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Abstract: The growth of social media in China provides an innovative marketing strategy -
influencer marketing- demonstrating colossal profit potential and social effects. In the
context of influencer marketing, this study illustrates the consumers' preferences when they
follow an SMI, their parasocial relationship and endorsement effectiveness with followers
based on research on the Douyin platform. To empirically test the assumptions, quantitative
and qualitative studies (N=341) were conducted focusing on the Douyin short video
platform. The results confirmed that people prefer to follow SMIs of their gender and age.
Moreover, the more SMIs people follow, the more time and money they spend affected by
SMIs. The theoretical and optimizing implications for marketers and further research are
suggested.
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1. Introduction

With the rapid development of social media in China, social media platforms and relevant industries
(e.g., multi-channel networks [MCN]) achieved unprecedented development simultaneously. As a
result, some contributors gain a large following, establish a fan base, and serve as a resource for
their followers due to the internet's scale and speed of dispersion, becoming social media
influencers (SMls). Instagram, YouTube, and Facebook have created a large audience for digital
influencers to promote their content, primarily for commercial goals, such as brand endorsement
[1,2]. Parallel to the popularity of SMIs, Influencer marketing has become a type of social media
marketing that uses endorsements made by people, organizations, and groups seen as influential or
experts in a particular area [3].

Previous studies on influencer marketing provide an overview of who SMIs are and how they
influence consumers. However, the previous study seems to have partially overlooked the
relationship between SMIs and their followers. There remains substantially unknown about the
interaction between SMIs and followers [4,5]. Current studies mainly focus on celebrity capital
structuring framework and optimization of such capital [6,7]. This study aims to explain consumers'
preferences when they follow an SMI and their parasocial relationship and endorsement
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effectiveness with followers. This research merely focuses on the Douyin platform in China.
Douyin (Chinese: $}#), known as the Chinese version of TikTok, is a short-form video hosting
service owned by the Chinese company ByteDance [8]. Douyin is the most used social network in
China, with a user share of 76%, and 40% of Douyin users state that they have bought products
because celebrities or SMIs advertised them [9]. Therefore, this study takes Douyin as an example
and would provide some optimization and insights for influencer marketing strategy in China.

2.  Theoretical Basis and Hypotheses Development
2.1. Influencer Marketing in China

Social media development led marketing to a revolutionary stage, as well as differing the
relationships between SMIs, consumers, and brands [10]. The comparison of traditional marketing
tools and digital marketing illustrated by marketing managers showed that influencer marketing
might generate higher returns than traditional marketing strategies [11]. With fierce competition in
China, it is challenging to stand out from the rest of the market. Chinese consumers were tired of
traditional advertising and have started looking for recommendations or reviews from people who
are similar to them and share the same evaluative criteria [12]. This study explores the relationship
between Chinese SMIs and followers and Chinese followers' preferences.

2.2. Gender Difference

Previous studies revealed that the gender of the endorser affects the consumer’s attitude and
behaviour toward celebrity endorsement [13]. Moreover, Females are relatively more sensitive and
other-focused. However, men are more likely to be self-focused. In contrast to men, women are
more susceptible to influence and persuasion, specifically when exposed to specific informational
sources like friends, magazines, and publications [14,15]. Therefore, it could be inferred that female
and male users act differently on social media, and this study should warrant further research into
gender differences in influencer marketing. To summarize,

® H1. Female and male users act differently in following an SMI.

® H2. Douyin users prefer to follow SMIs of the same gender as them.

Likewise, it is rational to suggest that differences between the different age groups of followers
and SMIs also may show a difference in their interactions. Thus, this study also assumes that:

® H3. Douyin users prefer to follow SMIs of their age.

2.3. Parasocial Interaction

Social media platforms like YouTube and TikTok are viral because such platforms provide the
opportunity for social connections with other users, including real-life friends and even SMIs. The
boundaries seem flexible and vague [16]. Followers consider they build connections, although
unbalanced, with SMI by like, comment, and share functions. Such a phenomenon could be
explained as parasocial interaction. The concept of "parasocial interaction" refers to the one-sided,
virtual relationship that people have with media personalities to seek guidance and treat them as
friends desiring to meet media performers during media interactions. This process is analogous to
realistic interpersonal communication [17,18]. In influencer marketing, SMIs build interpersonal
relationships with their followers, affect followers' cognition and emotion, and eventually influence
their behaviour [19]. Therefore, this study assumes that SMIs could affect followers' use and
purchase behaviour on social media platforms. To summarize:

® H4. Douyin users who follow more SMIs spend more time browsing content generated by
these following SMIs.
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® HS5. The number of SMIs Douyin users followed correlates with the number and the average
price of influencer-motivated purchases.

