
Abstract 

The present research addresses the issue of source credibility of social media influencers from the
perspective of users. Social media influencers are defined as online personalities with a large number
of followers, across one or several social media platforms. They have a complex role, being content
creators, online opinion leaders, and even entrepreneurs. Influencer marketing is becoming a more and
more relevant component of current advertising campaigns worldwide. A consistent body of literature
has underlined the importance of source credibility for the effectiveness of advertising. Recent research-
es on Source Credibility Theory (Teng et al, 2014; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016; Munnukka et al
2016; Lou &Yuan, 2018) have stressed the influence of trustworthiness, expertise, similarity and at-
tractiveness as elements of source credibility on perceived trust in influencer marketing. In order to gain
better insights, we chose to conduct qualitative research that can allow us an in-depth perspective on
the phenomenon of source credibility in influencer marketing. We carried out four group discussions
in Germany and five in Romania. We explored the differences and similarities regarding the users’ per-
ception of the perceived credibility of social media influencers.

Keywords: source credibility, social media influencer, influencer marketing, advertising research.

Introduction

Social media is a dynamic field where platforms and usage practices are subject to con-
stant changes in an established culture of connectivity with multi-directional information flow
(Van Dijck, 2013, Van Dijck et al, 2018). Social media is defined as computer-mediated com-
munication, where individuals generate the content of their own, see and interact with the con-
tent of their friends’ or other users online (Carr and Hayes, 2015). The use of social media
platforms has become a relevant element in the media diet of the majority of the population
worldwide. Especially younger adults use mobile platforms much more frequently than all
others. This has been proved to influence consumer trust. Advertising is influenced by the in-
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teraction with the platforms and new instruments emerged (Stewart & Cunningham, 2017;
Gottfried & Shearer, 2016). In 2018 the number of social media users grew by 13% to 3.2
billion accounts worldwide (Chaffey, 2018) building a collective system of virtual spaces
where consumers are connected within and across multiple interactive platforms that build a
social media ecosystem (Ham et al, 2018, p.3). 

According to the communication-persuasion model (McGuire, 2001), there are five com-
ponents of persuasive communication that determine the effectiveness of advertising: the
source, the message, the channel, the receiver, and the destination. The present research ad-
dresses the issue of perceived source credibility. The focus is on social media influencers and
on influencer marketing as an advertising instrument that is gaining more popularity among
users and marketers (Carpenter, Childers, et al, 2018). The Romanian users’ perspective and
the perspective of users coming from Germany, a Western European country where social
media influencers have a relatively long history, were analyzed. There are relevant differ-
ences between the German and the Romanian traditional and online advertising markets in
terms of the size and the active brands. Influencer marketing campaigns have a longer histo-
ry in Germany than in Romania. There are differences between Romanian and German pop-
ular social media influencers when it comes to the number of followers, international reach
and relevance. Even if both countries are members of the European Union, there are differ-
ences in terms of legislation and market regulations regarding advertising and influencer mar-
keting. Nevertheless, there are also similarities: both Romanian and German young people
prefer using the Internet and social media to traditional media. 

Data collected in Germany with respect to the use of the Internet versus the use of tradi-
tional media revealed significant differences between the audience aged 14-29 and other tar-
get audiences. The Internet is the favorite media for the former. Their daily linear television
use dropped from 200 minutes in 2005 to 150 minutes in 2015. Meanwhile for audiences
aged 50 or older, there was an increase use of linear television from 180 minutes daily in
2005 to 300 minutes daily in 2015. Even for the segments under 14 and between 30 and 49,
an increase of linear TV use between 2005 and 2015 was reported. Also, traditional radio use
and the use of newspapers for early stage adults (14-29) dropped in the above mentioned time
frame (bpd, 2016).

Even if television is still the leading media in Romania in terms of audiences, Internet
penetration in Romania registered a growth from 70% in 2016 to 73% in 2017. The group of
young users aged 16-24 were the most active, followed by 25 to 34-year-olds (MFB, 2018).
Thus we assume that one of the most efficient ways to target this group with advertising mes-
sages is via the Internet and particularly via this new instrument called influencer marketing. 

