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Abstract

Influencer—follower relationships combine felt closeness with uneven opportunities for
reciprocal communication. This study explores how influencers and followers interpret
these relationships on Instagram and the practices and conditions they associate with their
continuity. Drawing on constructivist grounded theory, we analyzed in-depth interviews
with 14 Slovenian influencers and two focus groups involving 14 followers. Five interrelated
dimensions were developed: authenticity, benefits, follower experiences, interaction, and
platform. Silent followers could experience closeness and a sense of friendship without
reciprocal communication. The Insta relationship is proposed as an exploratory integrative
framework. Its contribution lies in relating subjective closeness to exchange evaluations, com-
munication practices, and platform-mediated exposure while distinguishing audience-level
responsiveness from repeated individualized contact. The framework is context-specific,
and the unpaired, cross-sectional design limits conclusions about dyadic relationships and
change over time.

Keywords: influencer—follower relationship; social media influencers; influencer marketing;
Instagram,; parasocial interaction; parasocial relationship; constructivist grounded theory

1. Introduction

Many companies and brands have recognized influencers’ ability to shape consumers’
opinions, attitudes, and behavior [1,2] and have begun incorporating them into their mar-
keting communications, a practice known as influencer marketing. Influencer marketing
has become an important component of marketing strategies for many companies world-
wide [3,4]. Consequently, the global market has continued to grow year over year. Statista
projects that the global influencer marketing platform market will reach USD 31.2 billion by
2027 [5].

Numerous studies have shown that the relationship established between influencers
and followers on social media is one of the key factors contributing to the success of influ-
encer marketing [6-13].

The importance of this relationship is reflected in several outcomes: a stronger rela-
tionship enhances the influencer’s perceived credibility and trustworthiness [1,2,13-16],
reinforces followers’ sense of belonging to a community [17] and positively affects pur-
chase intention and attitudes toward the brand [2,18,19]. At the same time, followers who
have a stronger relationship with an influencer respond less critically to the influencer’s
promotional content and are more likely to perceive it as friendly advice [13].

Numerous studies have used the concepts of parasocial interaction (PSI) and parasocial re-
lationship (PSR) to explain the relationship between influencers and followers [2,3,11,13,20-24].
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Both concepts originate from the theory proposed by Horton and Wohl [25], which was de-
veloped to describe relationships between mass media users and media figures. PSI and PSR
describe an imagined, one-sided connection between a media user and a media figure: PSI refers
to an individual media experience, whereas PSR refers to a more enduring relationship [26].

In recent years, several authors have highlighted the limitations of applying the con-
cepts of PSI and PSR to explain influencer—follower relationships on social media, as these
concepts were developed within the communication environment of mass media, which
differs from social media in important respects [27-30].

The relationship between followers and influencers differs from a parasocial relation-
ship in several respects. One key difference is that it unfolds on social media platforms,
which facilitate two-way communication and interaction among users. Relationships on
social media are therefore not necessarily entirely one-sided, as these platforms enable
actual communication between influencers and followers [8].

Given the considerable popularity and influence of some influencers among social
media users, as well as the growth and importance of influencer marketing, it is essential to
examine and explain one of the key elements that shapes both influencers” power and the
effectiveness of influencer marketing—the relationship that develops between influencers
and followers on social media.

Existing approaches already explain mediated intimacy, interactivity, collective reci-
procity, and co-creation. The specific question addressed here is how participants interpret
these practices together with perceived authenticity, benefits relative to investments, diver-
gent emotional experiences, and platform-mediated continuity. We examine this question
using accounts from both influencers and followers, without assuming that earlier ap-
proaches exclude these concerns.

The research gap is therefore an integrative and contextual one: how are the meanings
and value attributed to the relationship connected to reported communication practices
and perceived platform conditions in influencers” and followers” accounts? Addressing this
question requires distinguishing subjective closeness from visible involvement, reciprocal
exchanges, and repeated individualized recognition. This distinction matters because an
emotionally close silent follower and a frequently responding follower need not have the
same communication structure. The study does not claim that reciprocity or relational
exchange is newly discovered.

This study uses constructivist grounded theory to develop a contextually bounded,
exploratory integrative framework from influencers’” interview accounts and followers’
group discussions. We examine the meanings they attribute to relationships and the prac-
tices and conditions they associate with establishment and maintenance. The dimensions
and the term Insta relationship were developed during analysis. Their integration is an
interpretive contribution; the study does not establish an exhaustive taxonomy, a validated
new relational construct, or a causal model.

In line with the study aim, we formulated the following overarching research question:

How can the relationship between influencers and followers on Instagram be con-
ceptualized based on their experiences, practices, and interpretations in the context of
influencer marketing?

Two subquestions complement the overarching research question:

RQ1: How do followers and influencers understand and experience their relationship
on Instagram?

RQ2: How do influencers and followers describe the practices, processes, and condi-
tions associated with establishing and maintaining this relationship?
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2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Definition of Key Concepts

Social media influencers are content creators who establish and maintain relationships
with followers through personal branding and have the potential to influence their attitudes
and behavior [8]. Their activities may center on expert or thematically focused content or
on presenting their everyday and personal lives, and they often combine the two [20,31-34].
Regular content creation and the audience that follows them distinguish influencers from
other online content creators [35]. Having followers is therefore one of the fundamental
conditions for their activities [36,37].

Followers are social media users who voluntarily choose to follow influencers’ content,
engage with it, and may communicate with the influencer and other followers [21]. They
follow influencers for various reasons and to satisfy different needs or obtain different
benefits [38-41]. Their role is not necessarily passive, as their responses and communication
allow them to participate in the relationship with the influencer [42].

Companies have also recognized influencers’ ability to shape followers” attitudes and
behavior. Influencer marketing refers to collaborations between companies or brands and
influencers in which influencers incorporate brands into their content with the aim of
influencing followers’ perceptions, attitudes, and behavior [3,20,22,43].

An important part of this value stems from the relationships that influencers establish
with their followers. Followers are more likely to trust information and recommendations
when they come from a person they know, trust, or perceive as similar to themselves than
when they come directly from an advertiser [44-46]. The influencer—follower relationship
therefore constitutes an important foundation of influencer marketing and its operation.

2.2. The Importance of the Relationship and the Parasocial Framework

The relationship that influencers establish with their followers is a key element of their
ability to exert influence and, consequently, of influencer marketing effectiveness [6-11,13].
Influencers are more persuasive when they establish stronger relationships with followers
and when followers perceive them as familiar, similar to themselves, and trustworthy [45].

Studies assess the effectiveness of influencer marketing in terms of outcomes such as
purchase intention, attitudes toward and trust in the featured brand, acceptance of rec-
ommendations, and other behavioral responses among followers [2,18,47]. When making
purchase decisions, consumers rely more heavily on sources they trust and that reduce
their perceived risk [48]. Accordingly, studies have identified direct or indirect associ-
ations between purchase intention and relationships with influencers, including those
conceptualized as PSI and PSR [14,19,22,24,49-57].

The importance of the relationship is also evident in followers” attitudes toward the
brands promoted by influencers. A stronger relationship with an influencer is associated
with greater trust in and interest in the brand, more favorable product perceptions, and
greater engagement with branded content [2,11,14,49,51,58-60]. The relationship also
affects followers” willingness to accept influencers’ recommendations and incorporate them
into their everyday decisions [18,61,62].

A strong relationship can also shape how followers respond to commercial content. Dis-
closing a paid partnership can increase awareness of persuasive intent and critical scrutiny of
the content [63-66]. However, followers who have a stronger relationship with an influencer
are generally less critical of the influencer’s advertising messages and are more likely to
interpret them as well-intentioned recommendations [13,67-69]. The influencer—follower
relationship is therefore not merely a backdrop to influencer marketing but an important
mechanism through which followers’ trust, acceptance of recommendations, and behavioral
responses are shaped.
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Most studies that have examined this relationship have explained it using PSI and
PSR [2,3,11,13,20-22,48]. PSI and PSR are among the most commonly used concepts in
research on parasocial phenomena [70], and were first conceptualized in the context of
mass media [25].

PSI refers to a situational experience of illusory social interaction that arises during expo-
sure to a media figure. The media user feels personally addressed and experiences a sense of
interaction, even though no actual reciprocal communication takes place [25,71-73]. PSR, by
contrast, refers to a more enduring attachment to or relationship with a media figure that
extends beyond a single exposure to content. Such a relationship may resemble friendship
but remains one-sided, asymmetric, and nonreciprocal [25,72,74]. These fundamental char-
acteristics of the parasocial framework become particularly important when it is applied
beyond mass media to the interactive environment of social media.

2.3. Limitations of the Parasocial Framework in Explaining Influencer—Follower Relationships

Although parasocial interaction and parasocial relationship are frequently used to
explain influencer—follower relationships, several authors have highlighted the limitations
of transferring concepts developed in the mass media environment to social media [27-29].
Parasocial phenomena have been widely studied for nearly seventy years and, in recent
years, have been applied extensively to research on social media, influencers, and influencer
marketing [73]. PSI and PSR therefore remain important starting points for understanding
feelings of closeness and attachment to media figures. However, whether these concepts
alone can provide a sufficiently comprehensive explanation of a relationship that emerges
in a fundamentally different communication environment remains open to question.

The key difference lies in the possibility of actual interaction. PSI and PSR originated
in the mass media environment, where communication between a media figure and an
audience is generally one-way and the relationship is nonreciprocal [25]. Social media
platforms enable a different communication structure. Followers can comment on, like,
and share content; send private messages to influencers; answer questions; participate
in polls; or join live streams. Influencers can respond directly to followers” reactions,
reply to comments and messages, and incorporate followers’ responses and suggestions
into subsequent content. The relationship is therefore not necessarily entirely one-sided,
although neither is it a fully reciprocal interpersonal relationship.