Taken together, H1, H2, and H3 suggest that people prefer to follow SMIs of their gender and
age. Furthermore, H4 and H5 assume that the more SMIs people follow, the more time and money
they spend affected by SMIs. In conclusion, this study could elucidate users' choices when
following an SMI and their parasocial interactions and endorsement effect with followers.

3.  Methodology
3.1. Questionnaire Design

The current study used a survey instrument with three sections to conduct a quantitative analysis.
The first section collected respondents' demographic information, including gender, age, and job.
The second section concerns respondents' social media user behaviour, including daily duration,
preferred content category, and SMI following status. The last section collected the respondent's
purchasing behaviour information (e.g., purchasing frequency, motivation, SMI's effect on
purchasing).

3.2. Sampling and Data Collection

The questionnaire, including multiple choice and short answer questions, was designed and
distributed through dominant Chinese social media (e.g., Sina Weibo, Wechat) by QR code and
link. A total of 341 surveys were initially gathered. Screening questions and responders' recollection
questions were checked to exclude unqualified participants. After data cleaning, a total of 293 valid
results were used for analysis in general. Approximately 41.4% of responders were male, and
58.3% were male, ranging from 15 to 63. Regarding employment, 41.4% were students, 43.8%
worked full-time, 4.5% worked part-time, 1.5% were retired, and 8.6% were others. However, the
sample number requires an extra screening for the different hypotheses.

3.3. Procedure and Data Analysis

H, followed a two-sample t-test to compare the behaviour of the number of following SMIs in
female and male users. There was a significant difference in user behavior regarding the number of
following SMIs between female users (M = 86.7,SD = 125) and male users (M = 37.4,SD =
61.5); t(293) = 4.0225,(p = 7.334 X 107°). Figure 1 shows the difference in user behaviour
regarding the number of following SMIs between female and male users. The result of the T-test
and visualization suggests that H; was supported.
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Figure 1: Boxplot of HI.

To test H,, the 2 X 2 Contingency Chi-square test was performed to compare male and female
users on the gender of the SMI they followed. Results indicated that 77.9% of female SMIs
"followers were female, whereas 67.0% of male SMIs’ followers were male. This difference was
significant between the two variables, y2(1,N = 243) = 47.45,p = 5.642 x 10712,

The visualization of Pearson residuals (Figure 2) was used in a Chi-Square Test of Independence
to analyze the difference between observed responses [20]. The blue positive residuals show an
association between the column of female SMIs and the row of female users. Similarly, there is a
strong positive association between the column male SMIs and the row male users. Conversely,
harmful residuals in red implied repulsions (negative association).

Like H,, H; followed a chi-square test to examine whether the user’s age group and SMI’s age
group are statistically significantly associated. There was a significant relationship between the two
variables, y?(16,N = 277) = 209.68,p = 2.2 x 10716,

Female(Influencer)
Male(Influencer)

Female(User)

Male(User)

<351 <275 -1.98 123 047 029 105 181 257 333 409

Figure 2: Pearson residual visualization of H2.

Continuing, as Figure 3 illustrates, positive residuals are in blue. Positive values in cells specify
an attraction (positive association) between the user’s age group and the age group of SMIs they
followed. There is a strong positive association between the column 10-19, 20-29, 30-39, 40-49,
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>50 and the row 10-19, 20-29, 30-39, 40-49, >50 respectively. Hence, H, and H; were all
supported.
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Figure 3: Pearson residual visualization of H3.

H, implied a simple linear regression model to evaluate the correlation coefficient measuring the
association level between the number of SMIs users followed and the time spent browsing content
generated by these following SMIs. Besides, log transformations are performed for skewed data.
After a log transformation, the original data became more symmetric to meet the normality
assumption. As a result, there is a significant relationship (p = 0.00158 < 0.01) between the
number of SMIs users followed and the time spent browsing content generated by these following
SMIs.

Additionally, the visualization of H, was generated in Figure 4. Therefore, H, was supported.
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Figure 4: Regression line and the scatter plot of HS.

