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Abstract

:

Influencer marketing acquires customers who follow their favorite celebrities, who have shared beliefs and opinions. This research explores the self-motives and influencer-related factors that lead to influencer congruence. Influenced customers subsequently recommend those influencers to others. No concrete scale of recommendation is available so far. This research also conceptualizes, develops, and validates a scale for recommendations. In this study, 451 respondents answered questions about the influencers they follow. Normality, reliability, and validity were used for hypothesis testing. Results show the positive and direct impacts of all proposed hypotheses. The findings contribute to the literature by presenting a balanced approach to studying two parallel yet integral aspects of influencer marketing: the influencer and the consumer.
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1. Introduction


Social media’s unparalleled integration in people’s routines has allowed marketers to communicate innovatively [1,2]. One unprecedented approach, influencer marketing, involves collaborating with prominent social media influencers to promote products and services [3]. This kind of marketing is targeted at both potential and actual customers [4,5]. By means of their attractive and authentic personas, social media influencers develop images that resonate with consumers and are replicated in their lifestyles and brand preferences [6,7,8]. According to a previous study [9], consumers are keenly aware of goods and services related to their value (this is known as self-congruence). However, the authors of [10] established that the marketing literature is scarce in terms of its exploration of self-congruence. Similarly, the effectiveness of various aspects of influencers proceeds from the importance of the domain itself. Therefore, the expansion of influencer endorsement is critical for marketers and calls for further research on how brands can effectively benefit from influencer marketing.



Previous research has investigated self-congruence in the context of celebrities, brands, destinations, services, and products [11,12,13,14]. However, despite the growing significance of influencer marketing [15], only a few studies [16,17] have analyzed the impact of self-influencer congruence. Nevertheless, to the best of our knowledge, very few studies have examined the overall impact of both consumer- and influencer-related factors that determine self-influencer congruence. The current study will fill this gap by identifying and evaluating the consumer- and influencer-based factors that lead to self-influencer congruence.



The current study has three objectives. First, it aims to identify the consumer-related (self-concept motives) and influencer-related factors that lead to self-influencer congruence. The previous literature mentions variables such as social desirability, status consumption, avoidance of similarity, trustworthiness, expertise, attractiveness, respect, and similarity as antecedents of self-congruence [18,19]. However, no study has simultaneously explored consumer- and influencer-related factors that lead to self-influencer congruence. This study fills this gap by observing self-concept motives as consumer-related factors and influencer affinity as influencer-related factors. Previous researchers have examined the self-concept motives in consumer behavior to show how individuals view themselves regarding the product or brand personality [20]. Nevertheless, the present study is the first to observe affiliation and self-esteem as self-concept motives for influencer congruence. Similarly, this research is the first to study the connection between influencer affinity and influencer congruence in the context of influencer nostalgia, influencer legitimacy, and wishful identification.



The second objective is to discover how self-influencer congruence leads to consumers’ desire to mimic and influencer recommendations. Previous studies have signified that consumers mimic the actions of influencers who they perceive as role models [21]. On the other hand, when consumers identify with a product, brand, or endorser, they are more prone to recommend it [22,23]. As a result, this research establishes that when individuals feel connected to social media influencers, they recommend them and show a desire to mimic them.



This study’s third and final objective is to conceptualize, develop, and validate a scale of brand recommendation that can be used to measure the outcome variable of influencer recommendation. Numerous studies have observed recommendations as a variable; most researchers have used scales based on word of mouth (WOM) [24,25,26]. Regardless of the importance of brand recommendations, no concrete scale has been developed to measure influencer recommendations. Hence, the scale development process explained by [27] was used to establish a suitable scale. Ultimately, a scale of eight items was proposed and empirically validated.



The findings of the present study contribute to the literature by elucidating a balanced approach to studying two parallel yet integral aspects of influencer marketing: the influencer and the consumer. Further, self-congruence is associated with actions that lack adequate reinforcement. Additionally, a validated scale on recommendations reinforces the importance of the newly conceptualized variable. Similarly, this study encourages marketing experts to utilize the prominent, demanding, and advancing influencer marketing approach to accentuate the positive repercussions of their branding strategies.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Theoretical Background


Consumers prefer brands that reflect their self-concept. Consumer perception can be analyzed and examined based on self-congruity theory. Research indicates that consumers feel a sense of affiliation and identification with specific groups or brands based on their characteristics [12,28]. Due to this affiliation, consumers establish favorable attitudes towards certain brands, enhancing their self-congruence and purchase intentions. The literature [29,30,31] shows that consumers are likely to imitate and recommend brands and products that resemble their expression of self.