Abidin [27] draws attention to this distinction and proposes the concept of perceived
interconnectedness as an alternative to the parasocial relationship. According to Abidin,
the influencer—follower relationship is not merely a transfer of the traditional relationship
between media figures and audiences to a new technological environment. Influencers
cultivate closeness through personal forms of address, portrayals of everyday life, and
invitations to participate, while followers can respond to content and contribute to commu-
nication through their responses. Communication therefore occurs simultaneously on a
one-to-many basis, when an influencer addresses the entire audience, and on a one-to-one
basis, when the influencer responds to an individual follower. This combination of mass
communication and the possibility of individual contact extends beyond the basic one-way
logic of the parasocial relationship.

Similarly, Lou [28] conceptualizes the influencer—follower relationship as a trans-
parasocial relationship and emphasizes collective reciprocity, interactivity, and co-creation.
Given the size of their audiences, influencers cannot develop a reciprocal relationship with
every follower, but they can reciprocate attention at the group level by responding to selected
comments, addressing recurring questions and suggestions, and adapting subsequent
content based on followers’ responses. Followers may recognize the limitations of this form
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of reciprocity yet still experience the relationship as more responsive and interactive than
the traditional relationship between a media figure and an audience.

Kowert and Daniel [29] identify a similar conceptual tension in the context of live
streaming, for which they use the term “one-and-a-half-sided parasocial relationship”. Such
a relationship is neither fully symmetrical nor comparable to an interpersonal relationship,
but it is also no longer entirely one-sided. Followers can communicate directly with an
online personality, who may respond to their comments and incorporate them into the
content as it unfolds. The authors thus demonstrate that interactive digital environments
blur the clear boundary between parasocial and genuinely reciprocal relationships.

These conceptual shifts do not mean that PSI and PSR have become unsuitable for
studying influencers. They continue to capture important elements of the relationship,
particularly feelings of closeness, intimacy, and emotional attachment. Their limitation is
that they do not, on their own, capture the full dynamics of a relationship that can develop
on social media. The influencer—follower relationship may remain highly asymmetric and
predominantly unfold between an individual and a larger audience while still allowing ac-
tual interaction, responsiveness, and shifts toward more direct contact between an influencer
and an individual follower.

These approaches substantially overlap: perceived interconnectedness already in-
cludes commercial and disclosive intimacy, while trans-parasocial relationships incorporate
collective reciprocity and co-creation. Collective reciprocity is a mechanism within the
latter approach, rather than an independent rival theory. Lou also examines how followers
evaluate sponsored content in relation to trust, content value, and expectations about the
balance between sponsored and organic posts [28]. Kowert and Daniel connect potential
reciprocity with community affiliation, emotional engagement, and presence [29]. The gap
is not the absence of social-media reciprocity from existing theory. Instead, the present
study asks how relational interpretations, exchange evaluations, interaction practices, and
perceived platform conditions are connected in a particular Instagram context.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Research Approach

The study was conducted within a qualitative research paradigm. Its epistemological
foundations were interpretivism and social constructivism, and constructivist grounded
theory was used as the research method. This research design was selected because the
influencer—follower relationship was not treated as a predetermined, objective, and uniform
category, but as a subjectively perceived, socially constructed phenomenon that could be
interpreted in diverse ways. The emphasis was therefore on understanding the meanings,
experiences, and interpretations that influencers and followers attributed to the relationship,
as well as the communication practices and interactions through which this relationship
was manifested in the social media environment [75-77].

The research process followed the constructivist grounded theory approach developed
by Charmaz [78,79]. The study did not aim to measure predetermined variables or test a
previously formulated model, but to progressively develop categories and the connections
among them from empirical data and integrate them into an empirically grounded concep-
tual framework. Accordingly, the categories, dimensions, and conceptual framework were
not specified in advance but emerged through an iterative process of data collection and
analysis [78-80]. In keeping with constructivist grounded theory, the data were not treated
as neutral facts but as meanings produced and interpreted within the research process.
The research process involved iteratively moving between data collection and analysis,
constant comparison, analytic memo-writing, and the gradual development of a conceptual
explanation of the relationship under study [78,81].

https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21110395


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21110395

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 395 6 of 33

Reflexivity within the research team was an important component of the research
process. The first author’s professional background in digital and influencer marketing
provided greater sensitivity to the context, language, and practices of the field under study,
while also posing a potential risk that certain interpretations might be taken for granted.
Emerging codes, categories, and interpretations were therefore subjected to ongoing ana-
lytical scrutiny and discussion among the authors. We repeatedly returned to the original
data, compared different data sources, and treated the categories as provisional analytical
constructions that remained open to revision [78-80].

3.2. Data Collection

Data were collected from two sources: in-depth interviews with influencers and focus
groups. The interviews and focus groups enabled us to incorporate the distinct perspectives
of influencers and followers on the phenomenon under study. We did not examine matched
pairs of influencers and their followers, nor did we compare accounts from both parties to
the same specific relationship.

Empirical data were collected in 2023. The influencer interviews were conducted
between January and July, and the focus groups were held in March. Data collection
and analysis proceeded iteratively. Early analytical insights informed adjustments to the
questions and follow-up questions used in subsequent interviews and guided the further
development of emerging categories [78-80].

The sampling strategy varied by data source. The initial pool of influencers was con-
structed through purposive sampling based on predetermined inclusion criteria (criterion
sampling): at least 10,000 followers on Instagram and collaborations with different compa-
nies during the preceding year. The pool included influencers who varied in gender, age,
number of followers, length of activity, and content domain. Focus group participants were
also selected through criterion sampling; the inclusion criteria were daily Instagram use
and regularly following at least one influencer. The selected participants were assigned to
two age groups. The iterative nature of constructivist grounded theory was reflected in the
ongoing adjustment of the thematic emphasis of subsequent interviews and in the constant
comparison of data within and across data sources [78-80].

Data collection and analysis proceeded iteratively. Following the analysis of the first six
interviews, initial codes related to imperfection, self-disclosure, and selective non-disclosure
emerged primarily from the experiences of influencers working in lifestyle, parenting, family
life, cooking, and recreation. The emerging categories did not yet encompass a sufficiently
broad range of contrasting cases involving profiles based primarily on expert and narrowly
focused thematic content. We therefore subsequently included influencers working in the
fields of automotive and mobility, health, and nutrition. These influencers were already
on the initial list of 30 but were invited to participate only after the first six interviews
had been analyzed. The comparison showed that expert-focused influencers generally
imposed clearer limits on disclosures about their private lives and associated consistency
with maintaining their core content domain. This helped us define the boundaries among
self-disclosure, selective non-disclosure, and consistency within the authenticity dimension
more precisely.

We ended data collection when comparison of later material with the developing
categories no longer substantially expanded their properties, suggested important new
connections, or altered the emerging explanation. This was an interpretive judgment of
conceptual adequacy for a bounded exploratory framework. The contrast between everyday-
life and expert-focused influencers, described above, illustrates how these comparisons
refined the boundaries among self-disclosure, selective non-disclosure, and consistency. For
follower experiences, accounts from the second focus group could be organized within the
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four provisional subcategories identified through preliminary analysis of the first group, and
no additional subcategory of follower experience was identified. This supported retaining
those subcategories within the framework, without establishing exhaustive saturation of
their properties or connections or of follower perspectives more broadly. Table 1 presents
the influencer participant profiles.

Table 1. Influencer interview participants.

Age flt Instagram .
Sex Interview Content Domains
(Years) Followers
male 25-30 23,000 Lifestyle, parenting, business
female 45-50 37,000 Sport, recreation, healthy living
male 30-35 26,000 Sport, recreation, family life
female 40-45 98,000 Lifestyle, family life, fashion
male 40-45 79,000 Cooking, family life
female 30-35 21,000 Parenting, lifestyle
male 35-40 57,000 Automotive content, mobility
female 20-25 67,000 Lifestyle, beauty, fashion
female 20-25 36,000 Lifestyle, travel
female 30-35 39,000 Health, humor
female 20-25 75,000 Lifestyle, travel, beauty, music
male 25-30 35,000 Nutrition
female 30-35 40,000 Lifestyle, parenting
female 30-35 33,000 Parenting, cooking, lifestyle,

self-confidence and self-image

In-depth interviews were conducted with 14 Slovenian influencers. The initial list com-
prised 30 influencers who had at least 10,000 followers on Instagram and had collaborated
with different companies during the preceding year. All were invited to participate, and
some were subsequently contacted directly by telephone. Fourteen influencers participated
in the study: nine women and five men, aged between 20 and 50 years, with approximately
21,000 to 98,000 followers. In constructing the sample, we sought to include participants
who varied in gender, age, number of followers, length of activity, and content domain.
Three influencers were aged 20-25 years, two 25-30, five 30-35, one 35—40, two 40-45, and
one 45-50.

Table 1 reports the content domains of each participating influencer. These domains
are descriptive and may overlap. The sample provides variation for analytic comparison, not
statistical representation of Slovenian influencers; commercially inactive creators, smaller
accounts, and larger celebrity accounts fall outside its observed range.

The first author conducted the interviews. Six were held in a meeting room at the
Futura DDB advertising agency in Ljubljana, three in different cafés in Ljubljana, two via
Zoom, one by telephone, one in an influencer’s office, and one at an influencer’s home. The
interviews lasted between 50 and 90 min. All interviews were recorded and transcribed
verbatim, and the transcripts were read in full before coding. The interview guide provided
an overall structure for the conversations, while the questions and follow-up questions were
adapted to individual participants and emerging analytical insights.
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The follower perspective was incorporated through two focus groups, each comprising
seven participants. Participants in the first group were aged between 18 and 29 years, while
those in the second were aged between 30 and 38 years; each group included two men
and five women. All participants used Instagram daily and regularly followed at least
one influencer. The market research agency Mediana recruited the participants based on
these criteria.

The first author moderated both focus groups in Slovenian, and both were held in
a meeting room at her employer, the Futura DDB advertising agency. The participants
did not know one another or the moderator before the study. The first focus group lasted
120 min and the second 140 min. Each of the 14 participants received a retail voucher worth
EUR 40 for participating. Both discussions were recorded and transcribed verbatim. A
flexible discussion guide was used, allowing topics that emerged during the discussions
to be incorporated. Participants’ statements were anonymized during the analysis and
presentation of the results. However, because of the group format, the confidentiality of
statements among participants could not be fully controlled.