Blogs, Vlogs, Instagram and YouTube accounts are the favorite channels for social me-
dia influencers and thus for influencer marketing. Some of the social media influencers used
to run blogs, personal web pages that allow interaction. In the last years, more and more in-
fluencers have moved to vlogging activities by posting social videos especially on YouTube
(Nirschl & Steinberg, 2018). Instagram was the fastest growing social media network both
in Germany and Romania in 2018. Germany is even in the top ten countries worldwide when
it comes to the number of active accounts on the above-mentioned platform. The entire young
population of Germany (aged 14-19) is reported to be active on social networks. Active so-
cial media penetration in both countries is relatively similar: Romania (51%) and Germany
(46%). Data from October 2018 revealed that only 38.6% of Germans use Facebook and
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23.8% use Instagram. In the case of Romanians, 50.6% use Facebook and 18.7% use Insta-
gram (Statista, 2019a; 2019b; 2019c). 

Social Media Influencers and Influencer Marketing

Social influence describes the phenomenon of changing opinions and actions due to the
interactions with the people around us. Under the umbrella term of ‘social influence’, schol-
ars understand a wide range of concepts such as socialization, obedience, compliance, and
persuasion (Kelman, 1958; Cialdini, 2001). The complex contemporary media environment
has specific features that are linked to social influence (Flanagin, 2017). Social media influ-
encers are part of this environment. They are online personalities with a large number of fol-
lowers, across one or several social media platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat,
or personal blogs. They have influence over their followers (Freberg et al., 2011; Lou &Yuan,
2018; Versamis, 2018; Nirschl & Steinberg, 2018). Their influence consists in the fact that
their ideas and their behaviors will not only be positively evaluated by their followers, but
also imitated. The products that they present online will be sold. However, a larger number
of followers does not necessarily mean more influence. Besides the issue of false followers
that can be purchased online, more and more marketers prefer to work with so-called micro-
influencers, who have thousands of followers instead of tens of thousands, but a higher en-
gagement (Nirschl & Steinberg, 2018). 

Influencers can be seen as online opinion leaders in the sense of the definition of opinion
leader within the framework of the two-step communication flow theory (Katz & Lazarsfeld,
1955). Influencers have a strong relationship with their communities, in this case with their
followers. Micro-influencers especially have a strong interaction with their group. This in-
teraction is quantified in the number of likes, comments, and direct messages. Similar to the
traditional opinion leaders, influencers seem to know what is new in their fields of interest.
They are usually cosmopolite personalities and, similar to the opinion leaders, their influence
takes place horizontally. Liu (2007) developed the theory of multistep flows of communica-
tion related to online opinion leaders in the context of digital platforms with direct feedback
possibilities. Audiences often perceive influencers as their peers. 

A relevant aspect related to social media influencers and audiences is para-social interaction
(PSI), defined as the illusion of a face-to-face relationship with a media performer (Horton &
Wohl, 1956). PSI develops and strengthens with each encounter with media performers. In the
case of social media influencers who usually disclose aspects of their lives on a daily basis, a
strong PSI will be developed in a short time (Coliander & Erlandsson, 2015). Previous research
has emphasized the importance of advertising disclosure for transparency and for a healthy re-
lationship between social media influencers and their communities. Unfortunately, advertising
disclosure on Instagram is still not compulsory in some countries such as Romania.

Some researchers stressed that target audiences perceive social media influencers as more
accessible, believable, intimate, credible and influential in the purchase behaviors than tradi-
tional celebrities (Djafarova &Rushworth, 2017). Social media influencers are easy to relate
to, as they share aspects of their everyday life. They create the illusion of a face-to-face re-
lation, generating para-social interactions. Thus, advertising messages can be perceived as the
influencers’ unbiased opinion and have a stronger persuasive power (Abidin, 2015; 2016;
DeVeirman, 2017). Social media influencers have been described as “micro”-endorsers, com-
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pared to “bigger” celebrity endorsers (Hall, 2015). Traditional celebrities can become social
media influencers if they are active on platforms, have a significant number of followers, and
become regular content-creators (Lou & Yuan, 2018). Social media influencers are consumers
as well, consumers that communicate information about products on social media. Influencer
marketing is a form of native advertising, a variety of techniques by which advertising mes-
sages are crafted to be integrated into non-advertising content (Wojdynski, 2016). Native ad-
vertisements on Instagram both in the form of posts and stories use images that resemble the
activity of real peers. This practice maximizes message effectiveness and minimizes audi-
ence resistance. Usually, social media influencers present products in a friendly way, as if
they were testing the products and making recommendations to peers. It is like the title of a
recent article suggests: Is That My Friend or an Advert? The Effectiveness of Instagram Na-
tive Advertisements Posing as Social Posts (Johnson et al, 2019). The tone-of-voice is natu-
ral and friendly. Influencer marketing is a form of electronic Word of Mouth Marketing in
the sense that product recommendations are posted online (Erkan &Evans, 2016). 

