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Abstract

Social media influencers (SMIs) are becoming increasingly powerful in shaping customers’
perceptions and behaviors regarding the products they purchase and the brands within
digital marketing environments. This research proposes to assess the extent to which social
media platforms, particularly Instagram and TikTok, affect SMIs’ capacity to persuade their
followers concerning brand credibility and purchase intention. Using an online survey of
701 active users of both platforms in Palestine, the data were analyzed using structural
equation modeling (SEM) through SmartPLS 4.0 for the simultaneous evaluation of both
the measurement models and the structural models. The research findings indicate that
follower involvement, interactivity, and emotional attachment positively influence the
persuasive outcomes through the creation of parasocial relationships (PSRs) between fol-
lowers and SMIs, and that these influences are different for each platform. Results show
that Instagram had a larger overall influence compared to TikTok, whereas there were no
differences between platforms regarding how PSRs shape follower perceptions of brand
credibility and emotional attachment to SMIs; both of these perceptions are strongly linked
to PSRs. Therefore, these findings underscore the importance of platform-specific engage-
ment mechanisms in shaping PSRs and offer theoretical and practical implications for
influencer marketing strategies. The findings further suggest that platform affordances may
condition not only overall engagement levels but also the relative strength of persuasion
mechanisms underlying PSRs and their behavioral consequences. By situating the analysis
within a non-Western digital market, this study provides context-specific insights and
highlights avenues for future research in comparable digital consumption environments.

Keywords: persuasive power; parasocial relationships; purchase intention; brand
credibility; social media type; social media influencers; digital consumption

1. Introduction
The expansion of the global network of social media has resulted in many people

getting information from several different channels. As a result, businesses are purposefully
using a wide range of media and digital tools to create a relationship with their customers
and connect them to their target market [1]. In addition to this, social media influencer
marketing has been beneficial for both influencers and companies. With the increase in e-
commerce, online influencers are now acting as brand ambassadors, using digital channels
to promote e-commerce companies [2]. SMIs are individuals who primarily participate in
social media platforms; they are often followed by many and connect with their followers
by giving them regular personal insight [3].
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An influencer has a significant impact on a consumer’s perspective, attitude, and
behavior [4]. Because they act as “fashionable friends” who an audience seeks advice
from, if an SMI recommends an item, this can greatly enhance a brand’s reputation and
increase intent to purchase an item from that brand. When it comes to creating an online
presence, SMIs serve as opinion leaders in the context of digital media [5,6]. Accordingly, by
using SMIs to endorse products and services, companies, including some large businesses,
have improved their overall visibility and heightened the likelihood of making sales [7,8].
Therefore, the power of SMIs is clear both through their expertise as leaders of thought
and through their frequent recommendations of items [3]. Nonetheless, most previous
research has regarded influencers as a uniform category, overlooking the role of platform
affordances on their persuasive efficacy.

The main driver of influencer marketing’s success is the continuous creation of content
by SMIs to form a stronger connection to their audience [9]. In comparison with traditional
celebrity endorsers, SMIs engage with followers on a more reciprocal scale, leading to a
more relatable and accessible experience of engagement. As followers interact with the
influencer more than in one-off interactions, they become familiar with the influencer’s
persona and develop personal schemas and bonds that mimic relationships with close
friends [10,11]. Therefore, followers use not their traditional advertising schema but their
interpersonal schema to interpret persuasive messages from SMIs [12].

In particular, PSRs are a psychological mechanism in which followers develop an im-
pression of familiarity, emotional attachment, and simulated proximity with SMIs based on
their one-sided interactive relationship with the influencer [13–15]. Similarly, the closeness
that is perceived enhances the persuasive ability of SMIs. Ref. [16] revealed that greater
PSRs were positively correlated with greater brand credibility and intention to purchase, as
well as that followers’ persuasion knowledge weakened (moderated) the effect of PSR on
perceived brand credibility. Thus, exploring these interpersonal and cognitive mechanisms’
influence on co-production is fundamental to an explanation of why SMIs are superior to
traditional endorsers in manipulating consumer engagement.

While previous research has examined various influencer-related variables and mech-
anisms, a comprehensive and integrated model that accounts for the persuasive power of
influencers remains noticeably underdeveloped [8]. Previous papers have looked at factors
like credibility, authenticity, expertise, and information quality, but there has been little
focus on the role of specific persuasive factors (e.g., interactivity, emotional attachment,
follower involvement) that generate consumer responses (i.e., parasocial relationships);
such factors aid in the choreography of interpersonal situations [16].

Moreover, even with the evidence that user experiences and engagement mechanisms
vary considerably across different social media platforms [17–19], the moderating function
of platform type in influencer persuasion has not been fully examined. Ref. [16] notes that
platform attributes have the potential to impact the way users cognitively process influencer-
generated content and assess endorsed brands and highlight the need for research to
examine the differences in persuasive mechanics on different platforms.

As it currently stands, no research has been done to examine the relationship between
the impact of SMIs as influencers and how they affect and are affected by each other based
on the various social media platforms available to consumers. To fill this gap, the purpose of
this study is to explore how key factors of persuasion (interactivity, emotional attachment,
and follower engagement) of each type of SMI influence followers’ PSR. In addition, this
research will investigate how each of these three factors of persuasion, along with PSR,
influences consumer outcomes such as brand credibility and purchase intention. Finally,
the relationship between key factors of persuasion, PSRs, and consumer outcomes will also
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be explored to determine whether or not these relationships differ between different types
of social media platforms.

Beyond merely examining whether platform differences exist, this study advances
a more precise theoretical claim: that platform affordances may systematically shape
the relative strength of persuasion mechanisms within influencer–follower relationships.
Drawing on affordance-based perspectives and prior research demonstrating that plat-
form type influences engagement patterns and advertising effectiveness [20], platforms
are conceptualized here as structurally distinct socio-technical environments rather than
neutral communication channels. In line with persuasion theories emphasizing differential
cognitive processing across media contexts [21], such environments may condition how
followers cognitively and affectively process influencer content. Consequently, platform-
level affordances may alter the relative importance of interactivity, emotional attachment,
and follower involvement—identified in prior research as key engagement-based drivers
of influencer persuasion [16]—in generating PSRs, as well as the downstream influence
of PSRs on brand credibility and purchase intention. In doing so, this study extends
prior research that has examined PSRs, engagement mechanisms, and platform differences
largely in isolation by offering an integrated explanation of how these elements interact
within platform-specific environments. This enables a more precise understanding of SMIs’
persuasion as a context-dependent process rather than a set of universally stable effects
across social media platforms.

2. Literature Review and Research of Hypotheses
2.1. Theoretical Framework

This research based on the Social Influence Theory developed by [22], as well as an
extension of the Two-Step Flow Communication Model first described by [23,24], studies
how SMIs influence consumer behavior, attitudes, and perceptions through the study of
PSRs. The Two-Step Flow Communication Model posits that opinion leaders serve as
filters or gatekeepers for the information they receive and therefore provide an additional
form of media to the larger public. While this model has served a significant role in
the history of communications research, it has also been criticized extensively as a result
of its basic, linear, and one-way classification of how media influence’s opinion leaders
and therefore the general population. The Two-Step Flow Communication Model fails
to account for other critical factors such as the dynamic nature of two-way interactions
between audiences and the creators of messages and how algorithms affect the manner
in which user-generated content interacts with users across the many different platforms
used today. The evolution of opinion leadership and persuasive communication patterns
has changed to where opinion leaders and persuasive influencers can now be dynamic,
bidirectional, and mediated through an algorithm-driven, platform-centric environment.
As a result, a new theoretical model must be developed that provides an accurate and
comprehensive explanation of this evolution [25,26].

According to [27], while traditional media restricts audience engagement primarily
to one-way communication, social networks provide an avenue for mutually interactive
communication between audiences and influencers. Influencers have the ability to create
and share content that aligns with their beliefs, lifestyles, morals, etc., rather than simply
following the guidelines of corporate or journalistic ethics, creating opportunities for
building emotional bonds with their followers through message creation and fostering
feelings of closeness between themselves and their followers. Therefore, social media
provides an opportunity for the development of PSRs between the influencer’s audience(s)
as the relationship is created through informal and/or interactive content. Throughout this
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process, followers feel they are participating in the message creation process and are being
offered a way to share their lives with other people [28].