The follower sample comprised ten women and four men across the two groups. Par-
ticipants were recruited using the eligibility criteria described above. The first focus group
was held in the first week of March 2023. Preliminary analysis was conducted immediately
afterwards and suggested four provisional subcategories within the follower experiences
dimension: relatability, motivation, envy, and a sense of friendship. Based on this analy-
sis, a second focus group was added and held in the last week of March 2023 to examine
whether additional forms of experience would emerge and whether the provisional subcat-
egories captured further follower accounts. The accounts from the second group could also
be organized within these four subcategories, and no additional subcategory of follower
experience was identified. This comparison supported retaining the four subcategories
within the exploratory framework, without establishing exhaustive saturation of follower
experiences. The two group discussions are not treated as equivalent to 14 independent
individual interviews. Table 2 summarizes the characteristics of the two focus groups.

Table 2. Follower focus groups.

Group No. of Gender Age Range Place of Duration
Participants Composition (Years) Residence (min)
Ljubljana,
FG1 7 5 women, 18-29 Maribor, .Koper, 120
2 men Postojna,
Medvode
Ljubljana,
Maribor,
5 women Krsko,
FG2 7 ’ 30-38 Pivka 140
2 men .
Celje,
Logatec
Lendava

3.3. Data Analysis

The analysis began after the first interview and proceeded concurrently with data
collection. The interviews and focus groups were transcribed verbatim. The first author was
primarily responsible for coding, while the second author also participated in coding and
linking the categories. The analysis was based on the constant comparative method: new
data were compared with previously analyzed data, codes, categories, and analytic memos,
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both within and across data sources. Cases that diverged from the emerging interpretations
were also considered [78,80].

The coding process moved iteratively through initial, focused, and theoretical coding,
and these phases were neither strictly separated nor linear. During initial coding, the
material was analyzed without a predetermined coding framework, with attention to
meanings, actions, feelings, and interpretations emerging from the data. The concepts of
parasocial interaction (PSI) and parasocial relationship (PSR) formed part of the researchers’
prior knowledge of the field but were not used as a priori analytical categories.

The unit of coding could consist of a sentence fragment, a sentence, or a longer, mean-
ingfully complete response.

Coding and analysis were conducted in Slovenian. Both authors translated the quo-
tations selected for publication into English. An independent translator then translated
the English versions back into Slovenian. The authors and the translator jointly reviewed
the original quotations, the English translations, and the Slovenian back-translations and
agreed on the final English wording, with the aim of preserving the meaning and context
of participants’ original statements.

During focused coding, initial codes were compared and grouped into broader cat-
egories; during theoretical integration, connections among categories were interpreted
as the five dimensions of the proposed framework. These dimensions are an economical
organization of the material, not a claim that all relational attributes reduce to five categories.
They distinguish authenticity judgments, benefits and investments, follower experiences,
communication practices, and perceived platform conditions represented in the accounts.
Supplementary Table S1 illustrates their empirical basis through excerpts, initial codes,
and focused categories. Some concerns are addressed within existing dimensions: privacy
boundaries within selective non-disclosure, perceived similarity within relatability, and
the fit of commercial partnerships within consistency and the perceived balance between
benefits and investments. The claim of adequacy concerns the analyzed accounts, rather
than statistical representativeness; broader material may justify additional dimensions or
different boundaries among them. The three analytical levels organize the explanation
and were not independently generated empirical categories. The two relational forms are
interpretive distinctions rather than verified developmental stages. Section 4.6.1 provides
additional, within-manuscript examples linking excerpts already reported in the results
or Supplementary Table S1 to cross-dimensional interpretations and the two proposed
relational forms; these examples do not replace a full coding audit trail.

We then examined and refined the developing categories using other data sources.
In two focus groups involving a total of 14 followers, we explored in greater depth how
followers experienced influencers’ accessibility and how they used the available opportuni-
ties for interaction. Comparing their experiences with the influencer interviews enabled
us to distinguish among silent observation, functional response, active communication,
and intensive personal interaction. These cases contributed to more precise definitions of
two-way communication, co-creation, and patterns of involvement within the interaction
dimension. Comparison between the two focus groups also supported retaining four provi-
sional subcategories of follower experiences: relatability, motivation, envy, and a sense of
friendship. Supplementary Table S1 provides representative excerpts illustrating these sub-
categories and the distinctions among patterns of involvement. We supported the quality
of the analysis through constant comparison, analytic memo-writing, repeated returns to
the original data, and the involvement of both authors. Data that introduced ambiguities
or did not support the initial interpretations were used to reassess the boundaries of the
categories. The different data sources were not used to establish a single objective account
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of the relationship; rather, they provided complementary insights by enabling comparisons
among the distinct perspectives of influencers and followers [78,82].

The first author’s professional background in digital and influencer marketing facili-
tated a deeper understanding of the context and practices but may also have influenced
the selection of material, the interviews, and the interpretation. We mitigated the risk
of taken-for-granted interpretations through analytic memo-writing, comparison across
sources, repeated returns to the original material, and discussions among the authors.
Their involvement was not intended to calculate intercoder reliability but to assess the
empirical grounding, internal coherence, and boundaries of the conceptual framework [78].
Before the study, the first author had no direct business or contractual relationship with the
interviewed influencers.

3.4. Ethical Considerations

The study was conducted in accordance with ethical principles for research involving
human participants. Before taking part, all interview and focus group participants were
informed about the purpose of the study, the recording of the discussions, the use of the
data, confidentiality, and anonymization, and provided informed consent. When reporting
the findings, their statements were anonymized and attributed using the generic labels
(Influencer) and (Follower). Information that could enable individual participants to be
identified was removed or modified. The research materials were stored securely and
protected by a password.

On 14 April 2025, the Commission of the University of Primorska for Ethics in Human
Subjects Research (KER UP) determined that the research was ethically acceptable and
issued approval no. 4264-63-11/25. This decision followed data collection in 2023. The
approval covered the use of the previously collected data. The Commission was informed
of the methods and procedures used to collect the data.

4. Results

The analysis developed five interrelated dimensions: authenticity, benefits, follower
experiences, interaction, and platform. They organize participants” accounts of relational
meanings and practices rather than constitute independent measured variables. Connec-
tions among them are interpretive syntheses of cross-sectional and retrospective material.
References below to formation, deepening, maintenance, or weakening describe partici-
pants’ interpretations and possible processes; they do not establish temporal sequence or
causal direction.

For clarity, we organized the five dimensions according to the aspect of the relationship
they primarily explain. Authenticity and follower experiences relate primarily to how fol-
lowers perceive and experience influencers and their relationships with them. Authenticity
refers to a quality that followers attribute to influencers. Benefits and interaction primarily
explain what occurs between influencers and followers. Within the benefits dimension,
we consider not only the benefits received but also the investments made by both parties
and the perceived balance between benefits and investments. Platform, in turn, explains
how Instagram creates the conditions in which the relationship unfolds and how it actively
shapes that relationship.

The three analytical levels distinguish the interpretive question being asked: how a
relationship is experienced, what participants report exchanging or communicating, and
under what platform conditions contact occurs. This helps prevent treating a feeling of
friendship, a reciprocal message, and visibility as equivalent evidence of a relationship.
The levels are an optional expository device, not necessary components of a new theory.
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Dimensions can span levels, and the framework remains intelligible without the grouping.
No hierarchy, independent measurement, or causal ordering is implied.

Table 3 provides an overview of the dimensions, their primary analytical levels, and
their respective subcategories.

Table 3. Empirically developed dimensions of the influencer—follower relationship.

Analytical Explanation
of the Dimension

Subcategories or
Focused Categories

This dimension encompasses the
authenticity that followers attribute to
influencers. Followers assess an
influencer’s authenticity through
imperfection, self-disclosure, selective
non-disclosure, and consistency;
authenticity is therefore not understood
as an objective characteristic
of the influencer.

imperfection;
self-disclosure;
selective non-disclosure;
consistency

This dimension encompasses the various
forms of benefits received by influencers
and followers, as well as the investments
made by both parties. Influencers and
followers evaluate the perceived balance
between benefits and investments by
assessing whether the relationship
provides sufficient value relative to what
they invest and whether the exchange is
markedly imbalanced.

non-material benefits;

material benefits; perceived

balance between benefits
and investments

This dimension encompasses the ways in
which followers subjectively experience
influencers and their relationships with
them. The same influencer or the same

content may elicit different or even
opposing responses among
different followers.

relatability;
motivation;
envy;
sense of friendship

This dimension encompasses two-way
communication, co-creation, and

different patterns of follower involvement.

Opportunities for interaction are realized

differently across followers; consequently,

relationships vary in the extent to which
they are two-way.

two-way communication;
co-creation;
patterns of involvement

Dimension Primary
Analytical Level
Authenticity Percgp tu.al and
experiential level
) Relational and
Benefits -
communication level
Follower Perceptual and
experiences experiential level
. Relational and
Interaction -
communication level
Platform Platform and

contextual level

This dimension encompasses how
Instagram actively shapes the
influencer—follower relationship. The
algorithm influences visibility and access
to content, frequency structures the
rhythm of an influencer’s presence, and
replaceability indicates how quickly other
content and influencers may take an
influencer’s place within followers’
digital environments.

algorithmic mediation;
frequency; replaceability

In the sections that follow, the dimensions are presented sequentially for clarity, al-
though their order does not imply a hierarchical or linear understanding of the relationship.
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Authenticity is presented first because the analysis identified it as one of the most prominent
and integrative dimensions. It is followed by benefits, follower experiences, interaction,
and platform. The most important interconnections among these dimensions and their
overarching conceptual definition are presented in Section 4.6.

4.1. Authenticity

The analysis showed that authenticity is one of the most prominent dimensions of the
influencer—follower relationship. When asked why they followed a particular influencer,
followers used expressions such as “because she is who she is,” “because she does not
pretend,” “because she is honest,” “because she tells it like it is,” and “because with her,
you can really see what their life is like”. As in direct personal relationships, they associated
the quality of the relationship with being real, genuine, and honest. One follower described
this type of authenticity as follows: “I find her interesting because she is so real, very
honest—she just says what she thinks”.