Social media influencers perform complex activities, being content creators and, therefore,
advertising creators, opinion leaders and entrepreneurs (Carpenter, Childers, et al, 2018).
They “can range from being celebrities to more micro-targeted professional or non-profes-
sional ‘peers’” (IAB, 2018). Within the literature on this topic based on the range of follow-
ers, various influencer types were defined: peer-to-peer level or micro-level influencers
(500-10,000 followers), macro influencers (up to 1 million followers), influencer celebrities
with 1 million-plus followers (Gottbrecht, 2016). There is a link between the number of fol-
lowers and the opinion leadership (Hwang, 2015; De Veirman, 2017). 

Brands continue to use less or even abandon traditional media ads and move to more ef-
fective instruments with higher authenticity and credibility such as influencer marketing (de-
Vries et al, 2012; De Veirman et al, 2017). This was defined as a marketing strategy having
marketers and brands invest in selected social media influencers that create branded content
and disseminate it on their channels with the goal of increasing brand awareness and/or their
purchasing decisions (Lou & Yoan, 2018). The popularity of this instrument has grown ex-
ponentially in the last years due to its ability to reach a significant number of consumers in
a short period of time because it generates engagement with target audiences and is not as
expensive as traditional advertising campaigns (Phua et al, 2017; Evans et al, 2017). This
new marketing tool has some similarities with other forms of native advertising because its
appearance looks like editorial content. Influencer marketing looks similar to its surrounding
media content (Lee et al, 2016; Matteo &Dal Zotto, 2015). 

Besides the growing use of social media, there are other factors such as the increasing trust
in personal recommendations instead of ads when it comes to purchasing products, which
speaks for influencer marketing as a relevant advertising tool. Research has emphasized the
link between platform usage and greater trust in advertising on that particular platform (Stew-
art & Cunningham, 2017). Even if the young generation prefers online media, using old strate-
gies on new channels is not an option. Millennials (born between 1981 and1995) and generation
Z (born between 1996 and 2012) are familiar with the use of ad blockers in order to avoid ads.
A unique feature of influencer marketing is that it encourages consumers to communicate with
one another about brands on social media. Consumers’ expressions are much more evaluated
than advertising impressions on markets where traditional advertising methods no longer ob-
tain significant results (Kelley and Fay, 2012; Long, 2016; Carpenter Childers et al., 2018). 
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Influencer marketing is a relatively new advertising instrument thus the body of literature
on this subject is relatively new. It works “best when the content is natural, genuine, and real-
istic coming from the social media influencers” (Carpenter, Childers et al., 2018, p. 12). Suc-
cessful influencer marketing is a delicate balance between the influencer’s authentic voice and
brand advertising strategies. Previous findings underlined that in an increasingly cluttered me-
dia environment too much advertising can damage the reputation of bloggers: the source of
their persuasion can become the source of their undoing (Colliander & Erlandson, 2015, p.120).
This is why, similar to bloggers, social media influencers are advised to properly disclose spon-
sored posts and advertising. A very interesting research topic is to determine the circumstances
that determine a follower to unfollow an influencer because of too much advertising.

Source Credibility Theory

Media credibility is a concept in the communication sciences that has not lost relevance
for the communication research over the last decades because of constant changes in the me-
dia environment (Metzger et al., 2003, 2010, Lazer, 2018). At the practical level media cred-
ibility has significant consequences for the users (Metzger et al, 2003, P.294) and online media
credibility is related by some authors to the spreading of inaccurate and biased information
available online, of fake or false news or dysfunctional information (Chadwick et al., 2018). 

