV ads and celebrities. Our study
also highlights the power of influencer marketing as an inspirational and informational
source for marketing planning. Celebrity endorsement can still be a reliable strategy to
promote products and services. However, to reach out to millennials who prefer to engage
with the brand on Instagram, the digital influencers should start working more on their
stories’ content.

5.4. Limitations and Future Research Studies

Regardless of the novel contribution of this current study, it has a few limitations
that open up new paths for future research. Firstly, our research design does not control a
specific type of storytelling content on Instagram. Although the results showed that this
type of content is thought to be relatable to the millennial, if a few more dimensions were
added, the results could have been affected by additional factors, such as focusing on the
types of storytelling content. Furthermore, research should be replicated in lab settings and
with a probabilistic sample design. Second, we have just studied the Instagram platform,
the most popular social media platform among millennials. Adding more platforms
could help corroborate our hypotheses in different circumstances. Undoubtedly, further
measures should be integrated to understand better which platform is most effective when
an advertiser has to advertise something or when an influencer has to make content. Thirdly,
more detailed research can be conducted into Instagram users’ profile characteristics, which
might help advertisers examine the demographic factors presented in this study and other
personal factors. Fourth, these are not generalized results as most of the respondents were
females unintentionally. Future research can keep a quote for both males and females to
eliminate response biases. The present study may be subject to common method biases
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as data were collected at one point in time. Future studies may use the time-lagged
study design to elevate the common method biases. Finally, a longitudinal study can be
designed to examine the evolution of storytelling content on Instagram, which might help
researchers and academics better understand how changes in the content can affect the
audience’s engagement.

5.5. Conclusions

This research concludes that if the content (an advertisement, self-promotion, paid
promotion, etc.) is created in the form of a story with the help of the “stories” feature of
Instagram, the millennial audience will be more engaged. Any issue, any brand, any sort
of awareness, topics such as human rights and women empowerment, sustainability issues,
green marketing, etc., can be promoted through storytelling content made by Instagram
influencers. Our results confirm that the more dynamic social media formats (i.e., Instagram
stories) enhance users’ attitudes towards that content. This result is consistent with the
previous studies that associate creative strategies with audience engagement, precisely
dynamic visual messaging. In addition, this outcome is in line with our assumption
about relatability and trust factors, which helps users to show favorable attitudes towards
the content. Our research found that STC positively impacts relatability and trust, which
means that the millennial user feels more relatable to the content made through the “stories”
feature, which helps them to trust. We all know that influencer marketing has evolved in
the past few years. So, our empirical findings will help develop this field more. STC can
offer a competitive advantage in influencer marketing, primarily as the concern has grown
globally for sustainable development in society, economies, and the environment.
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Appendix A

Questionnaire
Storytelling Content
Storytelling content catches my attention
I believe I will remember some of these content
The storytelling content created new ideas for me
Relatability
I think it is important that the influencer interacts with their followers
I think the influencer’s opinions are similar to mine
I feel like I know the influencer well
Trust
I trust the influencer’s opinion
I think the influencer shares his/her honest opinion
I trust the influencer’s knowledge about the product/service he/she endorses
I trust the influencer’s messages more than one coming from a brand
Audience Engagement
Any storytelling content grabs my attention
In general, I thoroughly enjoy exchanging ideas with other users
When interacting with the content, it is difficult for me to detach myself
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