In this context, authenticity is not understood as an objective characteristic of the
influencer but as a quality attributed to the influencer by followers. Followers assess it
through the content the influencer posts over time, their manner of addressing followers, the
extent of their self-disclosure and selective non-disclosure, their responsiveness to followers,
their choice of commercial partnerships, and other activities visible on Instagram.

Authenticity comprises four subcategories: imperfection, self-disclosure, selective
non-disclosure, and consistency.

The first aspect of authenticity concerns imperfection and the portrayal of real life. The
empirical material indicates that followers perceive authenticity primarily when influencers
portray the realities of ordinary life, including difficulties, challenges, imperfections, mis-
takes, fatigue, emotions, doubts, and situations that followers themselves also encounter.
Followers associated such self-presentation with recognizing aspects of their own lives in
influencers, perceiving them as relatable, and feeling closer to them. One follower described
this as follows: “I follow her because she really goes through the same things I do”.

Some followers described embellished, idealized, or highly staged portrayals of life
as inauthentic and difficult to relate to, associating the influencer’s apparent perfection
with insincerity.

The second important aspect of authenticity is self-disclosure. The classic definition
describes self-disclosure as behavior through which individuals honestly, truthfully, and
intentionally communicate information about themselves that is usually private to one or
more other people [83].

The disclosure of influencers’ personal lives and private, intimate thoughts gives
followers an opportunity to perceive them as authentic. Followers associated glimpses
into influencers’ private, family, emotional, or intimate lives with closeness, trust, and
accessibility. They described self-disclosure as contributing to their sense of knowing the
influencer well. Such experiences also characterize real-life relationships. As a relationship
deepens in real life, the people involved know more about one another than they did at the
beginning [32,84,85]. Self-disclosure functions as an implicit invitation to a relationship.
One influencer summarized the importance of such content as follows: “People are still
interested in your private life. No matter how expert my content is, people want to see your
private life”.

Selective non-disclosure complements self-disclosure. The analysis showed that au-
thenticity emerges from the tension between self-disclosure and selective non-disclosure.
Followers expect a certain degree of openness from influencers, but they may perceive exces-
sive, inappropriate, or overly intimate self-disclosure as intrusive, distasteful, manipulative,
or inauthentic.
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As in real-life relationships, appropriateness also matters in this context. When self-
disclosure crosses the threshold of appropriateness—which each follower determines
subjectively—followers no longer associate it with authenticity but with manipulation
or even provocation and attention-seeking. They interpret excessive self-disclosure as a
tactic for increasing reach, views, likes, and interactions. The boundary between desirable
openness and excess is likewise subjective and depends on each follower’s personal inter-
pretation. Influencers must therefore continually decide which aspects of their private lives
to include in their public communication and which to withhold. Selective non-disclosure
thus functions as a strategy that complements self-disclosure rather than opposes it, en-
abling influencers to construct a public image that they consider acceptable and hope their
followers will also accept.

Influencers themselves describe the combination of self-disclosure and selective non-
disclosure as a strategy for shaping their public image as intended while also protecting
their privacy and mental health.

The fourth subcategory of authenticity is consistency. Followers assess influencers over
an extended period and consider whether their posts, values, recommendations, personal
style, and commercial partnerships are mutually consistent. They examine whether influ-
encers’ actions align with their statements and vice versa, and whether the statements and
actions they observe over the years contradict one another. They are particularly critical of
the values influencers communicate in the context of paid partnerships. Inconsistency may
be reflected in an excessive departure from the influencer’s original topic, an excessive num-
ber of unrelated commercial partnerships, or a disconnect between actions and statements.
In such cases, followers perceive the change as insincere, manipulative, or self-serving,
which reduces the authenticity they attribute to the influencer. One follower described such
a shift as follows:

“He’s totally gone off track. First it was cars, then family, and now even cooking.
And he advertises everything!”

Taken together, the findings indicate that authenticity does not result from maximum
openness on the part of the influencer but from the follower’s subjective judgment that the
influencer’s self-presentation is sufficiently real, appropriately open, and consistent over
time. Authenticity thus emerges from the tension between self-disclosure and selective
non-disclosure: disclosure can reduce distance and create a sense of knowing the influencer,
whereas excessive or inappropriate disclosure can raise doubts about the influencer’s mo-
tives. Consistency over time provides an additional test of this judgment, particularly when
commercial partnerships become part of the relationship.

4.2. Benefits

We identified benefits as the second dimension. Participants described various material
and non-material benefits while also making investments in the relationship. Their accounts
linked continued involvement with perceiving sufficient value relative to these investments
and not viewing the exchange as markedly one-sided.

Among the key non-material benefits that followers derive from the relationship are
content-related benefits. These emerged in two forms. Followers value educational and
informative content that enables them to acquire information and knowledge. This often
occurs when an influencer is an expert in a particular field or presents themselves as someone
who understands the subject and can make it accessible and explain it clearly. Followers
also value content that helps them pass the time, including entertainment, amusement,
humor, and other content that offers a more lighthearted viewing experience. They also
follow influencers because their content provides an escape from everyday responsibilities,
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entertainment, or a sense of lightness. One follower compared this experience to watching
television series or movies: “Or just as a way to relax, you know. I mean, we watch it in
much the same way as TV series, movies, or whatever—we’re watching someone share part
of their life with us”.

The second form of benefits for followers is material benefits. These most commonly
take the form of discounts, promotional codes, giveaways, and other financial or tangible
advantages. In such cases, followers also use influencers as a practical source of benefits. A
material benefit may arise from already following an influencer, but it may also motivate
followers to deliberately seek out the influencer’s content. One follower explained: “Some-
times, when I'm buying something, I specifically check some influencers to see whether
they have an active code”. Influencers may thus also be perceived as a useful means of
obtaining benefits, indicating that followers recognize their business model and, in some
cases, use it entirely pragmatically.

The benefits that influencers derive from and experience within the relationship can
likewise be divided into non-material and material benefits.

Based on the empirical material, we grouped the key non-material benefits for influ-
encers into three categories. The first is the opportunity to raise awareness among followers
and wider society about topics and issues that matter to them. These topics vary widely
and may include, for example, same-sex relationships, healthy eating, self-confidence, child-
rearing, animal training, or any number of other issues. The second non-material benefit is
a sense of purpose that influencers derive from positive comments by followers, as these
comments affirm that their content is valuable, meaningful, and useful. Such responses
reassure influencers that their work is not in vain, that it reaches people, and, above all,
that it has a positive impact on them. They can also give meaning to influencers” work
and activities. Some influencers also described content creation as a form of self-therapy,
journaling, or a means of self-reflection, which constitutes the third non-material benefit.

Influencers” material benefits fall into two categories. The first and most widely rec-
ognized consists of partnerships with companies that offer payment or other financial
compensation in exchange for promoting their products and services; such partnerships
also form the basis of influencer marketing. The second involves promoting influencers’ own
businesses, such as fitness services, nutritional counseling, educational programs, clothing
production, and similar activities. Monetizing the relationship may, however, increase some
of the investments required from influencers and the demands placed on them, particularly
the pressure to post regularly, accommodate clients, and maintain an appropriate balance
between commercial and non-commercial content.

The empirical material showed that benefits cannot be understood separately from the
investments that both parties make in the relationship. Followers invest their time, attention,
reactions, likes, comments, direct messages, and occasionally purchases. Influencers invest
their knowledge, time, and energy in creating content and responding to followers, and
often also provide access to aspects of their personal and intimate lives.

The benefits dimension thus indicates that the influencer—follower relationship also
entails an exchange logic. Both parties derive material and non-material benefits from the
relationship while investing different resources in it. The accounts suggest that perceived
value and balance may matter for continued involvement, without implying an objectively
equal distribution of benefits and investments. Followers evaluate over time whether, in
exchange for their attention, responses, and purchases, they continue to receive high-quality
and useful content, authentic communication, responsiveness, insights into the influencer’s
life, or material benefits.

Followers generally understand that influencers earn income from their work and do
not necessarily reject paid partnerships. Dissatisfaction arising from a perceived imbalance
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occurs when followers encounter too many sponsored posts, the promotion of an excessively
broad range of products, sponsored content that is low-quality or perceived as insincere,
or major and sudden changes in an influencer’s content, particularly when the influencer
begins posting content different from that which initially prompted the follower to follow
them. Followers described reduced tolerance of commercial posts when they felt that they
no longer received sufficient value for their attention. These accounts suggest that perceived
imbalance may be associated with disengagement or withdrawal.

4.3. Follower Experiences

We identified follower experiences as the third dimension. This dimension encom-
passes the different ways in which followers subjectively experience influencers and their
relationships with them. The analysis revealed four interrelated forms of experience: relata-
bility, motivation, envy, and a sense of friendship.

The first and very frequently expressed form of experience is relatability. Followers
connect more easily with influencers when they recognize similar values, interests, life
circumstances, difficulties, ways of thinking, or everyday experiences. This is particularly
evident among influencers who portray everyday situations, express personal views, or
share experiences to which followers can relate. One follower described the importance of
similarity as follows: “Yeah, sport is definitely what connects me with them, you know. I
see a lot of myself in them. And I've realized that our social views and values are pretty
similar too”. Relatability may thus stem from shared content interests, life circumstances,
values, or a broader perceived similarity between the follower and the influencer.

Relatability is closely connected to authenticity and self-disclosure. When influencers
disclose different aspects of their lives, followers have more opportunities to recognize
experiences that are familiar from their own lives. Followers therefore perceive influencers
as relatable when they reveal imperfections, everyday difficulties, emotions, or situations
with which followers are familiar. In the data, relatability is therefore intertwined with
authenticity and self-disclosure and may help reduce perceived distance and foster a sense
of closeness to the influencer.

The second important set of follower experiences concerns motivation and envy. The
analysis indicates that followers compare themselves with influencers in terms of their
lifestyles, success, appearance, values, or everyday choices. Such comparisons may produce
different and even opposing responses.