Long before social media emerged, the concept of media credibility was analyzed taking
into consideration its three levels: the credibility of the source, of the message and of the chan-
nel that carries it. Previous research described the credibility of sources using several ele-
ments: trustworthiness and expertise on the one hand (Wilson and Sherrell, 1993) and dynamism,
composure, and sociability on the other hand (Gass and Seiter, 1999, Perloff 1993). Organi-
zations can serve as sources and corporate credibility is defined as the degree to which con-
sumers, investors, and others believe in the organization’s trustworthiness and expertise
(Goldsmith et al, 2000). With respect to the Internet, research has been conducted on the cred-
ibility of web sites (Fogg et al, 2001, Shon, et al., 2000, Flanagin et al, 2001). Previous research
on the credibility of web sites (Johnson and Kaye 1998, 2000; Mashek, 1997, Kim et al., 2001,
Kiousis, 2001, Sundar and Nass, 2001) revealed that credibility plays a role in the search for
information, people being more likely to select a source that they judge as credible (Kerstet-
ter & Cho, 2004). Appearance and graphical design issues, disclosure and security measures,
functionality and connectedness and accuracy and comprehensiveness of content are only some
of the new key elements of social media credibility (Metzger et al., 2003, 2015). 

Source credibility refers to the consumers’ perception of the source of information. Defin-
ing the concept of source credibility on social media can be a challenge because of the pres-
ence of anonymous and multiple authors; there are no gatekeepers, we are faced with the
convergence of genres and advertising blending. People tend to believe certain sources if oth-
ers do so as well (Metzger et al, 2010). Social media influencers are considered to be both
sources and media.

Previous research on source credibility emphasized the role of the trustworthiness, attrac-
tiveness, and expertise of the communicator in the particular case of celebrity endorsement
ads (Ohanian, 1990, Teng et al, 2014, Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). Within the theoretical
framework of the Source Credibility Theory, based on three aspects: trustworthiness, expert-
ise, and attractiveness, Munnukka et al (2016) added a new element, applied exclusively in
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the case of social media influencers, which is similarity (the likeness between influencers and
their followers, concerning demographic or ideological factors). In line with the Advertising
Value Model, Lou & Yuan (2018) have developed the Factors in Social Media influencer Val-
ue Model (SMIV). This model explains the role of source credibility on consumer behavior
and redefines the trust concept in the influencer context. According to this, credibility influ-
ences the perceived trust, brand awareness and also the purchase intention. More specific, three
of the credibility elements: trustworthiness, similarity, and attractiveness proved to have pos-
itive effects on perceived trust, brand awareness, and purchase intention. Besides credibility,
advertising content value, in this case, influencer-generated content, consisting of informa-
tive and entertainment values can have positive effects on perceived trust, brand awareness,
and purchase intentions as well. Argument quality has been proved to be a significant predic-
tor of perceived information credibility (Metzger et al, 2003; Xiao et al, 2018). 

Methodology

Our main research objective was to analyze social media influencers’ perceived credibil-
ity and its effects on how influencer marketing works. We explored the credibility concept
and its implications on perceived trust in influencer marketing. The aim of the present re-
search is to contribute to the Source Credibility Theory applied to the particular case of so-
cial media influencers. 

We focused on the following research questions:

RQ1: How do users define social media influencers and what are the elements that influ-
ence their credibility?

RQ2: What does influencer marketing represent for users and what are the mechanisms
that make this instrument effective for users?

People tend to follow similar activities as their peers because social influence plays a crit-
ical role in deciding to follow social media influencers and getting to know influencer mar-
keting. Adopting innovation is a process that needs time. Social media influencers and
influencer marketing emerged on the Romanian advertising market later than on the German
one. In our research, we would like to explore the possible implications for this later adop-
tion of influencer marketing in Romania regarding how the trustworthiness of the bloggers
is perceived. There are other relevant differences between the Romanian and the German
market sizes. In terms of the number of followers, the international relevance of German in-
fluencers is higher than the relevance of their Romanian colleagues. International brands have
higher advertising expenditures on the German market than on the Romanian one. These are
some of the reasons why we decided to explore the differences and similarities related to our
research subject between Romanian and German users.

RQ3: What are the differences in the perception of social media credibility of influencers
for Romanian and German respondents?

In order to gain insight into the perceived credibility of social media influencers, we chose
to conduct qualitative research in the form of focus groups that can allow us an in-depth per-
spective on the phenomenon (Tuchman, 2002, p. 80). In-depth research can provide method-
ological tools in order to explain the meaning of influencers’ credibility and its implication
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on how influencer marketing works. (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). A qualitative approach
provides the opportunity to explore the participants’ construction of the meaning of the in-
fluencers’ credibility based on their daily online experience and it is an accepted method in
advertising research (Halley et al, 2014; Carpenter Childers et al, 2018). As Wimmer & Do-
minick (2011) suggest, the rationale behind the focus-group choice derives from our desire
to enhance our understanding about this subject, as well as to discover a wide range of opin-
ions coming from the interviewees (p. 132). 