2.2. Self-Congruity Theory


Self-congruity illustrates the extent to which an individual perceives a product or brand as consistent with how they perceive themselves [29]. According to self-congruity theory, consumers are more likely to pay attention to and purchase products from brands that reflect their self-concept [30]. Hence, the more similar a consumer feels they are to a brand, the more they will prefer that brand, as its symbolic values emphasize their self-perception [31]. This pattern indicates that consumer behavior is influenced by the cognitive harmony between their self-concept and a brand’s value-expressive characteristics [32]. Later, the authors of [33] stated that self-congruity influences consumers and establishes trust in and satisfaction with brands or products. Hence, in light of self-congruity theory, the current study demonstrates that people follow certain influencers on social media to feel a sense of connection.



The present study’s primary goal is to investigate the influence of self-congruity on consumer behavior. This research examines the impact of self-congruity (based on consumers’ choices) on the likelihood that consumers will recommend and desire to mimic an influencer. The proposed conceptual framework is aligned with self-congruity theory and assists in elaborating the critical antecedents and outcomes of self-influencer congruence.




2.3. Hypotheses Construction


2.3.1. Self-Esteem and Self-Influencer Congruence


Self-esteem is a fundamental self-concept motive that causes people to seek out experiences that improve their self-concept [29]. As such, consumers purchase from brands that support their self-esteem [34]. Research on celebrity endorsers shows that self-esteem needs to be enhanced for such endorsements to work. As a result, celebrities are viewed as being linked to the emotions of human beings as they nourish their ideal selves [35,36]. Another study [37] found that consumers who value their self-esteem are inclined to engage with products endorsed by celebrities with whom they identify. However, the authors of [38] found that people with low self-esteem are likely to use social media, for example, Facebook. A positive attitude is generated by customers’ self-esteem, which, in turn, influences self-influencer congruence [39]. Therefore, it can be concluded that self-esteem is highly correlated with self-influencer congruence. Hence, the following hypothesis was formed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Self-esteem has a positive impact on self-influencer congruence.








2.3.2. Affiliation and Self-Influencer Congruence


Consumers’ self-concepts are also influenced by affiliation [20]. In [40], affiliation is defined as the formation and maintenance of positive, vital, and long-lasting relationships among people. Similarly, in [41], affiliation is defined as the degree to which people like communicating and making acquaintances. Affiliation also relates to a consumer’s desire to form relationships with brand-related communities if a brand aligns with their beliefs, tastes, and lifestyle [42]. According to a sports marketing study, supporters and viewers identify with people who share their values [28].



According to the principles of social identity theory [43], the psychological segregation among the self and others fades when people experience social identification with an individual or community [44]. Through this affiliation, the in-group members’ self-esteem is elevated as they differentiate themselves from out-groups.



Regarding celebrities, the social identification of followers generates a delusion of interactivity, making it easy for celebrities to influence them socially [45]. Influencers (who are a type of celebrity known as micro-celebrities) have a similar effect on their followers [46]. A consumer’s degree of affiliation positively influences self-influencer congruence as they establish relationships with influencers based on their similar preferences and lifestyles. Hence, it is reasonable to propose the following:

Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Affiliation has a positive impact on self-influencer congruence.








2.3.3. Influencer Nostalgia and Self-Influencer Congruence


Nostalgia does not occur only for the things or places an individual has used or visited but also for objects or locations that enable individuals to connect with something belonging to their past [47]. In the marketing literature, the term “nostalgic brands” refers to companies with which consumers can associate their past values, which consequently allows them to materialize their memories [48].



Today, marketers often utilize the concept of nostalgia for advertising as consumers regard brands as more authentic when they demonstrate consumers’ previous beliefs and views [49,50]. Research reveals that when consumers feel nostalgia towards a brand, their self-congruence strengthens due to the memories, feelings, and emotions that are evoked [51]. The literature [49,52,53] shows that nostalgia is highly effective in attracting consumers. Hence, it can be inferred that the more nostalgic an individual feels towards an influencer, the stronger the self-influencer congruence will be. Based on this, the following hypothesis was generated:

Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Influencer nostalgia has an impact on self-influencer congruence.








2.3.4. Influencer Legitimacy and Self-Influencer Congruence


According to [54], legitimacy indicates congruence between the conduct of a legitimate body and a community’s shared values, thus making legitimacy dependent on a group. The literature [55] also suggests that legitimacy is a resource acquired by an individual, brand, or company that others evaluate instead of the legitimized entity. Over time, brands obtain identities and values by exhibiting specific cultural beliefs, allowing them to achieve legitimacy as an authentic and congruent image in consumers’ minds [56].