When followers perceive influencers as attainable, authentic, and sufficiently similar
to themselves in terms of values, their content may motivate followers to make changes,
exert greater effort, learn, explore a particular topic, or take better care of themselves. In
such cases, influencers function as role models or sources of encouragement for improving
a particular aspect of the follower’s life. Motivation may relate to lifestyle habits, personal
development, the courage to make changes, or persistence in pursuing particular goals.

The same comparative dynamic may also elicit envy. This occurs primarily when
followers interpret influencers’ content as portraying an unattainable, privileged, or unfairly
advantaged life. Envy may arise from displays of wealth, material benefits, appearance,
success, or a lifestyle that followers themselves cannot attain. It therefore does not result
solely from comparison with the influencer but may also be associated with a sense that
benefits, advantages, or life opportunities are distributed unfairly or unevenly. When
followers perceive influencers as having more, having an easier life, or possessing advantages
they consider undeserved, their sense of closeness may diminish.

An important finding of the analysis is that followers’ responses depend not only on
the influencer’s content but also on how each follower interprets it and compares it with
their own life. The same content or action by an influencer may therefore motivate one
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follower while eliciting envy in another. Motivation and envy thus demonstrate the highly
subjective nature of follower experiences and the possibility that the same influencer may
elicit different and even opposing responses among different followers.

The fourth subcategory is a sense of friendship. Through following influencers over
an extended period, followers may develop a sense that they know them, are part of their
world, or are keeping up with the life of a close acquaintance. Followers associated this
experience with frequent exposure to content, influencer self-disclosure, and glimpses into
private, family, emotional, or everyday moments. Followers report being interested in what
is happening in influencers’ lives, empathizing with them during difficult times, and sharing
their happiness during positive events. One follower described this sense of attachment as
follows: “They mean something to us. I mean, if I think about something bad happening to
these people, I'd feel for them; I'd be upset, you know. I wouldn’t wish that on them”.

A sense of friendship encompasses empathy, emotional connection, curiosity, and
a sense of closeness, but it remains markedly asymmetric for most followers. Followers
recognize that they do not know the influencer fully but primarily know the part of the
influencer’s life that they are willing to share publicly. They are also aware of the unequal
degree of mutual knowledge: over an extended period of following, a follower may learn
a great deal about an influencer, whereas the influencer knows little or nothing about
most followers. The sense of friendship may therefore be emotionally real for the follower,
even though the relationship generally lacks the same degree of reciprocity and mutual
knowledge as direct friendships.

Followers” accounts associate relatability, motivation, and a sense of friendship with
closeness, and envy with greater distance. These interpretations suggest possible links
between experiences and continued involvement, rather than demonstrate that one dimen-
sion causes formation, deepening, or withdrawal. Their meaning depends on authenticity
judgments, disclosure, perceived benefits, and communication. The emotional reality of
felt friendship should therefore be distinguished from the extent of reciprocal contact.

4.4. Interaction

The fourth dimension to emerge from the analysis of the empirical material is inter-
action. This dimension encompasses two-way communication, co-creation, and different
patterns of involvement among followers. The analysis showed that the possibility of actual
communication is an important characteristic of the influencer—follower relationship. This
possibility is not realized equally for all followers or across all relationships; however, it
allows a relationship that predominantly takes the influencer-audience relational form to
shift, in some cases, toward a more direct dyadic influencer—follower relational form.

Followers and influencers can communicate on Instagram in various ways: through
likes and other platform features, comments, replies to Stories, private messages, and voice
and video messages. Followers therefore do not merely consume influencers’ content; they
can also respond to it, write to influencers, ask them for advice, or express support, criticism,
or disagreement. Influencers, in turn, can respond directly and incorporate followers’
feedback into their subsequent content and behavior. The relationship on Instagram is
therefore not necessarily two-way, but it has the potential for two-way communication,
which is realized differently among followers.

Two-way communication may affect both parties to the relationship. It can give follow-
ers a sense of being noticed and personally acknowledged, while enabling influencers to
better understand their audience’s interests, expectations, and responses. Because direct
contact is possible, influencers may be perceived as more accessible and less distant than
traditional media figures or celebrities. This sense of accessibility may reduce the perceived

https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21110395


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21110395

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 395 17 of 33

distance between influencers and followers and is connected with other dimensions of the
relationship, particularly authenticity and a sense of friendship.

For followers, what matters is not merely the technical ability to write to an influencer
but also the possibility that their response will be noticed and that the influencer will reply.
One follower expressed this directly: “I like that accessibility, you know—like I said earlier,
the fact that you can ask them anything. That’s what I like most”. A single response from
an influencer may carry considerable symbolic meaning for a follower because, at least
momentarily, it transforms one-to-many communication into direct one-to-one contact. One
follower described this experience as follows: “I remember how surprised I was the first
time I messaged her and she actually replied. Now I message her more often, and she
always replies”.

Two-way communication also enables the co-creation of content and the relationship.
In their posts, influencers address followers directly, ask for their opinions and suggestions,
answer their questions, and raise topics proposed by followers. Followers’ responses may
therefore influence the influencer’s subsequent content. Followers are thus not necessarily
merely recipients of pre-formulated communication; through their questions, suggestions, and
responses, they may participate in shaping how that communication subsequently develops.

The follower account above links an initial reply with more frequent subsequent contact,
suggesting a possible reinforcing process. A related pattern appears in the influencer account
below. When influencers disclose personal, sensitive, or emotionally intense experiences,
followers may respond by disclosing their own experiences, often through private messages.
One influencer described such responses from her followers: “OMG. When I said I'd had
a miscarriage—OMG, the comments and stories I got in my DMs. The things we women
wrote to each other. One told me how her child had died; another told me how many failed
IVF attempts she’d had”.

The third subcategory of interaction consists of different patterns of involvement. The
analysis showed that followers do not use the opportunities to interact with influencers in
the same way. We identified four patterns:

e Silent observation;

e  Functional response;

° Active communication;

e Intensive personal interaction.

These patterns are analytical descriptions of reported involvement, not fixed follower
types or longitudinally observed transitions.

The first pattern is silent observation. These followers consume influencers’ content but
do not respond to it visibly. They do not post comments or send private messages and either
do not use or rarely use other options for responding directly. Influencers therefore know
very little about them. Importantly, however, the absence of a visible response does not imply
the absence of a relationship. Followers who merely observe an influencer may still regularly
incorporate the influencer’s content into their daily lives, perceive the influencer as relatable,
or develop a sense of closeness and friendship. Silent observation thus demonstrates that
interaction is not necessarily a prerequisite for the subjective experience of a relationship.

The second pattern is functional response. These followers respond to content oc-
casionally or regularly through the features provided by Instagram. They like posts, use
sliders, respond to polls, vote, or use other rapid-response features. This represents a visible
form of involvement but does not include more direct substantive communication with the
influencer. Followers thus signal a response to the content without necessarily entering into
a more personal exchange with the influencer.

The third pattern is active communication. This includes posting comments, replying
to Stories, sending direct messages, and engaging more or less regularly in conversations
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with the influencer. Accounts of active communication included direct and individualized
exchanges that could be consistent with the proposed dyadic influencer—follower relational
form. The content of these conversations varies considerably. They may involve simple
comments on content, questions, and requests for advice, as well as personal stories and
the disclosure of more intimate experiences. The tone of the communication is not neces-
sarily positive; it may include agreement and support but also criticism and disagreement.
Influencers described recognizing some regular contributors and noticing their absence.

The fourth pattern is intensive personal interaction. Accounts of intensive personal
interaction described personal, frequent, and individualized communication extending
beyond occasional comments or private messages. Influencers described cases in which they
connected with particular followers through other communication channels, maintained
extended conversations with them, or met them in person. In these cases, the relationship
extends beyond the typical communication between an influencer and a large audience
and approaches a more direct dyadic influencer—follower relational form. Some influencers
also described cases in which followers attributed considerable personal significance and a
supportive role to them during difficult periods in their lives.

Participants” descriptions suggest that involvement can vary, including periods of silent
observation, visible response, or personal contact. Because individuals were not followed
over time, the study cannot establish transition probabilities or a typical progression between
these patterns. Interaction intensity and subjective closeness must be considered separately.

Taken together, the findings indicate that interaction is not a necessary condition for a
subjectively strong relationship and that the reported patterns of involvement differ in their
reciprocity. Instagram enables both silent observation of an influencer as part of a wider
audience and direct, individualized communication between an influencer and a particular
follower. This possibility is realized differently among followers and may change over time.
The influencer—follower relationship therefore predominantly takes the influencer-audience
relational form, with the possibility of shifting toward a dyadic influencer—follower relational
form, rather than necessarily involving continuous two-way communication.

4.5. Platform

The fifth dimension to emerge from the analysis of the empirical material is platform.
This dimension demonstrates that the influencer—follower relationship is shaped not only
through the actions and experiences of both parties but is also continuously mediated by
the platform on which it unfolds. Instagram influences how influencers plan their presence
and posting activities, as well as which content followers see and how frequently they are
exposed to it. The platform is therefore interpreted as part of the conditions for relationship
formation and maintenance.

The platform dimension comprises three subcategories: algorithmic mediation, fre-
quency, and replaceability.

The first subcategory is algorithmic mediation. The analysis showed that influencers
do not experience their contact with followers as entirely direct because the visibility of
their content is mediated by the platform. They therefore monitor analytics, experiment
with different posting times and practices, observe follower responses, and seek ways to
maintain their visibility.

At the same time, influencers perceive the algorithm as partly unpredictable. Although
they develop their own assumptions and experiential knowledge about which content,
posting practices, and follower responses increase visibility, the performance of individual
posts is not always predictable. One influencer explained: “Last week, I had a viral video
that, in my opinion, was similar to, if not worse than, all the others. But that one got almost
a million views, while the others got about a thousand. I have no idea what the deal is”.

https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21110395


https://doi.org/10.3390/jtaer21110395

J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2026, 21, 395 19 of 33

The perceived unpredictability of the algorithm places influencers in a position in
which they must continually reconcile their content strategies and followers” expectations
with the demands they attribute to the platform. One influencer described this when
explaining the rhythm of posting Stories: “If you post a Story in the morning and, I don’t
know, one-fifth of your followers watch it, then that Story goes somewhere and isn’t shown
to the other four-fifths. [...] If you post again two hours later, Instagram automatically moves
you back to the front [...] and that also increases your views” (Influencer). Regardless of
whether their interpretations accurately reflect how the algorithm actually operates, these
interpretations substantially influence how influencers plan their posting activities and
maintain their presence on the platform.