Non-probability purposing sampling was used. We carried out four group discussions in
Germany and five groups discussion in Romania in the time frame September-December 2018.
The respondents were between 10-12 in each focus group and the ages ranged from 19 to 21
for the Romanians and from 20 to 24 for the German respondents. They were all gender-mixed
focus groups. The participants were students enrolled in various bachelor programs in Roma-
nia (Babe?-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca) and Germany (Hochschule Mittweida). The main
condition for the voluntary participation in these focus groups was to be a YouTube and/or In-
stagram user and to follow or have followed social media influencers on one of these platforms. 

Data analysis was performed based on categories related to the themes (Creswell, 2009;
Tuchman, 2002). The main themes that we addressed during group discussions were: what
is a social media influencer, how influencer marketing works, what are the differences between
influencer marketing and advertising. We linked these aspects to the theoretical model of the
factors in the social media influencer value, and to the perceived credibility sources: expert-
ise, trustworthiness, attractiveness, and similarity, as well as the informative and entertain-
ment values of the influencer-generated content (Lou & Yuan, 2018). 

Findings and discussion

Theme 1: Social Media Influencers

The first subject of the focus group addressed the way the participants define social me-
dia influencers. The respondents were familiar with the elements of social media influencer
definitions that were described in the theoretical part of this research: “an influencer will al-
ways be found on social media. This is his or her environment” (male, 20). Young people fol-
low influencers on several platforms. They pointed out that, for them, influencers are role
models, sources of inspiration, unique personalities. There is a strong desire among follow-
ers to be like them. 

An influencer “is a personality who guides your personal values; he or she helps you de-
velop your own system of values, should you not have one already established” (male, 20,
Romania). An influencer “is a person who manages to influence other people through his or
her opinions” (female, 20, Romania) and “an opinion leader for the group the brand targets”
(male, 21, Romania). Respondents are familiar with the advertising activities of influencers,
some of them even consider that the influencers’ role is mainly connected to the marketing
strategies and should be taken as such. An influencer is “a person who is constantly followed
for information that helps you make the decision to buy certain products” (female, 21, Ger-
many); “As harsh as it may sound, an influencer is a marketing instrument used for selling
products in a more personalized manner” (male, 20, Romania). 
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Not everybody can become an influencer. Financial support prior to launching into such
a business is necessary. In order to become a successful influencer “, you must have a con-
siderable amount of money” (female, 20, Germany). There were also some negative opinions
regarding influencers: “it’s all about making money. Sometimes it is difficult to see the au-
thenticity anymore” (female, 22, Germany); “You don’t know if you can trust them anymore
or if what they disseminate online is only advertising” (female, 22, Germany); “All young
people do is copy them and this can be a problem”(male, 23, Germany); “they make too much
money” (female, 20, Romania). Being an influencer is not an easy job, there is a social pres-
sure to look perfect, to show the perfect life and the perfect lifestyle: “being an influencer is
a challenge. There is a strong competition between influencers for the perfect feed. There is
a lot of pressure to be better than others” (male, 23, Germany). 

Theme 2: Influencer Marketing

Participants were asked to describe how advertising works with the help of social media
influencers and to pinpoint the differences from traditional advertising. In fact, the second sub-
ject of the focus group addressed the way the participants define influencer marketing. They
suggested a number of key elements that are compulsory for influencer marketing: “you need
someone who actively promotes oneself online” (male, 20, Romania) and “you need a target
group to follow you and engage with you, so you can promote or launch products which they
will buy” (female, 20, Romania). Some participants recognized the marketing mechanisms:
“It is a new marketing strategy” (female, 19, Germany) and “it is a new, modern form of mak-
ing online recommendations” (male, 20, Romania). 

Specific traits of the process were pointed out. Thus, influencer marketing “exploits nich-
es” (female, 20, Germany) and “it is a service which informs people about a product, through
a person who has a pool of followers” (female, 20, Romania). Furthermore, the importance
of the group’s specificity and similarities between it and the influencer was noted: “the way
an influencer will promote a product is based on the culture of the group of followers and what
they have in common” (female, 21, Germany). 