However, it has been argued [57] that brand legitimacy demonstrates the consistency between the cultural beliefs of brands and consumers. Similarly, as it relates to influencer endorsement, legitimacy reflects the congruence between the influencer’s cultural values and those of their followers. Therefore, it is assumed that the more an influencer represents their followers’ beliefs and values, the greater their cultural fit with the influencer, thus enhancing self-influence congruence. Accordingly, the following hypothesis was proposed:

Hypothesis 4 (H4).

Influencer legitimacy has a positive impact on self-influencer congruence.








2.3.5. Wishful Identification and Self-Influencer Congruence


Several authors have proposed that identification exists when a person strives to bond with another individual by embracing their behaviors, characteristics, and attitudes or integrating them into their self-concept [30,58]. Individuals tend to identify with others to receive benefits, such as building interpersonal relationships, improving their self-esteem, or enhancing their capabilities [59]. Consumers are more likely to adhere to an endorser’s traits, behaviors, and values when they perceive that they share particular beliefs, norms, and interests with the endorser [60,61]. Identification can be based on actual or perceived similarities or the extent to which a person believes they possess the same attributes as another individual [62]. On the other hand, identification can also be wishful, signifying a persons’ fascination with being like another individual even if they are not [59]. Wishful identification is grounded in social cognitive theory, which proposes that individuals transform their behaviors, attitudes, and emotional values to imitate those of another person through psychological matching [63].



Self-determination theory states that people tend to gratify their relatedness needs, which illustrates their wish to associate with or be accepted by others [64]. This is because influencers are regarded as accessible and relatable [65] due to their tendency to communicate with their followers directly and refer to them as peers [66,67]. However, a study by Schouten et al. [62] revealed that followers exhibit more wishful identification for influencers than for celebrities. Due to the recent growth in influencer marketing, many people wish to become social influencers [68].



Moreover, perceived similarity intensifies the wishful identification of followers as they find it convenient to be like influencers [62]. Therefore, as wishful identification is based mainly on the principles of similarity with the influencer, it assumes that greater wishful identification strengthens self-influencer congruence. Hence, the following hypothesis was generated:

Hypothesis 5 (H5).

Followers’ wishful identification with influencers is positively related to self-influencer congruence.








2.3.6. Self-Influencer Congruence and Influencer Recommendations


A recommendation is an individual’s tendency to spread positive WOM regarding a product or service after experiencing it [69]. When consumers are loyal to a company or satisfied with its products or services, they are more likely to act as ambassadors for that brand by recommending it to other customers [25].



Similarly, when consumers identify with a brand, they are more likely to advocate it [22,23]. This advocacy is carried out both physically and socially. The former involves purchasing and using the brand’s products to feel connected, whereas the latter involves recommending the brand to others [70]. Previous research [71] also suggests that a consumer’s identification with a brand influences their extra-role behaviors (in the form of recommendations).



Similarly, studies on places and tourism have revealed that when individuals demonstrate congruity with specific destinations, they exhibit positive behavioral outcomes (e.g., recommendations and positive WOM) [30,72]. In the context of influencer marketing, followers are likely to recommend the products or services endorsed by influencers who they like and feel congruent with. Based on the above discussion, the following hypothesis was developed:

Hypothesis 6 (H6).

Self-influencer congruence makes consumers more likely to recommend products or services endorsed by influencers.








2.3.7. Self-Influencer Unity and Desire to Mimic


The literature indicates that humans tend to mimic people with whom they interact in various ways [73,74]. Research in the field of neuroscience links mimicry with the stimulation of mirror neurons that participate in behavioral and perceptional mechanisms [75], leading to the mimicry of postures [73], emotions [76], and behaviors related to consumption [74]. According to these studies, mimicry is an inevitable and subconscious behavior [21]. Nevertheless, the mimicry of consumption behaviors is mostly intentional, as consumers are driven by the need to look, feel, or act like others. In the context of the consumer doppelganger effect, consumers decide who they wish to mimic; what behaviors, activities, or products they will imitate, and how long the mimicry will last [21]. Hence, mimicry does not appear to be an automatic reaction but a planned process carried out to fulfill one’s goals.



Social learning theory also explains the significance of modeling or mimicking others’ behaviors in the context of consumption [77]. This theory suggests that individuals alter their behaviors by modeling or imitating others’ actions, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors through repetitive learning experiences [63]. Through these experiences, individuals meet several people in their social environment who can impact their behavior.