Social Influence Theory enhances our understanding by highlighting its principles of
individual influence through identification—the imitation and admiration of influencers
by followers—and internalization—the followers’ capacity to accept and adopt the values
of the influencer [22,29]. Empirical evidence verifies that follower engagement behaviors,
such as liking, commenting, and sharing, are not just surface-level behaviors; engagement
behaviors are psychological levers activating identification and internalization mechanisms.
Follow-up engagement is related to identification when followers see influencers as role
models and then engage in behaviors consistent with those of the influencer. Similarly,
engagement behaviors confirm identification since followers internalize the influencer’s
beliefs and recommended values [30–32]. According to the theory, knowledge regarding
the desired conduct or observations of other people’s behavior and the social norms around
it have an impact on people’s decisions and actions [29]. Empirical research indicates that
interactivity, emotional attachment, and follower involvement substantially influence the
development of PSRs, hence augmenting engagement and shaping brand viewpoints [16].

SMIs utilize the platforms for a variety of objectives, like discussing certain issues
and spreading news with their following. The trustworthiness of influencers can also
be measured by analyzing followers’ opinions about the influencers’ trustworthiness,
attractiveness, and similarity [33]. The quantity of followers, shares, likes, and comments
can be utilized to assess interactivity and involvement. Emotional attachment is a key aspect
in determining influencers’ persuasive effect on followers [34]. Consequently, we utilize
the content value of SMIs, interactivity, emotional connection, and follower involvement to
assess the persuasive power of influencers.

While PSRs’ mediating role has been studied in the past, few studies have looked at
the variables that precede PSR development, particularly in different platform contexts. By
demonstrating that interactivity, emotional attachment, and followers’ involvement are
precursors to the establishment of PSRs, this study contributes to the body of literature.
The three factors were selected because the literature indicated their possible significance
and recommended that future studies concentrating on brand credibility and purchase
intention take them into account [16]. Other factors, such as influencer expertise or authen-
ticity, are still important, but they were thoroughly covered in earlier research. Instagram
and TikTok were selected based on the preliminary study’s results, which demonstrated
distinct user engagement and content interaction patterns on each site. These discrepan-
cies provide a helpful foundation for examining platform-specific variations in PSRs and
compelling findings.

These factors were therefore considered outside the scope of the present model. By
isolating PSRs as a mediator and adding platform type as a moderator, this study explicitly
looked at the parasocial relationships on Instagram and TikTok and evaluated their unique
effects on brand credibility and purchase intentions.

This comprehensive methodology offers actionable information for firms that use
multiple social media platforms to guide the creation of influencer campaigns that improve
engagement and consumer outcomes.

Taken together, Social Influence Theory and the Two-Step Flow model are not treated
as parallel frameworks in this study but as structurally connected perspectives. SMIs are
conceptualized as contemporary digital opinion leaders operating within an algorithm-
mediated extension of the Two-Step Flow structure. While the Two-Step Flow model
explains the structural positioning of influencers as intermediaries between information
sources and audiences, Social Influence Theory clarifies the mechanisms through which
influence operates, distinguishing between normative influence (identification-based align-
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ment with admired figures) and informational influence (internalization-based adoption
of endorsed beliefs and values). PSRs are conceptualized in this study as the relational–
psychological process that translates these normative and informational influence processes
into sustained persuasive outcomes within digital environments. In algorithm-driven plat-
forms such as TikTok, opinion leadership is dynamically shaped by visibility algorithms
and engagement architecture, extending the classical linear assumptions of the Two-Step
Flow model.

2.2. Parasocial Relationship in Influencer Marketing

Parasocial relationships are defined as the perceived sense of closeness, familiarity,
and imagined intimacy one feels toward influencers, even though it is a one-sided relation-
ship [35]. While the notion of PSRs is rooted in Horton and Wohl’s initial work in 1956 [36],
the contemporary literature reflects how PSRs on social media are influenced by platform
interactivity, influencers’ self-presentation strategies, and users’ emotional and cognitive
engagement with the influencers [37,38].

PSRs are vital in building perceptions, trust, and behavioral responses of followers to-
ward influencers and the brands they promote in the context of influencer marketing [9,14].
A perceived sense of reciprocity and engagement, even if unequal, can be created through
actions that contribute to and reinforce these relationships, such as liking, commenting,
and following [39,40].

Research has shown that influencer credibility, content attraction, and participant
involvement all have a strong direct bearing on PSR development, leading to changes
in attitude towards the brand [14,41]. It is important to evaluate PSRs in this research
project based on how the three variables from this paper shape PSR profitability through
interactivity, emotional attachment, and level of follower involvement. Accordingly, un-
derstanding how these mechanisms foster PSR development is essential for explaining
persuasive outcomes in influencer marketing contexts.

Influencer marketing fundamentally relies on relational and credibility-based per-
suasion processes rather than solely on traditional advertising exposure. In the context
of influencer marketing, PSRs should not be viewed merely as relational outcomes but
as the central psychological mechanism through which influencer engagement attributes
are translated into persuasive consequences. By mediating the effects of interactivity,
emotional attachment, and follower involvement, PSRs connect engagement dynamics
at the influencer–follower level with downstream outcomes such as brand credibility
and purchase intention. This positioning clarifies the structural role of PSRs within the
proposed research model and strengthens their theoretical integration with influencer
marketing frameworks.

2.3. Parasocial Relationships’ Antecedents
2.3.1. SMIs’ Content Value

SMIs’ commitment to delivering valuable and meaningful content, as well as organiz-
ing a big number of followers across social media platforms, increases the marketing value
for advertisers [9]. The type of content offered is also important because it promotes coop-
eration between followers and influencers. The quantity of content available to consumers
does not determine value alone [9,14,42].

According to [42], it is suggested that the primary goal of social media is to create
connections; therefore, the emotional attachments that one has with a particular influencer
will play a major role in that influencer’s followers’ intentions to act in a certain way.
When a person likes, comments on, or shares something from an influencer, this is an
indication of the emotional bond that exists between the follower and the influencer [14].
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When the influencer creates good content for the right audience, the combined effect of
high emotional connection and good content leads to high levels of interactivity with
the influencer.

Follower involvement and influencer appeal are two of the main factors influencing
brand response. Research indicates that follower involvement creates a connection between
follower and influencer through the increased interaction with and relevance of influencer
content, which may ultimately create relational familiarity and enhance the likelihood of
developing PSRs [43].

Influencer marketing is characterized by its unique mix of personal communication
and business messaging. Influencers collaborate with brands extensively, offering advice
and participating in active advertising [11]. Previous studies have examined the impact of
influencer content on customer behavior [44–46].

This study, in accordance with the research model, will examine three content-related
mechanisms that influence persuasive results in the social media influencer marketing
situation by fostering prosocial relationships: interactivity, emotional attachment, and
follower involvement.

2.3.2. The Interactivity of Content

Persuasive communication research has focused from the outset on the characteristics
of the message and factors that significantly influence users’ behaviors and attitudes, such
as the strength of the arguments [21]. More recent research has also emphasized the
need to study how interactive content generates distinctive persuasive effects, particularly
how interaction impacts both the message and its effectiveness [47]. Ref. [48] defines
interactivity as the ability of two or more people to mutually influence each other, the
medium, and the messages. Three aspects of interaction are proposed: first, active control,
meaning the extent to which the user can influence the communication; second, two-
way communication, meaning the smooth flow of information; and third, synchronicity,
meaning the speed at which interaction occurs simultaneously. Effective interactivity
requires reciprocal communication and the rapid transfer of information, which is generally
not available through traditional media sources [49,50].

Digital platforms have greatly advanced how and when influencers connect with
their audiences through allowing influencers to interact in real time with their fans and
to receive public and private responses to their posts via comments/likes, allowing for
the adjustment of the content based on their audience’s reactions and ultimately creating
greater engagement and intimacy [51]. Research has demonstrated that the greater the
perceived levels of interactivity between the influencer and the followers, the stronger the
relational ties. Additionally, an increase in relational ties can lead to increases in customer
loyalty and engagement [42,52–54]. Therefore, we suggest this hypothesis:

H1: Influencers’ parasocial relationship with their followers will be beneficially affected by the
interactivity of influencer content.

2.3.3. The Emotional Attachment of Content

Attachment is defined in the literature as a connection of emotion between two peo-
ple [55]. The human brand theory posits that media figures can develop relationships with
audiences and meet their needs, providing favorable marketing outcomes by developing a
“human brand” [56]. The theory has three propositions. First, media figures (i.e., celebrities,
politicians, and athletes) can become human brands when specific conditions are present.
Second, human brands can create loyalty by meeting the needs of followers and developing
trusting relationships in their communities [56,57]. Strong emotional attachment is likely to
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occur when human brands are able to meet the followers’ need for a sense of autonomy,
closeness, and competence [42]. Third, this attachment can be transferred to the human
brand’s marketing efforts since consumers tend to take the brand’s positive attributes to
similar brands [58]. Emotional attachment may also increase when followers view the
human brand as a representation of their ideal self, which would further enhance loyalty
and commitment [42].