Influencer marketing ensures engagement and real-time reactions: “there is a direct in-
teraction with the followers. They really like this” (female, 19, Romania); “It makes brands
known among the influencer’s followers.” (male, 20, Romania). Influencer marketing works
when there is a relationship between the influencers and their audiences: “influencer market-
ing strategies are more effective for younger target groups. They are much more relevant than
traditional advertising” (female, 20, Germany) and “the pool of consumers is always well-
defined. You know what kind of people follow the influencer” (female, 21, Romania). 

Differences between influencer marketing and traditional ads were underlined in terms of
targeting audiences and also in terms of costs: “In traditional advertising, you pay the agency,
the media, etc. Influencer marketing means you only pay the influencer. From there on, he or
she is in charge of creating the content” (female, 20, Germany); “and the influencer makes use
of his or her channels. And his or her specific group of followers” (female, 21, Germany). In-
fluencer marketing is not always perceived as a form of advertising: “the promotion of a prod-
uct through an influencer gives the sensation of “unofficial”, you know? You are not always aware
of it being a marketing scheme.” (male, 19; Romania); “I feel much closer to an influencer than
to a celebrity in a regular ad” (female, 23, Germany). Influencer marketing is perceived as
something between a model of peer endorsement and a model of celebrity endorsement. 
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Differences and similarities between Instagram and YouTube, the two main platforms for
influencer marketing were pointed out during the group discussions. The main differences are
in the length of the materials posted and the type of reactions: “Instagram is more accessi-
ble than YouTube. On YouTube, you have to edit and upload a larger material.” (female, 20,
Romania); “On Instagram, on the other hand, you can post something quickly and have re-
al-time reactions” (female, 19, Romania). Instagram encourages engagement with the audi-
ence: “Instagram is more interactive. You can have a lot of initiatives” (female, 21, Romania).
“On Instagram, you have to be good at creating interesting content. The time for promoting
anything is extremely short” (male, 22, Romania) and “You must be quick and efficient. On
YouTube, you have people who can afford to edit larger video materials” (female, 20, Ger-
many). However, there were voices who claimed one completes the other: “I believe Insta-
gram is like a hook. It shows you something appealing than it sends you to YouTube for more
details” (male, 21, Romania); “The impact on Instagram is much more rapid. But, person-
ally, I go from there to YouTube, as it offers more details about what I am searching” (female,
20, Germany). This statement was also supported by an idea launched in another focus group:
“On Instagram, you have the short version of the materials presented on YouTube” (female,
19, Romania). This is why social media influencers prefer to use both platforms.

Engagement is different on Instagram versus YouTube: “the two differ in the relationship
between the public and the content. On Instagram, you wait to see reactions in a day or two
at most. On YouTube, you may have a consistent number only after a month or two” (male,
20, Romania). The accessibility to the two platforms is different as well: “Instagram is much
more accessible. You can access it several times a day. With YouTube, things are different”
(female, 20, Romania). Thus, it is suggested that the immediate reactions received on Insta-
gram are more compelling than the views or reactions on YouTube, as a long-time wait is less
desirable. The solution for efficient influencer marketing is to use both platforms and their
specific advantages.

Theme 3: Source Credibility

Credibility is an important asset for influencers: “first of all, an influencer must be cred-
ible” (female, 20, Romania). According to the respondents, influencers have a relevant amount
of expertise in their field, and influencer marketing benefits of more trustworthiness than oth-
er advertising strategies. Source credibility influences purchase intention: “If we see a prod-
uct which is promoted by an influencer that we follow and like, the probability of buying it
increases” (male, 20, Romania). Influencer marketing is a “more credible tactic than tradi-
tional ads” (male, 21, Germany). When it comes to the products the influencers are promot-
ing online there must be compatibility between the products and the influencers. Choosing
to promote products of lower quality than advertised can damage both influencer and prod-
uct credibility. Trustworthiness is important: “in order to be an influencer, one must have the
trust of many others and know what one is talking about” (male, 19, Germany). An influencer
“promotes products and ideas, but it is important to be a good match with the product” (fe-
male, 20, Romania). Promoting products that are far too expensive for the core audience can
also damage credibility. 