The literature [77,78,79] indicates that individuals regard these people as role models. Research has also revealed that people tend to mimic the actions of both direct role models (e.g., family, friends, and peers) and indirect role models (e.g., TV stars, athletes, and other celebrities). Research on role models indicates that individuals imitate the behaviors of those they regard as relevant or congruent with themselves in terms of their physical appearance, interests, and abilities [78,80,81].



Several studies have explored the impact of celebrities as role models, and who individuals imitate due to their relevance. However, to the best of our knowledge, no study has analyzed the effect of self-congruence with social media influencers on consumers’ desire to mimic. In light of this, and based on the above discussion, the following hypothesis was developed:

Hypothesis 7 (H7).

Self-influencer congruence is positively related to consumers’ desire to mimic.










3. Methodology


3.1. Data Collection


An online survey was conducted among social media influencers to test our hypotheses. In a pre-test, only 18 of 73 influencers were selected. The influencers were selected based on how many followers they have (i.e., more than 100,000). Influencers who are more popular among a large number of followers were chosen because they are easier to reach with regard to their followers compared to influencers with relatively few followers. Hence, responses from influencers who did not fit the criterion were excluded from the analysis to enhance the accuracy of the results according to the framework proposed in Figure 1.



The data regarding the selected influencers were collected via a close-ended questionnaire. The questions were written in English, and the questionnaire had three parts. The first part presented an overview of the study; the second part collected respondents’ demographic data, and the third part asked questions related to the pre-defined variables.



Respondents were ensured that their information would remain secure and that the results would be presented collectively. The data were collected three to four months earlier to analyze the existing situation. They were required to choose the influencers (beauticians and vloggers) that they followed from the list provided. A total of 750 survey links were distributed through WhatsApp, email, and Facebook. In total, 602 responses were received, of which 451 were valid, which translates to a response rate of 60%.




3.2. Measures


All variables except brand recommendation were measured using pre-defined validated scales. The researcher used a 5-point Likert scale on which responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The self-esteem motive was measured using Rosenberg’s (1965) 10-item scale. The scale for the affiliation motive was adapted from [82], while wishful identification was measured based on four items adapted from [59]. Influencer nostalgia and influencer legitimacy were measured by adjusting the items used by [57]. Four items of self-influence were previously used by [20], whereas the desire to mimic was measured by adapting items from [3]. No suitable scale for brand recommendation was available in the literature. Hence, previous researchers’ steps [27,83] were followed to develop an influencer recommendation scale, which was further adapted for influencer recommendation.



3.2.1. Scale Development Process: Brand Recommendation


Scale development techniques suggested in the literature [27,83] were used in the present study to develop a brand recommendation scale. The scale development process followed in this study is comprised of four stages: item generation, scale purification, scale validation, and nomological validity.



Phase 1: Item Generation


This first step in the scale development process involves generating the scale’s items, either through a deductive or inductive approach [84]. In this study, the deductive approach was used, as it offered a clear understanding of the construct under consideration through a detailed literature review. Through the review, the construct’s domain was determined by deciding which elements should be included or excluded from the definition, thereby generating relevant items.



The term “recommendation” refers to an individual’s tendency to engage in positive WOM regarding a product or service after experiencing it [69]. When consumers are loyal to a company or are satisfied with its products or services, they are more likely to act as ambassadors of that brand to other customers [25]. In influencer marketing, followers are likely to recommend products or services endorsed by influencers that they follow. Previous researchers have conceptualized recommendations through different dimensions. For instance, the authors of [85] discuss recommendations in the context of WOM. The researchers [85] stated that when a customer participates in brand-related communities, they are likely to develop a strong membership with the brand, leading to recommendation intentions towards those communities. Similarly, Tuškej et al. [86] considered positive WOM as an outcome of consumers’ identification with a brand and suggested that brand identification increases consumers’ commitment to a brand, leading to positive WOM.



Similarly, Rialti et al. [25] measured consumers’ likelihood to recommend a brand online through positive electronic WOM (i.e., recommending a company to friends and acquaintances on online platforms). The authors of [87] also evaluated recommendations made through positive WOM. On the other hand, several studies [26,88,89] conceptualized brand recommendations through “recommendation intention” (i.e., a customer’s intention to recommend a brand or product to others).



However, preferences do not always predict actual behaviors [88]. Hence, researchers need to evaluate consumers’ actual behavioral outcomes. Another study [70] conceptualized brand recommendation as “brand advocacy” and suggested another approach to measure recommendation. The authors stated that consumers make recommendations because of social advocacy, which results from their identification with a brand. A list of items taken from recent studies on recommendations is presented in Table 1.