In digital contexts, influencers often trigger emotional responses that satisfy followers’
needs for fantasy, identity, status, affiliation, and connection [34]. Similarly, social media
provides followers with continuous updates of influencers’ personal content, creating ampli-
fication and increased perceived proximity and relatability [59]. Compared to conventional
celebrities, followers often describe influencers as more approachable and intimate [60].
Emotional attachment develops when followers feel they possess a meaningful relationship
with a self-defining aspect of the influencer [61].

Moreover, emotional attachment to SMIs is a strong precursor of followers’ behaviors,
as they can predict the likelihood of purchase intention and of followers endorsing influ-
encers’ recommendations [51,62]. Emotional attachment also enhances relational support
and mutual understanding [20]. A recent study found that emotional attachment grew
with perceived quality of content—especially among followers on fitness-related social
media [63]. Consequently, we suggest the following hypothesis:

H2: Influencers’ parasocial relationship with their followers will be beneficially affected by emotional
attachment to influencer content.

2.3.4. Follower Involvement with Content

Follower involvement signifies how much people engage both cognitively and behav-
iorally with influencer content on social media. Followers choose to invest both their mental
and physical resources in processing content they find useful, interesting, and relevant,
which is an indicator of high engagement level [20,64]. Followers are motivated to engage
with SMIs based on the ability to show interpersonal connection through content that is
engaging (such as being appealing), interactive (which means being referred back to the
participant’s friend(s) or family or social), and emotional (for example, how the content
affects a person’s life) [65].

A few sub-dimensions of followers’ engagement that could be assessed within the
context of this study have been identified to be relevant: (1) Product Involvement; (2) Pur-
chasing Involvement; (3) Consumption Involvement; and (4) Advertising Involvement [66].
These sub-dimensions provide insight into how followers are interpreting content and
correspondingly assuaging, evaluating, and communicating with the approved brands a
follower follows. Higher levels of consumer involvement generally led to an increase in
followers’ engagement with their content, an increase in the need for followers to obtain
further information about the content, and an increase in systematic evaluations of com-
petitors’ products. Additionally, involvement could also influence attitudes and behaviors
towards the influencer and brands the influencer endorses [67–69].

Higher involvement is also associated with increased perceived benefits, reduced
perceived costs, and stronger purchase intentions [70–72]. In summary, follower in-
volvement with influencer content is a pivotal antecedent to PSRs since it creates en-
gagement, expectancy, and relationship-building over time. Therefore, we suggest the
following hypothesis:

H3: Influencers’ parasocial relationship with their followers will be beneficially affected by followers’
involvement in influencer content.
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2.4. PSRs and Followers’ Purchase Intention and Perception of Brand Credibility
2.4.1. Brand Credibility

Source credibility refers to a sender’s favorable attributes that impact message accep-
tance by the receiver [73]. It can also refer to the belief in an entity’s intentions [74]. For
example, ref. [73] developed a credibility measure for celebrity endorsers. When refer-
ring to brands as sources, the credibility idea refers to brand credibility. Ref. [75] defines
brand credibility, or the signal credibility of a brand, as “consistently delivering what is
promised,” which means that the information about a brand’s product position is credible.
Prior research has identified three components of credibility: trustworthiness, expertise,
and attractiveness or likeability [74,76]. Brand credibility is influenced by a company’s
previous marketing efforts and might impact future brand consideration by customers [77].
Given that brand credibility is the cumulative effect of the credibility of all prior marketing
actions taken by that brand [77], or, as [78] put it, the “living memory of acts taken by a
brand,” it differs from the credibility of individual marketing mix signals (e.g., advertising
as a quality signal). Moreover, increased brand credibility has the potential to elevate
customers’ views of product quality by impacting their psychophysical mechanisms, which
facilitate the conversion of objective quality standards into personal satisfaction levels [77].

Studied by [79,80], the influences of corporate and endorser credibility on how con-
sumers responded to brands and advertisements were important in helping to form the
way customers perceived, oriented towards, and planned to purchase their products. The
differences in influencer credibility and PSR between nano, micro, and macro SMIs and how
those differences affect brand attitudes have also been examined in previous research [81].
The interaction of user characteristics, content characteristics, and credibility is significantly
interrelated with regard to the influence of influencers on brand promotion through so-
cial media [14,81]. As companies find their SMIs to be credible and able to influence the
consumer’s/followers’ decisions about products/brands, they begin using the SMIs as
brand ambassadors for their brands [82]. This results in an increase in purchase intentions
for the consumers that follow the SMIs because they see the SMIs as credible, especially
in promoting greener products/brands [83]. Although followers view influencers as a
source of information across social media platforms as an easy-to-reach, readily acces-
sible source, PSRs significantly impact how followers evaluate an influencer’s level of
credibility and what attitudes they have. Based on [84], they found that when PSRs were
established with influencers, customers experienced a reduction in their anxiety toward the
company associated with the influencer, while also developing improved trust towards
an influencer’s recommendation(s) regarding that company. Additionally, PSRs involving
influencers can reduce customer fear of the company while enhancing trust in their rec-
ommendations. PSRs, which are based on Social Influence Theory, function as relational
influence frameworks, allowing followers to embrace influencers’ recommendations and
beliefs. Influencers’ brand-related communications strengthen when followers relate to
them and internalize their values, increasing followers’ judgments of the brand’s credibility.
The following hypothesis is proposed to understand the effect that PSRs have on follower
views of brand credibility:

H4: The parasocial relationship that influencers have with their followers will benefit their perception
of brand credibility.

2.4.2. Purchase Intention

The reason why consumers choose to purchase a particular brand is the basis for
this decision, hence the concept “purchase intention” [85]. Ref. [86] describes purchase
intention as a situation in which a consumer is likely to buy a given product under specific
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conditions, especially when purchase decisions are complex. Purchase intention frequently
correlated with consumer behavior, attitudes, and perceptions. The consumer’s capacity to
obtain and assess a specific product is greatly influenced by their purchase patterns [87].
The purchasers are influenced by both external and internal factors when making a pur-
chase [88]. In regard to [89], one of the most useful indicators of the purchasing process is
purchase intention. Purchase intention is often influenced by determinants such as value,
quality, price, or a combination of these.

To enhance consumer purchasing intent using persuasion power factors, marketers
build strong links between the brand and the celebrity by partnering with them to use them
as brand advertising tools [83]. This is reinforced by previous studies that have examined
how PSRs mediate the relationship between purchase intention and SMIs [13,90,91]. Re-
searchers have explored how factors of SMIs encourage PSRs among followers, illustrating
the ways in which these connections influence consumer decisions [92]. All the above
pertain to the preceding discussion: the relationship between PSRs, SMIs, and purchase
intention is multifaceted, varying according to context and relationship, with several fac-
tors making a difference, such as brand positioning, credibility, and product engagement.
Additional studies in this area will provide valuable insights into customers through SMIs.
Based on the aforementioned findings, we proposed the following hypothesis:

H5: The parasocial relationship that influencers have with their followers will benefit their purchase
intention toward the endorsed brand.

2.5. Type of Social Media as Moderators

Social media platforms are typically designed for predetermined goals and audiences.
This is why the concept of “social media” is used to describe all social media platforms
without differentiating between them [93]. Previous studies also emphasized the need
to explore how different social media platforms influence the factors that generate and
affect brand engagement [93–95]. Furthermore, the type of social media platform used
can influence users’ purchasing intentions and brand credibility. As an example, brand
credibility and purchasing intention may change if a brand is marketed across different
social media platforms [96]. Ref. [20] argues that the type of social media platform is a
significant factor influencing advertising effectiveness and efficiency.