Platform mediation is also evident from the followers’ perspective. Followers report
that they often do not actively seek out content from a particular influencer but primarily
consume the content presented to them by the platform. The relationship thus depends
partly on the follower’s choices and partly on platform-mediated exposure. When an
influencer is regularly present in a follower’s digital environment, this may maintain a sense
of familiarity, closeness, and continuity. If the influencer’s content does not appear for an
extended period, their presence in the follower’s everyday life diminishes, which may also
contribute to the weakening of the relationship. Even followers who feel strongly attached
to their favorite influencers report that they often wait for the platform to show them the
influencers’ content and rarely seek it out by visiting their profiles directly.

The second subcategory is frequency. The analysis identified influencers’ regular
presence as an important element in maintaining the relationship. Influencers described
regular posting as an attempt to remain visible, while followers described recurring exposure
as a way of keeping up with influencers’ lives and work.

Frequency is related not only to the algorithm but also to the relationship. An influ-
encer’s regular appearance may create a sense of continuity, habit, and familiarity. Influ-
encers are aware of this and regard regular posting as an important part of their activities.
One influencer stated, “I try to post every day. I try to, at least when it comes to Stories”
while another described her posting frequency even more intensively: “I post Stories almost
every hour [...] every day, I post Stories at least four times a day”.

However, the analysis does not indicate that greater frequency necessarily results in a
better or stronger relationship. Influencers attempt to establish a rhythm of presence that
they perceive as sufficiently frequent to maintain visibility but not excessive. They are often
uncertain whether weaker responses result from follower fatigue or the way the platform
operates. One influencer explained: “On Instagram as a platform, it’s good to stay present
in small doses [...] but not too much. If you flood people with Stories, your reach will end
up being much lower. You don’t know whether people get tired of you or the algorithm
punishes you” (Influencer). Frequency is therefore not merely the number of posts but a
way of managing presence through which influencers attempt to maintain visibility and
continuity in the relationship.

The third subcategory is replaceability. Participants” accounts linked replaceability to
the platform environment. Instagram offers followers an abundance of different content and
profiles, meaning that the absence of a particular influencer is not necessarily noticed. Re-
placeability is associated with the abundance of alternative content, the platform-mediated
nature of visibility, and the fact that an influencer’s presence in a follower’s everyday life is
often maintained through repeated exposure.

One follower expressed this very directly: “I'd say I don’t even notice if the algorithm
simply doesn’t show me those people. I might watch them every day, but if that little circle
isn’t there for a week, I'll forget they exist” (Follower). This statement indicates that formally
following an influencer does not necessarily ensure the influencer’s stable presence in a
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follower’s life. A follower may continue to follow and feel positively toward an influencer,
yet reduced exposure may diminish the influencer’s presence in the follower’s everyday
digital environment.

Influencers also recognized the possibility of replaceability. One influencer described
the fleeting nature of digital attention as follows: “Followers forget about you after five
minutes. Followers only know you when you're useful to them. So [...] they wouldn’t miss
me at all” (Influencer). This statement indicates that some influencers also experience the
relationship as fragile and highly dependent on their continuous presence, visibility, and
usefulness to followers.

Replaceability does not mean that all influencers or all relationships are equally easy to
replace. The analysis also revealed strong relationship experiences, a sense of friendship, and
intensive personal interaction. Nevertheless, the platform environment creates conditions in
which even an influencer who was part of a follower’s everyday life may gradually lose that
presence when their visibility declines, while other content and influencers take their place.

Taken together, the findings indicate that the platform shapes the influencer—follower
relationship primarily by mediating visibility and the rhythm of presence. Influencers adapt
their posting practices and frequency to the perceived logic of the algorithm in an attempt to
maintain their presence in followers’ everyday lives. Repeated visibility was associated with
perceived relationship continuity in participants’ accounts, whereas reduced visibility and
an abundance of alternative content were interpreted as possible conditions for weakening
and replaceability. The platform thus both enables and constrains the relationship: it
facilitates opportunities for repeated presence, contact, and interaction, while participants
describe uncertainty about visibility and the continuity of contact.

4.6. Empirically Grounded Conceptual Framework of the Insta Relationship

We use the term Insta relationship to name an exploratory integrative framework for
the multidimensional, subjectively interpreted relationships described in this Instagram
study. The term does not designate a validated new psychological construct. The framework
connects five dimensions while distinguishing audience-oriented relations from accounts
of repeated individualized communication. Its empirical grounding concerns participants’
accounts and our interpretive integration, rather than direct observation of reciprocal dyads
or longitudinal change.

The following sections explain the multidimensional and subjectively perceived nature
of the relationship and its two relational forms.

4.6.1. Multidimensionality and Interconnections

The framework integrates five dimensions—authenticity, benefits, follower experiences,
interaction, and platform—across three analytical levels. Authenticity and follower experi-
ences operate primarily at the perceptual and experiential level, benefits and interaction at
the relational and communication level, and platform at the platform and contextual level.
This organization does not imply that the dimensions operate independently. Their con-
nections are interpreted from participants’ accounts and illustrated through the examples
below. Although the framework integrates the dimensions across three analytical levels,
it does not assume a hierarchy, equal weight, or a causal sequence among them. Figure 1
presents the exploratory integrative framework of the Insta relationship.

Processes within one dimension may facilitate or constrain processes within other
dimensions, but the same conditions do not produce the same response among all followers.

At the perceptual and experiential level, followers attribute authenticity to influencers
and subjectively experience both influencers and their relationships with them. They
assess an influencer’s authenticity through imperfection, self-disclosure, selective non-
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disclosure, and consistency. When followers perceive an influencer as authentic, they may
find the influencer more relatable, trust them more, and feel closer to them. However,
greater self-disclosure does not necessarily result in greater authenticity. Excessive or
inappropriate self-disclosure may raise doubts about the influencer’s motives and increase
the perceived distance. Each follower subjectively determines what degree of self-disclosure
and selective non-disclosure is appropriate. Followers may therefore experience the same
content differently: some may perceive it as authentic and others as manipulative; it may
motivate one follower while eliciting envy in another. Authenticity is directly connected
with follower experiences through relatability, motivation, envy, and a sense of friendship.
The perceptual and experiential level is also directly connected with the relational and
communication level and the platform and contextual level.

INSTA RELATIONSHIP

multidimensional ® subjectively perceived

¢~ PERCEPTUAL AND EXPERIENTIAL LEVEL ™ 7" RELATIONAL
STRUCTURE
AUTHENTICITY FOLLOWER EXPERIENCES
Imperfection Relatability Predominantly
Self-disclosure Motivation
Selective non-disclosure Envy INFLUENCER -
K Consistency Sense of friendship / RAEl:R'IrngCEL
[ FORM
4 RELATIONAL AND COMMUNICATION LEVEL ) |
(" Insome cases '\
BENEFITS INTERACTION oYADI
non-material benefits two-way communication INFLUENCER-
material benefits co-creation FOLLOWER
perceived balance of benefits patterns of involvement RELATIONAL
- e ) )
( PLATFORM AND CONTEXTUAL LEVEL
PLATFORM
algorithmic medliation « frequency ¢ replaceability
NS

Figure 1. Exploratory integrative framework of the Insta relationship. The five dimensions derive
from the qualitative analysis; the three levels organize their interpretation. Connections represent
proposed interdependencies, not tested causal effects, temporal stages, or equivalent weights. The
two relational forms are analytical distinctions based on unpaired accounts.

At the relational and communication level, benefits reveal the exchange aspect of the
relationship. Influencers and followers derive material and non-material benefits from the
relationship while investing time, attention, knowledge, energy, content, responses, and other
resources, although reciprocal interaction is not present in every relationship. The relationship
does not require an objectively equal distribution of benefits and investments. Participants’
accounts linked continued involvement with sufficient perceived value and an exchange not
experienced as markedly one-sided. Followers generally understand that influencers earn
income from their work and therefore do not necessarily reject paid partnerships. Followers
described reduced tolerance of commercial content when they felt that they no longer received
sufficient value for their attention. A perceived imbalance may also reduce the authenticity
attributed to the influencer and contribute to the weakening of the relationship.

Interaction indicates the extent to which and the ways in which two-way communica-
tion is actually realized within the relationship. Followers may silently observe an influencer
without responding visibly, respond functionally to the influencer’s content, communicate
actively with the influencer, or develop intensive personal interaction. These modes rep-
resent different patterns of involvement within the interaction dimension, not different
relational forms of the Insta relationship. The patterns are also not tied to fixed groups of
followers, as the same follower may move among them over time. The absence of a visible
response therefore does not imply the absence of a relationship. Even followers who merely
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observe an influencer may experience a strong sense of closeness or friendship. An actual
response from the influencer, however, may make followers feel noticed and encourage
further communication. Responses from both parties may also lead to the co-creation of
content and relationships. Accounts of repeated reciprocal communication, recognition of
a particular follower as a continuing contact, and individualized responses are interpreted
as consistent with the proposed dyadic influencer—follower relational form. The criteria for
this interpretation are specified in Section 4.6.3.

Platform plays a distinct role in the framework because it creates the conditions under
which the other dimensions operate and relationship processes unfold. Algorithmic media-
tion shapes content visibility, posting frequency structures the rhythm of the influencer’s
presence, and replaceability indicates that when this presence declines, other content and
influencers may take the influencer’s place within followers” digital environments. Re-
peated visibility may support a sense of familiarity and relationship continuity, whereas
reduced visibility may contribute to the weakening of the relationship. Influencers there-
fore adapt to the perceived logic of the algorithm and attempt to maintain their presence,
while followers often consume primarily the content presented to them by the platform.
Instagram enables one-to-many communication between influencers and their audiences
while also supporting comments, replies to Stories, and private messages through which
individualized one-to-one communication may develop.