Phase 2: Scale Purification


The preliminary set of items was analyzed for clarity and relevance and then presented to six subject experts, including marketing researchers and professors. The experts were given the conceptual definitions of the construct and asked to identify which items fit the definition of brand recommendation. The experts rated each of them as “clearly representative,” “moderately representative,” and “not representative.” The items were also modified and adjusted according to our construct (i.e., brand recommendation); items that did not represent the construct were removed. As a result, 15 items were eliminated from the initial set, leaving only seven for further procedures.



The pre-test was a pilot study with 70 consumers to evaluate the measurement items’ Exploratory Factor Analysis and reliability to refine the finalized items. Of the 70 product consumers, 54.3% were males, 82.9% were aged 26–30 years, and 54.3% were students (with 45.7% possessing a degree). Regarding service consumers, 51.4% were males, 80% were 20–30 years old, and 42.9% were students (with 51.4% having a Masters’ degree).



Explanatory factor analysis was used to observe the factor structures of the items or variables. A correlation matrix with reproduced extraction results was obtained by using the maximum likelihood and Promax methods; all values less than 0.4 were suppressed. These were again processed in SPSS. This time, the results showed a Kaiser–Meter–Olkin value of 0.933. All the values for the initial and extraction communalities were more than 0.6, and the overall factor loading of each item was greater than 0.8. Later, the statistical approval for internal consistency was checked among the seven constructs of the proposed scale, which achieved a value of 0.945.




Phase 3: Scale Validation


The third phase is scale validation, in which the proposed scale was verified for a brand recommendation. The suggested items had been previously studied [24,88], proposed, operationalized, and validated. A questionnaire with seven items representing brand recommendations was distributed (Appendix A). Data were collected from social media users; 271 responses were considered after removing outliers and questionnaires with missing responses.



The convergent validity among the variable items was verified following [90]. The convergent validity values of all items were within the acceptable range. Convergent validity was evaluated using the two standards mentioned in the literature earlier: factor loading and average variance extracted (AVE); both the values should be greater than 0.5 [91].




Phase 4: Nomological Validity


Ensuring nomological validity involves investigating the newly proposed items of a variable and their alignment with the existing literature to check the items’ validity and reliability with other variables [83,92,93]. To establish nonlogical validity, we tested the relationships among all the proposed conceptual framework variables and influencer recommendation variables.







4. Results


4.1. Demographics of Respondents


We distributed 750 questionnaires through WhatsApp, emails, and Facebook, of which 602 were received; of these, 451 were deemed acceptable for data analysis after screening. The respondents for the study comprised 159 males (35.3%) and 292 (64.7%). Of the primary study respondents, the largest age group was 19–24 years old (42.4%). Also, 26.9% of respondents held a Master’s degree. Respondents were characterized based on the average time they spend using social media—the largest group in this regard spent three to four hours per day using social media (35.5%) as mentioned in Table 2.




4.2. Reliability and Validity


Reliability was observed through two methods: Cronbach alpha and composite reliability. For both reliabilities, all the values were within the acceptable range of 0.7 to 0.9 [90]. Confirmatory factor analysis is the most often-used tool for observing the validity. The results of the measurement model were CMIN/DF = 1.87. The following absolute fit indexes were also measured: RMSEA = 0.044, GFI = 0.901, and AGFI = 0.881. Incremental fit measures were also estimated as follows: CFI = 0.901 and NFI = 0.938. All of these values fall within the acceptable range indicated by the literature [94].



Convergent and discriminant validity were determined using confirmatory factor analysis as recommended in [90,95]. Convergent validity was evaluated based on two standards mentioned in the literature—factor loading and AVE—both of which should be greater than 0.5 [91]. The convergent validity and discriminant validity of the measurement model were also analyzed. Convergent validity was assessed through factor loading, composite validity (CR), and AVE [96]. Table 3 shows that the factor loading value exceeds the threshold of 0.5 [96]. The CR and AVE values of the conceptual model also exceeded the acceptable thresholds of 0.7 and 0.5, respectively [97].



Discriminant validity was evaluated based on two conditions. First, the correlation between the conceptual model variables needed to be less than 0.85 [98]. Secondly, the AVE’s square value must be less than the conceptual model’s value [95]. Furthermore, the measurement model evaluated discriminant validity. The square root of AVE, which is related to discriminant validity, should be greater than the construct correlations as mentioned in Table 4.




4.3. Hypotheses Testing


Structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed to test the proposed hypotheses, as suggested in [99]. The researcher adopted maximum likelihood estimate techniques, while SEM lessened the lack of normality because it overcomes all normality violations. Power analysis is a critical factor in SEM, especially regarding the estimation of power due to error variance, covariance, and the estimation method, as suggested in [100]. Jana et al. [101] stated that the sample size should be around 150–200 to ensure adequate power. For this purpose, the researchers used a large sample size to minimize difficulties associated with a small sample size.