Platforms are infrastructures that provide a wide range of information and communica-
tion channels, enabling opportunities to create, share, and interact with diverse content [97].
Recent scholarship conceptualizes social media platforms as socio-technical environments
whose affordances are embedded in platform features and interface design, shaping interac-
tion possibilities and user meaning-making [98,99]; short-video platforms, such as TikTok,
employ algorithmically curated, personalized full-screen feeds and continuous short-video
exposure to structure user engagement patterns [100]. From this perspective, research on
AI-driven and interactive media also proposes that technological affordances can influence
how users perceive and experience mediated content [101]. With these affordance-based
perspectives, the present study further proposes that platform affordances may condition
the relative strength of persuasion mechanisms in influencer–follower relationships, such
as the impact of PSRs on brand credibility and purchase intention. There are four distinct
levels of engagement and interaction for classifying post content: links, photos, videos,
and status updates [102,103]. To assess the sensory engagement offered by social media
platforms, researchers typically examine their activity or interactivity. For example, while
pictures provide visual stimulation, video posts offer both auditory and visual stimulation,
making them more appealing, acceptable, and effective in reaching the target audience [104].
Content with more images or videos is more engaging, increasing click intentions, click-
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through rates, and positive reactions, while content with text or links is less interesting,
resulting in lower user engagement [105–107]. A wide range of content, typically created
by marketers or users to meet the needs and preferences of a brand’s customers, is avail-
able on social media platforms [108]. According to a recent study, social media platforms
vary in their technological affordances and dominant content formats, in addition to their
social and communicative roles, which may influence how users interact with influencer
content. In particular, short-video platforms such as TikTok emphasize rapid content expo-
sure, algorithmically driven audiovisual delivery, and entertainment-oriented engagement,
while platforms such as Instagram combine visual content with relatively more stable
and revisitable post structures that may facilitate information retention and evaluative
processing [109,110]. Experimental evidence indicates that short-form video environments
tend to promote immediate engagement and affective responses while also imposing higher
attentional demands due to fast-paced content switching, which may limit deeper reflective
processing [111]. From an affordance standpoint, platforms produce structural variations
that affect consumers’ cognitive and emotional reactions to influencer content. Different
content environments provided by each platform may also impact how much influence
PSRs have on an individual’s perceptions of a brand’s credibility and purchase intentions.
It may be a mistake to assume that all social media platforms create similar persuasion
for every type of user. Ref. [112], highlighted that the successful use of social media plat-
forms depends on their capabilities, flexibility, accessibility, and development features. In
particular, Instagram is mainly a visual platform, with textual communication having a
secondary role. Facebook uses a multitude of various connections in which written posts
may play a more significant role than other modalities. X (formerly Twitter) is mostly
a text-based platform with various attachments to images and could otherwise still be
considered a visual medium. TikTok, on the other hand, is primarily communicative in
nature via audiovisual videos [112]. Given these platform-specific affordances, the unique
features and content types of each social media platform may strengthen or weaken the
influence of PSRs on followers’ perceptions of brand credibility and purchase intention.

Importantly, these affordance-based distinctions suggest that platform type may not
merely moderate downstream outcomes but may differentially amplify specific persuasion
antecedents. For example, platforms characterized by rapid, interaction-intensive environ-
ments may strengthen the relative impact of perceived interactivity on parasocial bonding,
whereas platforms that facilitate more sustained content exposure and evaluative engage-
ment may enhance the relative role of follower involvement in shaping PSRs and their
behavioral consequences. Thus, platform type is conceptualized as a structural condition
capable of altering the relative strength of key paths within the persuasion framework.
While this study primarily tests platform moderation on the downstream effects of PSRs on
brand credibility and purchase intention, the affordance-based reasoning outlined above
also provides a broader conceptual lens for interpreting potential cross-platform variations
in persuasion antecedents.

Previous research looked at the effect of SMIs on brand credibility or purchase in-
tention, generally without considering platform differences [16,113], or focused on single
platforms only [33,114]. This indicates a gap in understanding how platform type might
shape the strength of PSRs’ effects on brand credibility and purchase intention. The
Instagram–TikTok comparison is therefore theoretically grounded in affordance-based and
cognitive-processing perspectives rather than surface-level platform distinctions. Conse-
quently, the following formulation of the hypothesis is made:

H6: The type of social media used by followers will moderate the relationship between parasocial
relationships and brand credibility.
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H7: The type of social media used by followers will moderate the relationship between parasocial
relationships and purchase intention.

3. Methodology and Analysis
3.1. Questionnaire Design and Measurement Adaptation

Following a quantitative research design, the study developed a structured question-
naire based on the prior literature. Measurement items for each construct were adapted
from existing validated English-language-based studies, then translated into Arabic and
back-translated to ensure both content validity and conceptual equivalence [115]. Specif-
ically, Interactivity items were adapted from [47,50,51]; Emotional Attachment items
from [34,51]; Follower’s Involvement items from [34,116]; Parasocial Relationship items
from [11]; and Brand Credibility and Purchase Intention items from [16,117]. The selection
of interactivity, emotional attachment, and follower involvement is theoretically grounded
in prior influencer marketing research, particularly the framework proposed by [16], which
identifies key drivers of influencers’ persuasive power. While prior studies have examined
constructs such as homophily, authenticity, and value dimensions, ref. [16] calls for extend-
ing this line of research by incorporating engagement-based mechanisms that more directly
capture user–influencer interaction. Accordingly, this study focuses on these constructs as
complementary dimensions of persuasive engagement, enabling a more process-oriented
explanation of how influencers generate PSRs and subsequent consumer responses. This
selection also supports the study’s broader aim of advancing a more interaction-centered
understanding of influencer persuasion.

This procedure ensured that each measurement item appropriately reflected its con-
ceptual domain and aligned with the study’s objectives. Although the data was recorded
in English, the final questionnaire was given out in Arabic. A five-point Likert scale (1–5)
was used for all measurement items, with 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree. The
study’s constructs, which are depicted in the conceptual model shown in Figure 1, were
matched with the questionnaire items.

Figure 1. Research model.

Moreover, interactivity and follower involvement were specified as higher-order con-
structs given their inherently multidimensional nature, as each reflects multiple interrelated
facets of user engagement. Modeling these constructs at a higher-order level helps cap-
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ture their overall conceptual meaning while still retaining the role of their underlying
dimensions. This approach is theoretically justified, as both constructs represent broader
engagement processes rather than single perceptions. From a methodological perspective, it
also improves model parsimony and reduces redundancy among closely related indicators,
which is particularly useful in PLS-SEM when examining complex mechanisms such as
PSR formation [118].

3.2. Preliminary Study

A pilot study was conducted from 15 November 2024 to 15 January 2025 to select
the social media platforms most frequently used to follow influencers in Palestine, thus
allowing for a more focused study. An online survey was distributed via Google Forms to
facilitate participation and accessibility [119]. A total of 188 replies were gathered, and most
of the participants were between the ages of 18 and 34. Instagram was the most popular
platform among the participants (n = 72), followed by TikTok (n = 55), Snapchat (n = 25),
YouTube (n = 18), and Facebook (n = 12). Lastly, with just six participants, X came in last.
These results, which are shown in Table 1, served as the foundation for the decision to
apply multigroup analysis (MGA) and use Instagram and TikTok as the primary platforms
in the primary study. Because these are the most popular platforms for influencer–follower
interactions in today’s social media contexts, Instagram and TikTok were chosen.

Table 1. Pilot study results.

Gender Male 90 47.87%
Female 98 52.13%

Age 18–24 88 46.81%
25–34 65 34.57%
35–44 23 12.23%
45+ 12 6.38%

Favorite Platform Instagram 72 38.30%
TikTok 55 29.26%
Snapchat 25 13.30%
YouTube 18 9.57%
Facebook 12 6.38%
X 6 3.19%

3.3. Main Study and Data Collection

The main survey focused on people who actively follow influencers on Instagram and
TikTok, based on the findings of the pilot study. Three necessary components were included
in the final instrument created for its main survey: (1) Likert-scale items measuring the
study’s constructs (interactivity, emotional attachment, follower involvement, parasocial
relationship, brand credibility, and purchase intention); (2) demographic questions (gender,
age, education level, and marital status); and (3) a screening question ascertaining the
respondents’ preferred platform (Instagram or TikTok). To clarify, respondents did not
evaluate both platforms simultaneously. Rather, they were categorized into two distinct
groups based on their preferred platform. Furthermore, participants were not asked
to evaluate a specific influencer as they were instructed to base their responses to the
subsequent Likert-scale items on their general, overall experience following influencers on
their chosen platform.

Participants were not asked to compare specific content formats (e.g., static posts,
stories, reels, or specific video styles), but rather their overall experience of engagement
with influencers in the platform ecosystem they chose, which captures the integrated
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exposure context of users encountering different content formats as part of the structural
and algorithmic environment of a platform.