Key elements that make influencer marketing work are the similarities between influ-
encers and followers: “Influencers are like us”, “you feel you have a direct connection to the
influencer” (male, 19, Romania); “Even if many seem to have luxurious lifestyles, they lead
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normal lives” (male, 20, Romania). Following the influencers from the beginning of their
online career seems to enforce the bond between them and the followers: “I have followed
influencer X since she was an ordinary girl, just like me. I still follow her now when she pro-
motes brands that I cannot afford to buy” (female, 22, Germany). If influencers advertise too
much for brands far too expensive for their target audiences, the bond between them and the
followers can be damaged. Our data confirm the results of previous research. The respondents
repeatedly suggested that influencers have unique approaches through which they build trust
and brand credibility (Carpenter Childers et al., 2018). 

Similarity is a relevant aspect of source credibility that can contribute to purchase inten-
tion: “I feel closer to an influencer when I buy the products he or she advertised.” (female,
22, Germany). Influencers are perceived as friends who deliver insights into their daily lives
via storytelling on social media platforms. For the public, influencers are people with a high
degree of identification with their target audiences. An incentive to follow influencers “lies
in the possibility to watch them almost live every day” (female, 22, Germany). 

Several respondents (both men and women) underlined the fact that in order to be a so-
cial media influencer it is important to be attractive: “influencers are individuals with the
ability to charm and entertain a large number of people and to persuade them” (male, 20,
Romania). Besides attractiveness, expertise contributes to the perceived credibility of influ-
encers: “it is a promotion technique through which people make use of their know-how and
appeal to the public.” (male, 21, Romania). 

The influencers’ expertise is perceived as gender-related: “Men are more active when it
comes to gadgets and cars” (female, 20, Romania); “We have more women who are beauty
and lifestyle influencers” (female, 19); “The beauty zone is mainly covered by women. Al-
though, recently, I have seen men talking about beauty, as well. And it is more exciting be-
cause it is a new element” (female, 20, Romania); “Photography influencers are quite
balanced, in my opinion. Both women and men can be found here.” (male, 19, Romania).
What about IT? “In IT we used to have mostly men, but now I have noticed there is a big trend
to also include women and promote the fact they can do an equally good job.” (male, 20, Ro-
mania). Several professional fields are perceived as being strongly related to the develop-
ment of social media and influencer marketing. Among them, the respondents mentioned not
only the traditional social-mediated areas of fashion, beauty, and travel but also fitness, ar-
chitecture, and design. Expertise is particularly evaluated in these fields. 

The analysis of data collected during the focus groups revealed a connection between ex-
pertise and trustworthiness as important elements of source credibility, as pointed out by pre-
vious research (De Vierman et al., 2017). 

Theme 4: Advertising value

The respondents considered that they relied much more on information received from in-
fluencers than from traditional advertising messages. Often, influencers offer video “proof”
by putting products to the test. Thus, influencers present information about relevant products
for the target audiences: “Information about fashion trends, restaurants, and interesting lo-
cations can be useful for followers” (female, 23, Germany). The followers’ trust in the influ-
encers’ messages comes from a high degree of the enjoyability of the created content. The
entertainment value of influencer marketing makes this instrument more “likable” than tra-
ditional ads: “It is a strategy through which people do not feel annoyed, even if something is
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sold right under their noses” (female, 20, Romania). As some respondents suggested, the in-
fluencers they follow promote products and lifestyles that are accessible to their followers.
A major preoccupation of influencers is to entertain their followers with the help of story-
telling. By doing this, the likelihood of raising promoted brand awareness increases. Respon-
dents stressed the need for a balance between paid content and non-advertising content. Too
much influencer marketing can have negative effects on their perceived credibility. Users
should enjoy the content.

The Comparative Perspective

Data provided by the group discussions conducted in Romania and Germany showed no
major differences regarding the understanding of the concept of social media influencers.
Both Romanian and German respondents were familiar with influencers and influencer mar-
keting even if the Romanian advertising market introduced them with a certain delay com-
pared to the German one. The tone of some of the discussions carried out in Germany was
much more critical of the materialistic values promoted by the influencers’ lifestyle. German
students also addressed issues such as sustainability, equity, which should be promoted by in-
fluencers to a greater extent. 