SEM techniques were incorporated to analyze the hypotheses proposed for the conceptual framework. The structural model indicated good model fit indices (i.e., CMIN/dF = 1.79, RMSEA = 0.037, GFI = 0.94, CFI = 0.971, TLI = 0.966, NFI = 0.937, IFI = 0.971). All the proposed hypotheses were accepted for the presented framework as mentioned in Table 5.



Consumers’ self-esteem and affiliation motives strengthen the impact of self-influencer congruence. Consumers prefer influencers who they feel they are similar to, thus supporting H1 and H2. Regarding the other hypotheses, high levels of influencer nostalgia, legitimacy, and wishful identification among consumers are linked to common beliefs and other similarities between consumers and influencers. Thus, the results support H3, as consumers recommend influencers to others, especially friends and family members, which indicates a positive relationship between influencer recommendations and the desire to mimic consumer behavior.





5. Discussion


5.1. Theoretical Contribution


The findings contribute significantly to the literature by addressing self-influencer congruence, specifically in terms of consumer consumption and influencer recommendations. This study’s findings confirm the impact of consumers’ self-concept motives (affiliation and self-esteem motives) and influencer affinity (nostalgia, legitimacy, and wishful identification) on self-influence congruence, the tendency to make recommendations, and the desire to mimic influencers.



The results also show that consumers’ desires and needs are essential in the context of product or service consumption. These results corroborate the findings of previous studies [36,102]. The study shows that consumers’ self-congruence can be increased through links with cultural values, beliefs, and symbols, thereby enhancing endorsement efficiency [103]. Thus, this study’s main contribution is the identification of a significant relationship between influencer affinity in terms of nostalgia, legitimacy, wishful identification, and self-influencer congruence.



5.1.1. Self-Concept Motives


Self-concept can be expressed as the aggregate feelings and perceptions an individual has about himself or herself [104]. The research explored the influence of famous influencers through social media on their followers in terms of consumption. The first and second hypotheses suggested relationships between consumers’ self-concept motives, affiliation, self-esteem motives, and self-influence congruence. Thus, this study aligns with the existing literature [30,82] that shows that consumers are more indulgent when shopping for products or services to which they feel connected. Moreover, purchasing such products or services enhances their self-esteem and association with congruence [29].




5.1.2. Influencer Affinity


The present study further explored the impact of the influencer affinity in terms of nostalgia, legitimacy, and wishful identification as they relate to self-influencer congruence. The results indicated positive relationships for these factors. Thus, the results reveal consumers’ and influencers’ practical attitudes towards products and services. The rise of social media platforms has led consumers to form positive attitudes towards influencers who they perceive as having similar beliefs. The support for this study’s hypotheses aligns with earlier studies [47,50] showing that consumers tend to associate with influencers who they feel think the same way as them.




5.1.3. Influencer Recommendations


Finally, the present research explored the relationships between self-influence congruence and influencer recommendations, and the desire to mimic consumers. The results reveal that consumers who feel an association with influencers tend to recommend them to family and friends. This finding aligns with previous studies [25,62] that state that the greater the degree of association consumers feel with an influencer, the higher the degree of self-congruence. Customers who are satisfied with a product or service tend to act as ambassadors by suggesting it to others. Furthermore, influencers are famous for having similar attitudes and beliefs as their followers, and these followers desire to mimic these influencers in various ways, including their consumption behaviors.






6. Conclusions


Regarding self-concept motives, affiliation, and self-esteem motives, social media plays a significant role in creating and establishing connections between people, especially between followers and the influencers who inspire them. Moreover, these concepts enhance congruence, along with consumers’ self-esteem, as discussed in the earlier literature [29,30].



Moreover, influencer affinity (specifically in regard to nostalgia, legitimacy, and wishful identification) enhances self-influencer congruence. Thus, it appears that consumers and influencers have practical attitudes towards products and services. Furthermore, social media platforms enable consumers to form positive attitudes towards influencers with whom they feel they share beliefs. A consumer’s affiliation and self-esteem motives lead them to purchase brands or products that align with their self-concept.



Self-influencer congruence leads consumers to mimic influencers who they admire. For that reason, consumers pay special attention to the recommendations of influencers that they consider as their role models.



This study fills a gap in the literature regarding self-influencer congruence, showing that it persuades consumers to purchase products or services that they feel associated with. The existing literature [20] also suggests that consumers’ association with influencers is based on shared perspectives and beliefs. Thus, the study contributes to the literature by indicating positive relationships between self-influencer congruence, the degree of recommendation, and the desire to mimic.



Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research


Even though this research revealed significant results, it has some limitations. First, the study analyzed only a few factors that affect self-influencer congruence. Future studies should examine other motives that might impact self-influencer congruence. Second, this study was cross-sectional in terms of data collection, which tends to differentiate the results. In the future, participants could be assessed after some time has passed to generate more accurate findings. Future research could also be conducted in specific fields (e.g., tourism, hospitality). Furthermore, future studies could apply control variables (e.g., age, gender) to check their influence on the proposed model.
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Table A1. Scale of Influencer Recommendation (New Scale).






Table A1. Scale of Influencer Recommendation (New Scale).





	IR1
	I always recommend this influencer’s recommendation to my friends and acquaintances.



	IR2
	I always recommend this influencer’s suggestions to people seeking advice over social media.



	IR3
	I spread positive words regarding the influencer recommendation in my community.



	IR4
	I always speak in favor of this influencer’s recommendation.



	IR5
	I always spread the good news about the influencer recommendation.



	IR6
	I tend to share my personal experience with this influencer suggestions.



	IR7
	I do not miss any chance to say good things about this influencer suggestions.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 
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Table 1. Previous studies on recommendation.
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	Journal and Author
	Article
	Concept
	Definition
	Items





	Journal of Destination Marketing and Management

[88]
	The impact of destination brand authenticity and destination brand self-congruence

on tourist loyalty: The mediating role of destination brand engagement
	Recommendation intention
	Attitudinal approach towards loyalty.
	1. I will recommend that others visit the destination in online forums.

2. I will talk about the destination with others online.

3. My visits to this destination are a natural topic of conversation online for me.

4. I will not recommend that others visit the destination in online forums.



	International Business Review

[24]
	Managing the consumer-based brand equity process: A cross-cultural perspective
	Brand recommendation
	Speaking in favor of a brand to others.
	1. I would recommend this brand to friends and relatives.

2. I will speak positively about this brand.



	Journal of Global Marketing

[25]
	Exploring the Antecedents of Brand Loyalty and Electronic Word of Mouth in Social-Media-Based Brand Communities: Do Gender Differences Matter?
	Electronic WOM
	The likelihood of users engaging in positive WOM due to high loyalty levels.
	1. If I were asked, I would recommend becoming a customer of the company.

2. I would recommend this company to friends and acquaintances



	Journal of Destination Marketing and Management

[26]
	Cultural tourism in Istanbul: The mediation effect of tourist experience and satisfaction on the relationship between involvement and recommendation intention
	Recommendation intention
	An outcome of indirectly measured customer loyalty.
	1. Would you recommend Sultan Ahmet to others (including your family and friends)?

2. Would you say positive things about Sultan Ahmet to other people?



	International Journal of Advertising

[89]
	Brand followers:

Consumer motivation and attitude towards brand communications on Twitter
	Recommendation intention
	The tendency of engaging in positive WOM towards a brand.
	1. I would pass on to others I know brand information I get from the brand(s) on Twitter.

2. I would pass on to other users following the brand information I get from the brand(s) on Twitter.

3. I would recommend to others the brands I am following on Twitter.



	Journal of Business Research

[86]
	The role of consumer-brand identification in building brand relationships
	Positive WOM
	Sharing positive information regarding a product or service with others.
	1. I transmit my personal experiences with this brand also to other people I know.

2. I advise about this brand to people I know.

3. I talk about this brand because it offers really good products.



	International Journal of Research in Marketing

[81]
	Drivers of consumer–brand identification
	Brand advocacy
	Recommending an organization to others or defending its name in case of any attack.
	1. I like recommending brand X to other consumers.

2. I love to talk about the good points of brand X to people I know.

3. I have managed to convince other people to buy brand X.



	Journal of Financial Services Marketing

[8]
	Determinants of loyalty and recommendation: The role of perceived service quality, emotional satisfaction, and image
	Recommendation
	The tendency of individuals to advocate a brand through positive WOM.
	1. I will certainly recommend XYZ bank to friends and acquaintances.



	Journal of Relationship Marketing

[85]
	How to Make Brand Communities Work:

Antecedents and Consequences of Consumer

Participation
	WOM
	An outcome of customer participation.
	1. I have said positive things about name] community to other people.