From 1 February to 31 May 2025, data were collected using a Google Form on Facebook,
Instagram, Telegram, and WhatsApp. Social media networks that are easily accessible and
popular among Palestinian social media users were used, allowing for faster and wider
reach and greater participation. Other digital platforms were used to share the survey
link, resulting in a more diverse and less biased sample. The target sample consisted of
users from a range of social media platforms, and thus it was an appropriate and effective
strategy to obtain the desired sample.

While 870 surveys were distributed, 701 were included for analysis based on inclusion
criteria related to Instagram or TikTok as the preferred platform. The resulting sample
(n = 701) provides evidence of multigroup analysis for both of the key platforms. The sam-
ple was obtained from Palestine; however, given the use of globally recognized platforms
(Instagram and TikTok) and well-validated measurement tools, the findings have the po-
tential for generalizability. The data was analyzed with the Partial Least Squares Structural
Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) capability of SmartPLS 4.0. Reliability was assessed through
the calculation of Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability, and discriminant validity
was estimated with the use of HTMT ratios.

Demographic information for study participants is presented in Table 2. In terms of
gender, 53.78% were women and 46.22% were men. The majority (54.92%) were single,
followed by married people (41.94%), while a lesser proportion were divorced (3.14%).
The majority of respondents (41.94%) were between the ages of 18 and 24, with fewer
falling into the 25–34 (37.95%), 35–44 (15.12%), and 45+ (4.99%) groups. Furthermore,
when asked about their education level, more than half (58.06%) had an undergraduate
degree, 16.98% had a master’s degree, 14.98% had a diploma, 5.99% had finished high
school, and 3.99% had a doctorate. Finally, when asked which platform they preferred for
following influencers, 58.92% chose Instagram and 41.08% chose TikTok. As a result, these
two groups were employed in a multigroup analysis (MGA) to test the hypotheses at three
different levels: the complete sample, Instagram users, and TikTok users. The MGA test
was designed to identify any potential differences between the groups in relation to the
research hypotheses.

Table 2. Respondent profiles.

# Percent

Gender Male 324 46.22%
Female 377 53.78%

Marital status Single 385 54.92%
Married 294 41.94%
Divorced 22 3.14%

Age 18–24 294 41.94%
25–34 266 37.95%
35–44 106 15.12%
45+ 35 4.99%

Education High school 42 5.99%
Diploma 105 14.98%
Undergraduate 407 58.06%
Master’s 119 16.98%
Doctoral 28 3.99%

Favorite Platform Instagram 413 58.92%
TikTok 288 41.08%
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3.4. Analysis of Measurement Model

To accurately reflect the conceptual framework, “Interactivity” and “Follower involve-
ment” were modeled as higher-order constructs in the PLS-SEM analysis. Specifically, they
were specified as second-order constructs. Interactivity was represented by three first-order
dimensions (active control, two-way communication, and synchronicity), while follower in-
volvement was represented by four first-order dimensions (product involvement, purchase
involvement, consumption involvement, and advertising involvement).

Starting with the factor loadings, the first iteration resulted in some items being below
the acceptable threshold of 0.7. Specifically, Cred4 and PI5 produced loadings of 0.451 and
0.520, respectively; therefore, they were dropped and the analysis was rerun to ensure
that all retained items adequately represented their constructs, as low factor loadings
compromise measurement validity. After the adjustment, the final loading values for all
items (Table 3) ranged from 0.769 to 0.869, surpassing the threshold. Additionally, all AVE
values for all variables were above the threshold of 0.5 [120]. In addition, all composite
reliability (CR) and Cronbach’s alpha values were above the recommended threshold of
0.70 [121], supporting the internal consistency and demonstrating that the measurement
model’s convergence validity was met.

Table 3. Reliability and AVE.

Factors Items Loadings α CR (rho_a) AVE

Advertising involvement

Ads1 0.826

0.766 0.766 0.681Ads2 0.815

Ads3 0.834

Two-way communication

Com1 0.835

0.769 0.770 0.684Com2 0.809

Com3 0.837

Consumption involvement

Cons1 0.832

0.760 0.760 0.676Cons2 0.82

Cons3 0.815

Active control

Cont1 0.853

0.814 0.817 0.728Cont2 0.853

Cont3 0.853

Brand credibility

Cred1 0.809

0.832 0.833 0.665
Cred2 0.809

Cred3 0.822

Cred5 0.823

Emotional attachment

Emo1 0.802

0.809 0.812 0.636
Emo2 0.789

Emo3 0.795

Emo4 0.803

Purchase intention

PI1 0.815

0.817 0.817 0.645
PI2 0.797

PI3 0.794

PI4 0.806
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Table 3. Cont.

Factors Items Loadings α CR (rho_a) AVE

Parasocial relationship

Para1 0.789

0.851 0.852 0.627

Para2 0.804

Para3 0.769

Para4 0.822

Para5 0.773

Product involvement
Pro1 0.869

0.792 0.794 0.706Pro2 0.822

Pro3 0.829

Purchase involvement

Pur1 0.824

0.769 0.769 0.684Pur2 0.81

Pur3 0.847

Synchronicity
Sync1 0.846

0.778 0.780 0.692Sync2 0.838

Sync3 0.812

Analysis of structural model: Table 4 presents the heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HTMT)
values. According to [122], HTMT 0.85 is a recommended method for testing discriminant
validity with multiple-item measures, and the HTMT is better a approach for detecting
discriminant validity than other methods [123]. In this analysis, the results showed that
all HTMT values fall below the recommended threshold of 0.85 [123], indicating that
the constructs measure conceptually distinct things. Furthermore, to provide a more
rigorous assessment, the Fornell–Larcker criterion was used [120]. The values above the
diagonal represent the HTMT ratios, while the values below the diagonal represent the
inter-construct correlations. The values on the diagonal (in bold) represent the square root
of the Average Variance Extracted (AVE). The results showed that the square root of the
AVE for each construct is greater than the correlations between that construct and all other
constructs, satisfying the Fornell–Larcker criterion and further confirming the discriminant
validity of the model.

Table 4. Heterotrait–monotrait ratio and the Fornell–Larcker criterion (discriminant validity).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Active control 0.853 0.633 0.641 0.662 0.643 0.670 0.673 0.627 0.600 0.679 0.701

2. Advertising involvement 0.498 0.825 0.658 0.672 0.668 0.655 0.706 0.696 0.654 0.664 0.655

3. Brand credibility 0.527 0.525 0.816 0.654 0.645 0.682 0.676 0.669 0.660 0.667 0.622

4. Consumption involvement 0.521 0.513 0.520 0.822 0.627 0.687 0.706 0.682 0.688 0.671 0.678

5. Emotional attachment 0.522 0.526 0.530 0.491 0.797 0.672 0.657 0.635 0.649 0.685 0.679

6. Parasocial relationship 0.556 0.529 0.574 0.552 0.560 0.792 0.672 0.702 0.643 0.684 0.745

7. Product involvement 0.542 0.550 0.549 0.549 0.527 0.553 0.840 0.715 0.656 0.727 0.677

8. Purchase intention 0.510 0.550 0.552 0.538 0.517 0.586 0.576 0.803 0.653 0.668 0.670

9. Purchase involvement 0.474 0.502 0.528 0.526 0.513 0.521 0.513 0.517 0.827 0.639 0.644

10. Synchronicity 0.539 0.513 0.536 0.516 0.544 0.555 0.572 0.533 0.493 0.832 0.700

11. Two-way communication 0.556 0.503 0.498 0.518 0.536 0.602 0.528 0.531 0.494 0.543 0.827

Note: Diagonal (bold) = AVE; below diagonal = correlations (Fornell–Larcker); above diagonal = HTMT ratios.
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Table 5 presents the results of hypothesis testing for the complete sample, as well as
for Instagram and TikTok users. And to address potential Common Method Bias (CMB),
the full collinearity variance inflation factor (VIF) values were examined. As shown in
Table 5, all VIF values fall below the recommended threshold of 3.3, indicating that common
method bias is not a significant issue in this study [124].

Table 5. Hypothesis testing.