The importance of source credibility for influencer marketing was underlined during fo-
cus groups both in Romania and in Germany. Trustworthiness is often related to the choice
of the products the influencers advertise. Even if social media influencers should be similar
to their audience groups, they must also have something special. Being a social media influ-
encer is a job and also a goal, as some of our respondents told us. It is a goal because young
people perceive only the positive side of this profession, which is what gets posted online.
They see influencers traveling, staying in the best hotels, going to the best restaurants and get-
ting all kinds of products for free. Attractiveness plays a crucial role in becoming a success-
ful influencer. The relevance of expertise is related to the field. The perspective of the users
is that some fields like high fashion, luxury brands are more strongly advertised on social
media in Germany than in Romania. Other often-mentioned examples of fields where expert-
ise is important are sport and fitness. The category of sport and fitness is a relevant branch
for influencer marketing in Germany. During our group discussions, fitness influencers from
Germany and their activity were often mentioned. Several respondents even underlined the
idea that they felt inspired by sports influencers in their daily life. Being a professional in this
field nowadays is almost impossible without social media, emphasized one of the respon-
dents. This is the user perspective. A comparative content analysis of the relevant fields of
influencer marketing between the two countries is an interesting direction for future research. 

Conclusions

In line with the results of previous research, the main conclusion of the present study is
that attractiveness, trustworthiness, expertise, and similarity are perceived as important ele-
ments of the perceived credibility of social media influencers (Munnukka et al 2016; Lou
&Yuan, 2018). Social media influencers have engaged audiences both in Romania and Ger-
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many. Our respondents were familiar with social media influencers and influencer market-
ing. Critical aspects that can influence source credibility in influencer marketing were also
underlined. Striking a balance between advertising and non-advertising content, advertising
for high-quality and suitable products for the followers can contribute to the influencers’ trust-
worthiness. Previous research pointed out that too much advertising on social media can have
a negative impact on para-social interaction and on the trustworthiness of the influencer (Co-
liander & Erlandsson, 2015). Similarities with celebrity endorsement were pointed out. In
traditional advertising, celebrities were also advised not to promote too many products. Be-
sides the restriction in promoting products from brands of competitors, both celebrities and
influencers have to advertise products that are compatible with their image. Each time a
celebrity or an influencer promotes a product, a transfer of image takes place. This transfer
is bidirectional: not only is the image of the promoter transferred to the product, but also the
other way around.

Attractiveness is as an important feature of social media influencers. Not everybody can
become an influencer, even if they appear to be “one of us” in the eyes of the users. Influ-
encer marketing is, first and foremost, a model of peer endorsement, which is one o the main
difference between celebrity endorsement and influencer marketing when it comes to trust-
worthiness. Peer endorsement also adds elements of Word-of-Mouth Marketing to influencer
marketing. It has the potential to reduce negative attitudes towards advertising activities per-
formed by an influencer. 

The aim of the present research was to address the issue of source credibility of social me-
dia influencers from the users’ perspective in two different countries. According to our data,
the users’ perspectives in the two countries are similar. The adoption of Instagram as a new
social media tool took place with no significant delay between Romania and Germany. The
fields of interest can be different, based on the individual predisposition and not necessarily
based on cultural aspects. The users’ tone was a bit critical towards influencer marketing dur-
ing the group discussions that we conducted in Germany. Qualitative research allowed us to
ask in-depth questions in order to collect data on the users’ perception. This study has an ex-
ploratory nature and thus we are aware of its limits: the results cannot be generalized. The
theoretical sample of students is also a limit of the research. Students are heavy users of so-
cial media and their answers might be different from the answers of the nonstudent popula-
tion (Evans et al, 2017). 

Influencer marketing is a fast growing area that is yet to evolve (Lou &Yuan, 2018). The
present paper contributes to the academic research on influencer marketing in Romania and
Germany and it provides a further understanding of this phenomenon. Its results can be used
for developing future cross-cultural analysis. There are also practical implications of this
study: marketers should consider using influencer marketing as a tool for their campaigns,
taking into consideration the importance of finding a match between the products to be ad-
vertised and the profile of the influencers. Our findings can also be relevant to influencers,
who should be aware of the importance of trustworthiness for building a healthy and long-
lasting relationship with their communities and also with the brands they are promoting. The
peer endorsement dimension should be cultivated and the attractiveness of using both Insta-
gram and YouTube as complementary platforms should be kept in mind. 
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