2. I have recommended name] community to people who seek my advice.

3. I have encouraged other people to join (name) community.
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Table 2. Demographics of respondents.
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	Demographic Variables
	Frequency
	Percentage





	Gender
	
	



	Male
	159
	35.3



	Female
	292
	64.7



	Age
	74
	16.4



	Under 19
	191
	42.4



	19–24
	154
	34.1



	25–30
	24
	5.3



	31–36
	8
	1.8



	Above 36
	
	



	Education
	
	



	Matriculation
	31
	6.9



	Intermediate
	88
	19.5



	Graduation
	176
	39



	Masters
	119
	26.4



	Post-graduation
	37
	8.2



	Average Time
	
	



	Less than 1 h
	17
	3.8



	1–2 h
	78
	17.3



	3–4 h
	160
	35.5



	5–6 h
	120
	26.6



	More than 6 h
	76
	16.9
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Table 3. Convergent validity.






Table 3. Convergent validity.





	
Variables

	
Items

	
F.L

	
C.R.

	
AVE






	
Affiliation Motive

	
AM1

	
0.771

	
0.883

	
0.655




	
AM2

	
0.821




	
AM3

	
0.874




	
AM4

	
0.766




	
Self-Esteem Motive

	
SEM1

	
0.778

	
0.907

	
0.584




	
SEM2

	
0.822




	
SEM3

	
0.763




	
SEM4

	
0.793




	
SEM5

	
0.748




	
SEM6

	
0.829




	
SEM7

	
Deleted




	
SEM8

	
Deleted




	
SEM9

	
Deleted




	
SEM10

	
0.590




	
Wishful Identification

	
WI1

	
Deleted

	
0.915

	
0.783




	
WI2

	
0.872




	
WI3

	
0.915




	
WI4

	
0.867




	
Influencer Nostalgia

	
IN1

	
0.888

	
0.919

	
0.739




	
IN2

	
0.862




	
IN3

	
0.815




	
IN4

	
0.871




	
Influencer Legitimacy

	
IL1

	
0.844

	
0.896

	
0.742




	
IL2

	
0.887




	
IL3

	
0.852




	
Self-Influencer Congruence

	
SIC1

	
0.874

	
0.927

	
0.762




	
SIC2

	
0.900




	
SIC3

	
0.827




	
SIC4

	
0.888




	
Desire to Mimic

	
DM1

	
0.856

	
0.931

	
0.772




	
DM2

	
0.890




	
DM3

	
0.868




	
DM4

	
0.900




	
Influencer Recommendation

	
IR1

	
0.897

	
0.963

	
0.790




	
IR2

	
0.904




	
IR3

	
0.898




	
IR4

	
0.846




	
IR5

	
0.890




	
IR6

	
0.888




	
IR7

	
0.896








FL = Factor Loading, CR = Composite Reliability, AVE Average Variance Extracted.
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Table 4. Discriminant validity.






Table 4. Discriminant validity.



















	
	AVE
	MSV
	MaxR(H)
	IL
	SEM
	WI
	AM
	DM
	IN
	SIC
	IR





	IL
	0.742
	0.656
	0.898
	0.861
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	SEM
	0.584
	0.371
	0.951
	0.577
	0.764
	
	
	
	
	
	



	WI
	0.783
	0.731
	0.969
	0.722
	0.512
	0.885
	
	
	
	
	



	AM
	0.655
	0.446
	0.975
	0.614
	0.534
	0.612
	0.809
	
	
	
	



	DM
	0.772
	0.731
	0.981
	0.745
	0.522
	0.855
	0.569
	0.879
	
	
	



	IN
	0.739
	0.663
	0.985
	0.810
	0.609
	0.796
	0.668
	0.798
	0.859
	
	



	SIC
	0.762
	0.689
	0.987
	0.771
	0.543
	0.736
	0.590
	0.830
	0.814
	0.873
	



	IR
	0.790
	0.012
	0.991
	0.039
	0.048
	0.040
	0.078
	0.061
	0.109
	0.079
	0.889
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Table 5. Hypotheses testing.






Table 5. Hypotheses testing.











	
	Hypotheses
	Standardized Estimate
	Accepted/Rejected





	H1
	Self-esteem Motive → Self-Influencer Congruence
	0.116
	Accepted



	H2
	Affiliation Motive → Self-Influencer Congruence
	0.172
	Accepted



	H3
	Influencer Nostalgia → Self-Influencer Congruence
	0.258
	Accepted



	H4
	Influencer Legitimacy → Self-Influencer Congruence
	0.285
	Accepted



	H5
	Wishful Identification → Self-Influencer Congruence
	0.215
	Accepted



	H6
	Self-Influencer Congruence → Influencer Recommendation
	0.882
	Accepted



	H7
	Self-Influencer Congruence → Desire to Mimic
	0.886
	Accepted
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