Complete Instagram TikTok

Path VIF β
T

Value
p

Value β
T

Value
p

Value β
T

Value
p

Value

H1 Interactivity → Parasocial
relationship 2.15 0.30 7.48 0.00 0.18 3.36 0.00 0.46 8.65 0.00

H2 Emotional attachment →
Parasocial relationship 1.81 0.15 4.03 0.00 0.18 3.60 0.00 0.11 2.14 0.03

H3 follower’s involvement →
Parasocial relationship 2.37 0.36 9.23 0.00 0.45 8.71 0.00 0.25 4.11 0.00

H4 Parasocial relationship →
Brand credibility 1.00 0.57 21.61 0.00 0.60 18.89 0.00 0.54 12.44 0.00

H5 Parasocial relationship →
Purchase intention 1.00 0.59 24.31 0.00 0.64 22.82 0.00 0.52 12.39 0.00

In Hypothesis 1 (H1), we tested whether interactivity positively influenced PSRs. The
results were accepted for all samples. The complete sample showed a significant positive
effect (β = 0.30, t = 7.48, p < 0.001). Also, TikTok users had a stronger effect (β = 0.46, t = 8.65,
p < 0.001) in comparison to Instagram users (β = 0.18, t = 3.36, p < 0.001), suggesting that
interactivity had a greater impact on PSRs on TikTok. Furthermore, Hypothesis 2 (H2)
assessed the impact of emotional attachment on PSRs. The findings were accepted for all
samples. The complete sample had a significant positive effect (β = 0.15, t = 4.03, p < 0.001),
while Instagram (β = 0.18, t = 3.60, p < 0.001) and TikTok (β = 0.11, t = 2.14, p = 0.033) sample
results also confirmed the hypothesis, yet the effect was slightly weaker for TikTok users.
In addition, hypothesis 3 (H3) tested the influence of follower involvement on parasocial
relationships with the influencer. The complete sample results were significant (β = 0.36,
t = 9.23, p < 0.001). The effect was higher regarding Instagram users (β = 0.45, t = 8.71,
p < 0.001) in contrast to TikTok users (β = 0.25, t = 4.11, p < 0.001). Moreover, (H4) assessed
if the PSRs enhanced brand credibility for the cosmetic products. The results proved a
strong positive effect across all samples. The complete sample showed a significant effect
(β = 0.57, t = 21.61, p < 0.001), as did the Instagram (β = 0.60, t = 18.89, p < 0.001) and TikTok
samples (β = 0.54, t = 12.44, p < 0.001). Finally, (H5) tested the impact of PSRs on purchase
intention. The complete sample showed a significant positive effect (β = 0.59, t = 24.31,
p < 0.001). Instagram users (β = 0.64, t = 22.82, p < 0.001) showed a little stronger weight
against TikTok users (β = 0.52, t = 12.39, p < 0.001).

The analysis confirmed all hypotheses proposed in our research model. Thus, interac-
tivity, emotional attachment, and follower involvement positively influenced the parasocial
relationship between the follower and the influencer, which in turn (parasocial relationship)
enhanced brand credibility as well as purchase intention.

Table 6 presents the R2 and f2 statistics across platforms: complete sample, Instagram,
and TikTok. The R2 values indicate the variance explained by the independent variables
for each dependent variable across the platforms. For parasocial relationship, the R2 values
were relatively consistent, with TikTok showing the highest explained variance (R2 = 0.536),
followed by Instagram (R2 = 0.529) and the complete sample (R2 = 0.521). In terms of brand
credibility, Instagram explained more variance (R2 = 0.362), while TikTok accounted for
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the least (R2 = 0.286). Similarly, for purchase intention, Instagram had the highest R2 value
(0.406), while TikTok had the lowest (0.272).

Table 6. R2 and f2 statistics and Q2predict across platforms.

R-square Complete Instagram TikTok

Parasocial relationship 0.521 0.529 0.536

Brand credibility 0.327 0.362 0.286

Purchase intention 0.345 0.406 0.272

f-square Complete Instagram TikTok

Interactivity → Parasocial relationship 0.086 0.031 0.225

Emotional attachment → Parasocial relationship 0.026 0.037 0.015

follower’s involvement → Parasocial relationship 0.116 0.167 0.063

Parasocial relationship → Brand credibility 0.486 0.567 0.400

Parasocial relationship → Purchase intention 0.527 0.683 0.373

Q2predict Complete Instagram TikTok

Active control 0.676 0.660 0.696

Advertising involvement 0.634 0.652 0.607

Parasocial relationship 0.516 0.521 0.525

Brand credibility 0.388 0.424 0.329

Consumption involvement 0.648 0.660 0.630

Product involvement 0.672 0.700 0.629

Purchase intention 0.403 0.436 0.345

Purchase involvement 0.620 0.623 0.616

Synchronicity 0.360 0.326 0.415

Two-way communication 0.845 0.837 0.860

Furthermore, the f2 values for interactivity, emotional attachment, and follower in-
volvement in relation to their effect size on PSRs differed across the complete sample,
Instagram, and TikTok. In the complete sample, follower’s involvement had the largest
effect on parasocial relationship (f2 = 0.116), followed by interactivity (f2 = 0.086) and
emotional attachment (f2 = 0.026). On Instagram, Follower’s Involvement also had the
strongest effect (f2 = 0.167), with Interactivity showing a much smaller effect (f2 = 0.031),
and Emotional Attachment remaining low (f2 = 0.037). On TikTok, the pattern changed,
with interactivity showing the highest effect size (f2 = 0.225); follower involvement had a
reduced effect (f2 = 0.063) and emotional attachment had smallest effect (f2 = 0.015).

For parasocial relationship’s effect on brand credibility and purchase intention, Insta-
gram had the strongest effects in both cases. In the complete sample, the effect of parasocial
relationship on brand credibility was substantial (f2 = 0.486), and it had a strong effect on
purchase intention (f2 = 0.527). Furthermore, on Instagram the effects were higher, with
PSRs showing a very high influence on brand credibility (f2 = 0.567) and an even larger
impact on purchase intention (f2 = 0.683). By contrast with TikTok users, these effects were
lower but very strong, alongside Brand Credibility (f2 = 0.400) and Purchase Intention
(f2 = 0.373).

In addition, the model demonstrates predictive relevance because its Q2predict values
are greater than zero. As presented in the lower section of Table 6, the Q2predict values for
all constructs across the complete sample, as well as the Instagram and TikTok sub-samples,
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are well above the threshold of zero. This confirms that the proposed structural model
possesses robust predictive relevance and validity across all analyzed groups.

Before conducting the multi-group analysis (MGA) to compare the path coefficients
between users who prefer to use Instagram and those who prefer TikTok, it is necessary
to establish measurement invariance across the groups. Therefore, the Measurement In-
variance of Composite Models (MICOM) procedure was utilized. The MICOM procedure
involves a three-step process. First, configural invariance was established automatically by
utilizing identical indicators, data treatment, and algorithm settings across both the Insta-
gram and TikTok groups in the measurement model. Second, compositional invariance was
evaluated. As presented in Table 7, all permutation p-values were above the 0.05 threshold,
thus confirming compositional invariance. Furthermore, step three assessed the equality
of composite mean values and variances. The results indicated that full measurement
invariance was not achieved, as the mean values for ‘Active control’ (p = 0.043) and ‘Inter-
activity’ (p = 0.018), and the variance for ‘Synchronicity’ (p = 0.027), differed significantly
between the groups. Consequently, partial measurement invariance was established. Thus,
it is sufficient to confirm that any differences found in the subsequent PLS-MGA path
coefficients reflect substantive platform effects rather than measurement artifacts.

Table 7. Measurement invariance of composite model (MICOM) results.

Construct Step 2: Permutation
p-Value

Step 3a: Permutation
p-Value (Means)

Step 3b: Permutation
p-Value (Variances)

Active control 0.316 0.043 0.187
Advertising involvement 0.835 0.152 0.535

Brand credibility 0.114 0.090 0.231
Consumption involvement 0.768 0.232 0.212

Emotional attachment 0.508 0.254 0.442
Interactivity 0.826 0.018 0.372

Parasocial relationship 0.692 0.445 0.310
Product involvement 0.269 0.449 0.290

Purchase intention 0.290 0.160 0.192
Purchase involvement 0.556 0.225 0.124

Synchronicity 0.167 0.427 0.027
Two-way communication 0.561 0.053 0.087
follower’s involvement 0.827 0.345 0.230

Finally, for the last part of the analysis, multi-group analysis (MGA) was used to
compare the path coefficients between users who prefer Instagram and those who prefer
TikTok. This was done by evaluating whether the differences were statistically significant,
as the method of MGA specifies a more robust understanding of how platform-specific
dynamics influence consumers, beyond just comparing the coefficients from separate
groups [125].