The integrative value of the framework is reflected in five findings. First, platform-
mediated visibility enables repeated exposure, but visibility alone does not constitute a
relationship. Second, self-disclosure enables followers to learn about influencers, but it
does not in itself ensure authenticity or closeness; its meaning depends on followers” assess-
ments of appropriateness, consistency, and the influencer’s motives. Third, the technical
possibility of responding or visible involvement does not in itself constitute actual two-way
communication. Such communication begins to be realized when the influencer recognizes
a particular follower or their response and responds to it. Fourth, followers do not evaluate
commercial content separately from the relationship but in connection with authenticity,
benefits, their own investments, and the perceived balance between benefits and invest-
ments. Fifth, relationship continuity is conditioned by the platform but is neither linear
nor guaranteed: repeated visibility may support familiarity, whereas reduced visibility,
combined with an abundance of alternatives, may contribute to replaceability. Table 4
illustrates selected connections using excerpts from Section 4 and Supplementary Table S1.
An influencer describes replying to messages and comments as giving something back to
followers, linking interaction with the perceived balance between benefits and investments.
A focus-group exchange describes evening viewing as saying goodnight to a friend, linking
frequency with a sense of friendship.

Table 4. Reported excerpts and cross-dimensional interpretations.

Empirical Excerpt or Reported Pattern Interpretive Connection Inference Boundary
“I follow her because she really goes Everyday-life presentation links Supports perceived similarity; does
through the same things I do”. authenticity judgments with not demonstrate a causal effect of
(Follower; Authenticity) relatability. disclosure.

Responding to absolutely every Responfimg is described as giving This is an influencer’s account of
message ... or at least engaging with something back to followers, linking

every comment ... to show followers two-way communication
that I care ... I give them back at least ~ (Interaction) with the perceived

part of what they give me”.
(Influencer; Benefits)

reciprocating followers’
contributions; it does not establish
that followers perceive the

balance between benefits and exchange as balanced.

investments (Benefits).
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Table 4. Cont.

Empirical Excerpt or Reported Pattern

Interpretive Connection

Inference Boundary

“] remember how surprised I was the
first time I messaged her and she
actually replied. Now I message her
more often, and she always replies”.
(Follower; Interaction)

A reply is linked retrospectively to
further contact and felt accessibility.

Repeated replies are reported;
mutual recognition is not confirmed
by a matched influencer account.

“When I said I'd had a miscarriage”
followed by accounts of followers’
personal disclosures in direct messages
(Influencer; Interaction)

Personal disclosure and responsive
disclosure connect
authenticity-related openness with
substantive interaction.

An excerpted account, not a verified
reciprocal dyad or evidence that
intimate disclosure is necessary.

“If nothing else, in the evening ...
before you go to sleep ...”—*To say
goodnight, yes-to say goodbye to your
friend”. (Focus group with followers;
Platform)

An evening viewing routine is
described in the language of
friendship, linking frequency
(Platform) with a sense of friendship
(Follower experiences).

The exchange connects routine
viewing with felt friendship; it does
not establish that more frequent
posting creates greater closeness.

“... I watch the Stories, and that’s it,
really. I don’t search for anyone ...”
(Follower; Interaction)

Viewing content without further
reported response illustrates
audience-oriented following,
consistent with the
influencer-audience form.

The excerpt does not establish the
follower’s emotional closeness or
continuing individualized
recognition by the influencer.

“... there are a few who have been
commenting non-stop since COVID ...
you already know that this one has two
children and is divorced ... if one of the
most active ones doesn't write
anything to me for a month, I start
wondering, is everything okay?...”
(Influencer, Interaction)

Remembering personal
circumstances and noticing absence
illustrate recognition of particular
followers as continuing contacts,
supporting one criterion of the
proposed dyadic form.

Regular comments and recognition
do not by themselves establish
repeated reciprocal communication.

“... with quite a few of them, we meet
for coffee and see each other; with
some, we’ve also ended up
collaborating professionally ... and
there are a few we really clicked with,
so we meet for coffee and they come
over to visit ...” (Influencer;
Interaction)

Reported personal contact beyond
public Instagram content illustrates
individualized contact consistent
with the proposed dyadic form.

This is the influencer’s perspective;
offline meetings illustrate

individualized contact but are not a
requirement of the proposed form.

A process-oriented reading of the framework can distinguish possible entry, reinforce-

ment, maintenance, and withdrawal. Entry may combine platform exposure with perceived

relevance and authenticity; reinforcement may involve valued benefits, relatability, or a reply

that encourages further contact; maintenance may depend on continued value, acceptable

disclosure boundaries, and recurring visibility; withdrawal may be associated with per-

ceived inconsistency, negative comparison, an imbalanced exchange, or declining exposure.

For example, a follower described initially valuing a personal disclosure, then interpret-

ing it as a sales strategy and unfollowing the influencer (Supplementary Table S1). We

interpret this account as linking authenticity judgments and perceived content value with

reported withdrawal. These processes can coexist and need not occur in this order. Table 4

shows the excerpt-based basis for selected connections. This is a proposed interpretation

for longitudinal testing, not an observed relationship lifecycle.
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4.6.2. Subjectivity

The second key characteristic of the Insta relationship is its subjectivity. The subjectivity
that permeates the dimensions is evident in the fact that the same influencer may be per-
ceived as authentic by one follower but not by another. The same content may motivate one
follower while eliciting envy, discomfort, or a sense of unattainability in another. Similarly,
one follower may accept commercial content when they perceive it as consistent with the
influencer’s other activities and continue to derive sufficient value from the relationship,
whereas another may interpret it as a sign of insincerity or an imbalanced exchange. Conse-
quently, no individual dimension has a predetermined effect; rather, its meaning emerges
through its interconnections with other dimensions and the follower’s interpretation.

4.6.3. Two Relational Forms

The influencer—audience form describes audience-oriented connection without estab-
lished continuing individualized recognition. A dyadic form is proposed when accounts
indicate three criteria together: repeated reciprocal communication, recognition of a particu-
lar follower as a continuing contact, and individualized rather than solely generic responses.
These criteria specify the analytical distinction, not a validated threshold. A like, isolated
reply, collective answer, or private message alone is insufficient. Reciprocal contact also
need not imply friendship, equal power, or equal investment. Because participants were not
matched, no particular dyad was verified from both sides; the present data support reports
consistent with this form, not confirmation of mutual recognition in specific relationships.

Table 4 links examples from Supplementary Table S1 to the proposed relational forms:
silent viewing illustrates audience-oriented following, recognition of regular contributors
illustrates continuing recognition, and personal contact beyond Instagram illustrates indi-
vidualized contact. These excerpts support the analytical distinction without being treated
as a combined account of a single relationship.

The relational forms are not stages. Accounts of repeated replies and influencers’
descriptions of sustained contact suggest individualized communication, but the conditions
causing a shift between forms were not observed. The framework therefore identifies criteria
for examining a possible dyadic form, not necessary and sufficient causal conditions for
reaching it.

5. Discussion
5.1. Explanatory Value of the Insta Relationship in Comparison with Related Conceptualizations

Because parasocial interaction (PSI) and parasocial relationship (PSR) were discussed
in detail in Section 2, they are not defined again here. Both concepts retain important ex-
planatory value for the subjectively experienced and predominantly one-sided aspect of the
influencer—follower relationship. PSI explains the sense of personal contact and perceived
reciprocity during exposure to a media figure, even though no actual mutual communica-
tion occurs. PSR explains the sense of knowing the media figure, closeness, attachment, and
imagined friendship that extends beyond a single exposure to content [25,71,72,74]. Within
the Insta relationship, followers may likewise follow an influencer without direct contact yet
experience the relationship very intensely. The conceptual framework therefore does not reject
the parasocial aspect of the relationship but incorporates it into a broader explanation.

Table 5 compares the approaches and identifies the more limited contribution
claimed here.

The findings highlight the need to distinguish subjective closeness from actual two-
way communication. Even actual two-way communication does not necessarily imply a
symmetrical, friendship-like, or subjectively intense relationship. A follower may experience
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the relationship intensely without responding visibly, while frequent communication does

not in itself indicate a strong sense of closeness.

Table 5. Conceptual comparison and scope of the proposed integration.

Existing Explanatory Proposed Contribution of the
Approach .

Focus Present Integration

Relates authenticity judgments

Commercial, interactive, and emotional experiences to
Perceived reciprocal, and disclosive exchange evaluations and
interconnectedness intimacies; communication perceived platform continuity;
(Abidin) with an audience and does not claim to introduce

individuals.

intimacy or
commercialization.

Trans-parasocial
relationship (Lou)

Collective reciprocity,
interactivity, and
co-creation; followers’
evaluations of sponsored
content in relation to trust,
content value, and
sponsorship expectations.

Separates audience-level
responsiveness, an individual
reply, and repeated
individualized recognition;
does not treat reciprocity as a
new discovery.

Collective reciprocity

Responsiveness to
representative audience
contributions; a
mechanism within the
trans-parasocial account.

Distinguishes responsiveness
benefiting the audience from
accounts of continuing contact
with a particular follower.

One-and-a-half-sided
parasocial relationship
(Kowert and Daniel)

Asymmetric live-streaming
relationships involving
potential reciprocity,
community affiliation,
emotional engagement,
and presence.

Examines accounts in
Instagram’s mix of public and
private communication,
alongside value judgments
and perceived exposure
conditions.

Insta relationship
framework

Exploratory integration of
five dimensions using
influencer interviews and
follower focus groups.

Connects relational meanings
and value judgments with
reported communication
practices and perceived
platform conditions in a
contextual interpretation of
influencer—follower
relationships.