The multi-group analysis results shown in Table 8 present the findings from the multi-
group analysis between people who prefer Instagram and TikTok. The analysis revealed no
significant difference for the other hypothesis. The effect of the parasocial relationship on
brand credibility was consistent across both Instagram and TikTok (H6: difference = 0.067,
p = 0.21). In other words, regardless of the platform, the user’s connection with the influ-
encer affected how much they trusted the brand in the same way. However, analysis found
a significant difference for the parasocial relationship in the significantly stronger influence
on purchase intention for Instagram users than for TikTok users (H7: difference = 0.116,
p = 0.019). This indicates that platform type plays a moderating role, as respondents who
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prefer Instagram had more intention to purchase the cosmetic product rather than TikTok
users through that parasocial relation with the influencers.

Table 8. Multi-group analysis.

Difference
(Instagram–TikTok) p Value Decision

H6 Parasocial relationship → Brand credibility 0.067 0.21 Rejected

H7 Parasocial relationship → Purchase intention 0.116 0.019 Accepted

- Interactivity → Parasocial relationship −0.275 0.000 Significant

- Emotional attachment → Parasocial relationship 0.07 0.334 Not Significant

- Follower’s involvement → Parasocial relationship 0.192 0.017 Significant

Furthermore, to address how platform type shapes the persuasion mechanism com-
prehensively, the differences for all key structural paths were explicitly tested and added
to Table 8. The results indicated a significant difference for Interactivity, which had a
stronger effect on PSRs for TikTok users compared to Instagram users (difference = −0.275,
p = 0.000). On the other hand, follower’s involvement showed a significantly stronger
influence on PSRs for Instagram users than for TikTok users (difference = 0.192, p = 0.017).
Lastly, the effect of emotional attachment on PSRs was not significantly different between
the two platforms (difference = 0.07, p = 0.334).

Furthermore, as illustrated in Figure 2, the multi-group analysis reveals the varying
strength of the parasocial relationship’s impact across platforms. While Instagram users
exhibited a slightly higher path coefficient for the relationship between PSR and Brand
Credibility (β = 0.60) compared to TikTok users (β = 0.54), this difference was not statistically
significant, as noted in Table 7. However, a more pronounced and statistically significant
divergence is observed regarding Purchase Intention. Figure 2 highlights that the influence
of PSR on Purchase Intention is stronger for Instagram users (β = 0.64) than for TikTok
users (β = 0.52).

 

Figure 2. Comparison of path coefficients between Instagram and TikTok samples.

4. Discussion
The primary aim of this study is to investigate what variables strengthen PSRs between

SMIs and their followers. Specifically, the interactions analyzed on Instagram and TikTok
show how PSRs’ relationships influence followers’ brand credibility and purchase intention.
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Interactivity, emotional attachment, and follower involvement were identified as significant
variables of SMIs’ persuasion dimension, with platform type as a moderator.

The findings of this research suggest that follower involvement is the strongest variable
of PSRs with SMIs on both platforms, followed by interactivity and emotional attachment.
These variables and their order are consistent with Kelman’s social influence theory, which
focuses on identification and internalization, where followers accept an influencer based
on their engagement and the perceived authenticity of the interaction. This finding is in
line with previous studies that stress the importance of active engagement in influencer–
follower relationships and with a recent study that extends this line of research to show
that follower involvement may play a relatively stronger role than emotional attachment
in platform-mediated environments [9,30]. For TikTok, interactivity was the strongest
factor, reflecting the specific characteristics of each platform and its unique interaction
variables [126,127]. This pattern can be explained by the platform’s affordance structure,
where algorithm-driven content delivery and short-form interactions amplify immediate
engagement cues, making interactivity more salient in shaping PSRs’ responses compared
to more stable relational factors. The weakest variable in terms of influence was emotional
attachment, indicating its limited impact due to the diverse backgrounds of both influencers
and followers, a finding consistent with previous studies [128].

The findings indicate that PSRs positively impact brand credibility, particularly on
Instagram compared to TikTok. This can be linked to alignment with the Two-Step Flow
Theory, which centers on opinion leaders who share engaging ideas with their followers.
Instagram, on the other hand, is characterized by its visually appealing and informative
content, which helps influencers become opinion leaders. This, in turn, makes it easier for
them to present their content and the brands they promote in a compelling and credible
manner. Furthermore, the demographic differences between platforms in Palestine, accord-
ing to [129,130], help explain why Instagram users perceive influencer content as more
credible. This difference can be understood in light of platform affordances, as Instagram’s
more persistent and information-rich environment supports deeper cognitive processing,
allowing PSR to translate more effectively into brand credibility judgments compared to
the more transient and entertainment-oriented nature of TikTok. These findings suggest
that platform affordances not only shape how users engage with influencer content but
also determine how effectively PSRs translate into persuasion outcomes, highlighting the
need for platform-specific strategies in influencer marketing.

The multigroup analysis indicates that the indirect effect of PSRs on purchase intention
is stronger for Instagram users than for TikTok users in this sample. This should be
understood as a reflection of differences in the structural affordances and engagement
architecture of the platforms that may, under the current contextual conditions, result in a
more direct translation of PSRs into purchase-oriented outcomes, indicating differences
in engagement processing rather than inherent effectiveness differences across platforms.
This finding extends prior PSR research by suggesting that behavioral effects are not
directly transferable across platforms [9,20]. Expanding on platform variances through the
lens of Affordance Theory provides additional clarification in this discussion. From an
affordance perspective, technological features shape how users engage with information
and respond to persuasive cues by enabling or constraining particular cognitive and
behavioral actions [131,132].

Instagram’s commercial affordances and interface seem to encourage more evaluative
and goal-oriented consuming habits. Users can interact with product-related information
over time thanks to features like comparatively permanent and revisitable content, inte-
grated product-related tools (such as product tagging and shopping links), and visually
ordered layouts. Prior research suggests that platform-specific features on Instagram sup-
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port more evaluative engagement with influencer content and enhance perceived opinion
leadership and brand-related attitudes [133]. Building on this line of research, studies have
shown that, under such conditions, parasocial interactions are more likely to translate into
behavioral outcomes, including purchase intention [9,30].

In contrast, TikTok’s short-form and algorithm-driven video environment is primarily
oriented toward entertainment and rapid content consumption. Prior research indicates
that fast-paced, continuous-scrolling social media environments tend to favor affective
and heuristic engagement over sustained evaluative processing, particularly in advertising
contexts [20]. Such patterns align with theoretical perspectives suggesting that platform
affordances and algorithmic designs shape users’ attention and depth of information
processing [101]. The higher levels of interactivity and emotional involvement witnessed on
TikTok do not necessarily increase purchase intentions. According to influencer marketing
research, the extent to which PSRs foster consumer behavior will vary, depending upon not
only the strength of the relationship but also on the communication features inherent to
each platform that impact user engagement and message interpretation [9,20].

The results should be viewed within the context of the unique cultural and economic
environment of Palestine, which is an evolving digital marketplace with many social
connections, significant levels of social trust through face-to-face communications, and a
growing number of people using social media platforms to discover brands and products.
This unique environment may enhance the development of the social influence relationship
(i.e., between the influencer and the follower) to influence follower perceptions of credibility
and purchase intention. In these cases, influencers have the potential to act as both content
producers for advertisers and social references for the audience; consequently, the power of
creating parasocial connections through influencer marketing may be increased. However,
some influencers can be limited in their ability to influence consumer purchases based on
their audience’s economic situation and usage patterns of the social media channels that
they use to connect with influencers. While these contextual limitations reduce the ability
to generalize results across other markets, they provide a greater understanding of how
influencers can be persuasive within underserved and non-Western cultural contexts for
digital consumers.

Overall, the results underscore the importance of SMIs in shaping followers’ brand
attitude (purchase intention/brand credibility) through PSR. The study’s findings align
with the proposed theoretical framework. In a two-step flow theory, SMIs act as media-
tors, filtering and sharing compelling brand messages to their followers. Simultaneously,
social influence theory describes how followers adopt SMIs’ ideas through the concepts
of identification and internalization, which are also manifested in interactivity, emotional
attachment, and follower involvement. Together, these findings indicate that influencer
persuasion is a context-specific process influenced by platform affordances that emphasize
some or all engagement mechanisms based upon the technology used and communication
contexts. In sum, the results demonstrate how persuasive mechanisms function across
platforms, while suggesting that platform affordances may condition the relative strength
of the PSR’s influence rather than uniformly enhancing or diminishing it.