Benefits, costs, and gratifications have already been examined in later PSR research, while
more recent conceptualizations also incorporate engagement and co-creation [1,28,42,86-88].
The framework interprets material and non-material benefits alongside both parties’ invest-
ments [1,41,60,89]. What matters is not an objectively equal exchange but the perceived
balance between benefits and investments. Followers may accept commercial content when
they perceive it as consistent with the influencer’s other activities and continue to derive
sufficient value from the relationship [13,69,90,91]. However, when they interpret commer-
cialization as a sign of insincerity or a markedly imbalanced exchange, their assessment of the
influencer’s authenticity may change, their involvement may decrease, or they may end the
relationship. The framework therefore does not treat commercial content as an external factor
that necessarily weakens the relationship but as part of the relational context that followers
evaluate in conjunction with the other dimensions.
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Existing research recognizes that social media enable more frequent access, respon-
siveness, and direct communication [27,28,92]. Recent empirical studies further indicate
that these processes are not platform-neutral. Damaj and Nofal [24] found that the role
of interactivity and follower engagement in the formation of PSR, as well as some of the
effects of PSR, differ between Instagram and TikTok. Research on Instagram commerce
likewise points to the need for conceptual frameworks that account for social embeddedness
and the interactive features of platforms [93]. Algorithmically mediated visibility affects
which content followers see, frequency shapes the influencer’s presence in their digital
environments, and replaceability indicates that other content and influencers may take the
influencer’s place [35,37]. Repeated visibility may support familiarity and relationship
continuity, whereas reduced visibility, combined with an abundance of other content, may
contribute to the weakening of the relationship [72,94,95]. However, visibility alone does
not constitute a relationship or determine how a follower will experience the content or
the influencer.

The framework additionally explains that the five dimensions do not carry equal weight
for all followers and do not add up to a uniform level of relationship strength. Research
on social comparison similarly indicates that responses to idealized content depend on
followers’ characteristics and their perceptions of the discrepancy between their actual and
ideal selves [96-98]. Likewise, commercial content may have no effect on the relationship
for one follower but may alter another follower’s assessment of authenticity and the balance
of the exchange [13,69]. No individual dimension therefore has a fixed relational effect;
rather, its meaning emerges through its interplay with other dimensions and the subjective
interpretation of a particular follower. The framework also does not assume a universal
hierarchy among the dimensions. Although authenticity was prominent in the empirical
material, this does not mean that it is the most important dimension for every follower.

The one-to-many and one-to-one communication discussed by Abidin [27] does not
automatically correspond to the two proposed relational forms. Communication flow
describes how communication is directed, whereas relational form describes the relationship
between participants. The two relational forms do not represent developmental stages, and
the more direct form does not in itself imply a stronger or more symmetrical relationship.
The empirical data allow for the possibility that the relational form may change but do not
support the identification of a universal sequence or the conditions under which such a
change occurs.

The Insta relationship is offered as an exploratory integrative framework. Its theo-
retical contribution has three parts: connecting perceptions and emotional experiences
with exchange evaluations and perceived platform continuity; separating subjective close-
ness, visible involvement, reciprocal communication, and relational form; and generating
bounded process interpretations for further testing.

The integrative value of the framework lies in interpreting practices in relation to
other aspects of the relationship. Self-disclosure, for example, may support relatability
when followers recognize shared experiences, but may also raise doubts about authenticity
when perceived as excessive or manipulative. The framework thus helps distinguish how
a relationship is experienced and valued from how communication is reported to occur,
while examining their connections. These are interpretive connections within the material,
not tested causal effects.

Earlier approaches already explain intimacy, interactivity, and reciprocity. The present
framework extends the organization of these insights in this empirical context rather than
establishing their insufficiency or introducing a superior general theory. Future work must
examine whether the integration offers explanatory value beyond existing constructs and
whether the five dimensions remain adequate in other samples.
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5.2. Practical Implications for Influencers, Brands, and Followers

The practical implications of the study vary in their proximity to the empirical data. The
implications for influencers and followers derive directly from their experiences, whereas
those for brands are derived indirectly because the study did not include brand representa-
tives. The study also did not examine sales effects or campaign effectiveness. The findings
therefore provide a basis for understanding and managing the Insta relationship rather
than prescriptions for achieving specific marketing outcomes.

For influencers, an important finding is that authenticity is not an objective characteris-
tic or a communication technique but a subjective assessment made by followers. Influencers
can manage their communication practices, but they cannot ensure that all followers will
interpret them in the same way. Greater self-disclosure therefore does not necessarily pro-
duce greater authenticity or closeness. More important are a carefully considered balance
between self-disclosure and selective non-disclosure, clear privacy boundaries, and consis-
tency among expressed values, regular content, behavior, and commercial partnerships.
Paid partnerships likewise do not necessarily weaken the relationship. Their meaning
depends on their consistency with the influencer’s other activities and on whether followers
continue to receive sufficient value relative to their attention and other investments. Influ-
encers should therefore not assess the relationship solely on the basis of visible engagement.
Silent followers may experience the relationship intensely, whereas a large number of com-
ments does not necessarily indicate actual two-way communication or a more direct dyadic
influencer—follower relational form. Similarly, greater frequency does not in itself ensure
a stronger relationship, although a sufficiently recognizable and consistent presence may
support its continuity.

For brands, the framework suggests questions for evaluating partnerships rather than
validated selection criteria. A qualitative review could examine content and value consis-
tency, perceived follower benefits, and the distinction between audience responsiveness and
individualized communication. Brand representatives and campaigns were not studied, so
recommendations about creative autonomy, partnership design, or campaign performance
remain extrapolations requiring research with firms and campaign data. No improvement
in sales, return on investment, or other commercial outcomes can be inferred from this study.

For followers, the framework is particularly useful for distinguishing between the
subjective experience and the actual structure of the relationship. A sense of being person-
ally addressed, closeness, or imagined friendship may be real and intense for the follower,
but it does not necessarily mean that the influencer knows that particular follower or that
actual two-way communication exists between them. A single response from the influ-
encer likewise does not establish a symmetrical or friendship-like relationship. Followers
may therefore reflect more critically on the benefits they derive from the relationship, the
amount of time, attention, emotional energy, or money they invest in it, and how the con-
tent affects their experiences. If the content primarily elicits discomfort, envy, or a sense
of an imbalanced exchange, followers may change their pattern of involvement or end
the relationship.

5.3. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

The limitations of the study define the scope of the empirically grounded conceptual
framework of the Insta relationship. The framework was developed using constructivist
grounded theory and is based on an interpretive analysis of influencers” and followers’
experiences. Its purpose is therefore not statistical generalization, measurement of the
strength of individual dimensions, or confirmation of causal relationships, but the con-
ceptual explanation of the relationship under study. The researcher’s interpretation is an
integral part of the approach employed. Comparing two data sources and analytically
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examining the emerging categories supported the empirical grounding of the framework
but cannot eliminate its interpretive nature.

The study was conducted in Slovenia and included commercially active Instagram
influencers within a particular range of follower counts and followers aged between 18
and 38, the majority of whom were women. The findings therefore cannot be transferred
to other cultural and market contexts, older users, different categories of influencers, or
other platforms without further examination. Moreover, the data were collected in 2023,
while platform features, user practices, and forms of algorithmically mediated visibility
continue to evolve. Future research should examine the transferability of the framework
across different cultural contexts, demographic groups, influencer categories, and platforms.
On other platforms, the five dimensions could guide inquiry, while their subcategories
and interconnections would need to be examined in relation to platform-specific visibility,
content practices, and opportunities for public and private communication.

The interviews and focus groups relied on self-reports, with possible selective recall
and socially desirable responses. In the focus groups, uneven participation and confor-
mity may have muted dissent or intimate experiences; two discussions do not establish
follower-category saturation. Most importantly, no matched influencer—follower pairs were
studied. Consequently, recognition and reciprocity cannot be verified from both sides of
the same relationship, and the proposed dyadic form remains provisional. Individual
follower interviews, additional theoretically selected groups, and matched-dyad studies
with consented communication records are needed to refine or challenge the framework.

The cross-sectional material contains retrospective descriptions of formation, change,
and withdrawal. It supports participants” meanings and reported experiences but cannot
establish temporal order, duration, prevalence, or causality. The proposed entry, reinforce-
ment, maintenance, and withdrawal processes must therefore be treated as interpretive
possibilities. Longitudinal research could examine whether and how dimensions interact
over time and whether individualized contact meets the proposed dyadic criteria from both
participants’ perspectives.

Finally, the study did not examine associations between the Insta relationship and
purchasing behavior, attitudes toward brands, campaign effectiveness, or sales outcomes,
nor did it include representatives of brands, influencer marketing clients, or platforms.
Future research could operationalize the five dimensions of the framework and separately
measure subjective relationship intensity, actual two-way communication, and the relational
form of the relationship. Researchers could then examine the associations among these
elements and their relationships with commercial outcomes. In doing so, the analytical
levels should not be treated as additional dimensions or variables but as an organizational
device for examining the connections among the perceptual, relational, and platform-related
aspects of the Insta relationship.

6. Conclusions

This study contributes an exploratory integration of five dimensions drawn from
Slovenian influencer interviews and follower focus groups. Its first contribution is to connect
authenticity judgments and follower experiences with benefits relative to investments,
communication practices, and perceived platform conditions. The contribution lies in this
contextual organization of known concerns, not the discovery of interactivity or reciprocity.

Its second contribution is to distinguish subjective closeness, visible involvement, actual
reciprocal exchanges, and relational form. These distinctions help interpret why silent
followers may feel close while frequent replies do not establish friendship or a mutually
recognized dyad. The audience and dyadic forms are analytical proposals based on unpaired
accounts, not confirmed categories of reciprocal relationships.
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Its third contribution is a set of process-oriented interpretations for future research on
entry, reinforcement, maintenance, and withdrawal. These possibilities require individual
follower interviews, broader sampling, matched dyads, and longitudinal examination.
Instagram-specific visibility and communication practices anchor the framework; analogous
processes on other platforms may be investigated, but transferability and added explanatory
value remain open empirical questions.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://www.
mdpi.com/article/10.3390/jtaer21110395/s1. Table S1. Representative examples of the analytical
progression from empirical data through initial codes and focused categories to the dimensions of
the Insta relationship conceptual framework.
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