5. Theoretical Implications
This study offers several important theoretical contributions to the literature on influ-

encer marketing, PSRs, and digital persuasion. First, the findings extend prior research on
PSRs by positioning them not merely as relational outcomes but as a central psychological
mechanism through which influencer-related engagement factors translate into persuasive
consequences. While previous studies have established the role of PSRs in shaping con-
sumer responses [16], the present study provides a more structured account by empirically
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linking interactivity, emotional attachment, and follower involvement to PSR formation
and subsequent effects on brand credibility and purchase intention. Second, the study
contributes to Social Influence Theory by clarifying how identification and internalization
processes operate within contemporary digital environments. Specifically, the results sug-
gest that engagement-based mechanisms such as interactivity and involvement function as
behavioral and cognitive triggers that facilitate these influence processes, thereby strength-
ening PSRs and their downstream effects. This extends prior conceptualizations of social
influence by demonstrating how identification and internalization processes are enacted
within platform-mediated interactions rather than traditional interpersonal contexts, where
technological affordances shape engagement and influence dynamics [20,29,98]. Third, the
study refines the Two-Step Flow Communication Model by situating influencers as dy-
namic, algorithm-mediated opinion leaders within platform-specific environments. Unlike
the traditional linear structure of information flow, the findings support a more interactive
and context-dependent interpretation, where the strength of influence is conditioned by
the technological and communicative features of the platform. This provides empirical
evidence consistent with recent arguments that digital platforms act as boundary conditions
that shape the role and function of opinion leadership in mediated communication settings.
Finally, the study advances emerging affordance-based perspectives by demonstrating that
platform affordances act as structural boundary conditions that shape the relative strength
of persuasion mechanisms. The differential effects observed across Instagram and TikTok—
particularly regarding the roles of interactivity and follower involvement—suggest that
persuasive processes are not platform-neutral but are influenced by the underlying tech-
nological and algorithmic architecture of each platform, which shapes user interaction
and perception in mediated environments [98,101]. This contributes to the literature by
integrating PSR with platform affordance perspectives, offering a more comprehensive
framework for understanding SMIs’ persuasion in digital environments. Taken together,
these contributions fundamentally shift the understanding of SMIs’ persuasion from a
purely relational perspective to a context-sensitive, platform-conditioned process in which
technological affordances shape the operation of influence mechanisms. Importantly, while
prior studies have examined PSRs, engagement mechanisms, and platform differences
largely in isolation, this study provides an integrated account of how these elements interact
within platform-specific environments. In doing so, it advances existing research by demon-
strating that influencer persuasion is not universally stable but contingent on platform-level
conditions that shape the effectiveness of underlying engagement mechanisms.

6. Managerial Implications
The findings of this research offer important insights into how marketers, SMIs, and

social media platforms operate within a digital ecosystem. First, follower involvement is the
most important variable in PSR, followed by interactivity and then emotional attachment.
This leads us to conclude that marketers and SMIs should focus on creating content that
encourages follower involvement, as increased engagement leads to stronger PSR attributes,
which in turn leads to greater brand credibility and higher purchase intent [17]; therefore,
any content strategies with active user participation in feedback, interaction, and even
production should take priority over passive exposure. Second, while emotional attachment
plays a role in PSR, the impact of follower involvement and interactivity is greater to
varying degrees. Consequently, influencers whose content aligns best with the interests
and values of their target audience will achieve stronger PSR and brand credibility [134],
and marketers should ensure that the profile of the influencer is well-matched with what
the audience expects to see in order to maximize relevance and perceived authenticity.
Finally, marketing strategies should consider the differences in how platforms encourage
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user engagement. The most effective use of persuasion to influencers will come from
using marketing strategies that take advantage of the unique capabilities of each platform
while providing its audience with a coherent and consistent message across the different
platforms individually. Specifically, because of the greater emphasis on the interactivity on
TikTok, content strategy should prioritize dynamic content formats that can be interacted
with, while on Instagram, where follower influence is greater, strategies should target
content that builds involvement and supports longer-term evaluation and repeat exposure.

Additionally, because PSRs increase brand credibility and purchase intention across
platforms, we encourage marketers to tailor campaign goals to align with their desired
outcomes (e.g., TikTok may be better for engagement-focused strategies, while Insta-
gram may be better for purchase-focused outcomes) and develop platform-specific in-
fluencer marketing strategies in line with how users interact with content in various
digital environments.

7. Conclusions
This study examined how SMIs’ persuasive power operates through PSRs in digital

consumption contexts, with a comparative focus on Instagram and TikTok. The findings
confirm that interactivity, emotional attachment, and follower involvement all contribute
positively to the development of PSRs, which in turn significantly enhance brand credibility
and purchase intention. Across the full sample, follower involvement emerged as the
strongest antecedent of PSRs, followed by interactivity and emotional attachment.

The cross-platform results further show that persuasion mechanisms do not operate
uniformly across social media environments. While PSRs significantly influenced brand
credibility and purchase intention on both platforms, the multigroup analysis indicated that
their effect on purchase intention was stronger for Instagram users, whereas no significant
platform difference was observed in the effect of PSRs on brand credibility. In addition,
interactivity played a significantly stronger role in shaping PSRs on TikTok, while follower
involvement was significantly more influential on Instagram. These findings suggest that
platform affordances condition the relative strength of key persuasive mechanisms rather
than simply producing general differences in engagement outcomes.

Overall, the study contributes to influencer marketing research by showing that
PSRs function as a central persuasive pathway linking influencer-related engagement
mechanisms to consumer responses, while also demonstrating that this process is shaped
by platform-specific digital environments. By focusing on Instagram and TikTok in a
non-Western context, the study provides context-sensitive evidence that SMIs’ persuasion
should be understood not only through the development of PSRs and their effects on brand
credibility and purchase intention, but also in relation to the structural affordances of the
platforms through which these effects are shaped.

8. Limitations and Future Research
There are certain restrictions, even if the outcomes of our current investigation are use-

ful and practical. First, as the data were gathered from a single-country sample (Palestine),
the results should be interpreted cautiously. The associations found in this study may be
impacted by context-specific factors, notably in how users interact with influencers and
react to persuasive information, since social media usage habits and user behavior may
vary depending on the environment. The second limitation regarding the demographics of
the sample is that although data on age were collected and reported, they were not a control
variable in the structural model. Given that TikTok users are typically younger than those
on other platforms, factors related to age (for example, a user’s disposable income) may
have an independent impact on their purchase intentions for a product on the platform.
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While the focus of this study was on the mechanisms and characteristics of platforms, future
studies should take into consideration the importance of controlling for demographic vari-
ables (age and income) to disentangle demographic influences from platform-driven effects
on purchase intention. Third, in our study, the study population is all social media users;
despite its scientific importance and the contribution it will provide in comprehensiveness,
it poses a major challenge in reaching samples, so we had to use social media platforms to
reach responses, which may represent insufficient representation. Future studies should be
conducted by taking study populations for a specific sector and being able to reach total
samples, then using probability samples such as simple or stratified random samples to
ensure adequate representation. Fourth, the study was conducted on two different types of
social media, namely Instagram and TikTok, because they are more used by respondents,
while there are social media platforms that deserve further research and study, such as
Facebook, Snapchat, and YouTube. Fifth, while the study compares Instagram and TikTok
at the platform level, it does not distinguish content formats within each platform (e.g.,
static posts, stories, reels, or different video styles), where respondents rated the overall
platform experience on their preferred platform rather than discrete content types; future
research may investigate content-format heterogeneity as a potential moderator to sepa-
rate platform-level effects from format-level effects. Sixth, this study considers follower
involvement, interactivity, and emotional attachment as important factors when examining
the effectiveness of influencer marketing. However, there are other relevant factors at the
same time that deserve further research, such as consistency and repetition, storytelling,
inclusivity, and diversity. Further studies could explore potential mediating variables (e.g.,
cultural relevance, quality of interaction with followers, alignment with brand values).
Further, the cross-sectional design of this study restricts the ability to draw definitive
causal inferences. While SEM provides robust evaluation of the modeled relationships,
future research should employ longitudinal or experimental designs to validate the causal
mechanisms of influencer persuasion over time. Finally, this study asked respondents to
evaluate influencers in general rather than focusing on a specific influencer or campaign.
While this approach enhances the generalizability of the findings across influencer types,
it may also introduce variability in how respondents interpret and evaluate influencer
characteristics. This could reduce measurement precision and potentially attenuate the
strength of observed relationships. Future research is encouraged to examine specific
influencers or campaigns to provide more fine-grained insights into influencer effectiveness
across different contexts and niches.
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