To test Hs, a multiple linear regression model was used to examine whether the number of SMIs
that users followed correlates with the number and the average price of influencer-motivated
purchases. The P-value of the F-statistic is p = 27.921 X 107> < 0.001, which is highly
significant. The regression equation is y = —2.8034 + 24.436x; + 0.27x,. In 234 samples, there
are significant relationships between the number of SMIs that users followed and the number and
the average price of influencer-motivated purchases (p = 0.00209 < 0.01,p = 0.01465 < 0.05,
respectively). Hence, Hg was supported.
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3.4. Followers’ Preference and Motivation Analysis

According to the result of the select short-video category (Figure 5), the top three welcomed
categories are funny (58%), food (44%), and beauty (40.8%).
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Figure 5: Distribution by content category.

Moreover, the reason for an influencer-motivated purchase shows that 51.4% of responders need
the product and 47.1% of responders purchased for the SMI's credibility.

Rather than merely focusing on SMIs' endorsement effectiveness, reasons were collected among
responders who were not willing to purchase any products recommended by SMIs. For example, in
37 responders who answered why they did not buy the product recommended by an SMI, 19% of
responders claimed that they do not trust the recommendation of SMIs, and 19% of responders
illustrated that the product price would be higher if an SMI recommended it.

The widespread effect of advertising and consumer culture, characterized by increasing speed,
fragmentation, and subject decentering, leads to the development of ad-avoidance tactics that secure
the consumer's psychological space by filtering out excess advertisement clutter [21]. As a result,
consumers tend to choose and decide by themselves. Once they knew that the SMI's
recommendation was a kind of advertising. Hence, such recommendation makes consumers feel a
threat to their freedom, and they will reject this persuasive message, and a boomerang effect occurs

[22,23].

Others, :1.2% —_
Impulse purchase: 12% -
_~— Need for the product: 51.4%

Other consumers share their good experience: 35.9%

To support following influencer: 22%

| trust this influencer: 47.1%

™
“— | have purchased other products effected by this influencer: 32.8%

Figure 6: Reason for influencer-motivated purchase.
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4. Discussion and Conclusions
4.1. Practical Implications

Instead of the fixed ad cost of traditional media, the influencer marketing budget can vary greatly
depending on the company goals, industry, targeted platforms, posting frequency, and other factors.
[24]. Hence, it is crucial to identify the right SMI for different campaigns or brands. According to
H;, H, and H;, there are significant differences in consumer behaviour of males and females. A
company could achieve its campaign goal more efficiently by collaborating with SMIs of the same
gender and age as its target audience demographic. Moreover, people following more SMIs tend to
spend more time and money on the products which SMIs recommended. Hence, it is a particle
conclusion when the company aims to find the right target audience on different social media
platforms.

4.2. Limitations and Future Research

In China, the traditional commercial marketing pattern has been changed, and new e-commerce
patterns, like live streaming marketing, have emerged. From celebrities to government staff to
corporate leaders participating in a live streaming room to promote products, the economic effect of
live streaming has grown steadily [19]. However, this study merely illustrated the relationships
between SMIs and followers on the short-video function on Douyin. The live streaming function
shows an entirely different scenario than the relationship between SMIs and followers or even users
more synchronously and interactively. Hence, a solid and comprehensive understanding of SMIs in
live steaming marketing is needed in further studies.
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Appendix I

Survey about social media influencer marketing on Douyin short-video platform
1. Your gender is
Male
Female
Others
2. Your age is
3. Your average daily usage of Douyin is mins
4. Which video categories do you prefer?
Beauty
Funny
Emotional
Storytelling
Food
Makeup
Fashion/Outfit
Game
Pet
Movie
Car
Education
Animation
Technology
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General Knowledge/News

Others

5. Your current employee status is

Student

Employed Full-Time

Employed Part-Time

Retired

Others

6. Are you following any influencers on Douyin?

Yes

No

7. The gender of the influencers you followed on Douyin is mainly

Male

Female

Others (e.g., pet)

8. The age group of the influencers you followed on Douyin is mainly

10-19

20-29

30-39

40-49

>=50

Unknown (e.g., pet)

9. Why are you not willing to follow any influencers on Douyin?

10. The number of influencers you followed on Douyin is

11. Your time spent on browsing content posted by influencers you followed for
mins per day

12. Have you ever buy any products on Douyin?

Never

Sometimes

Always

13. How many purchases did you do monthly on Douyin?

14. Have you ever buy any products because of the recommendation by influencers you
followed?

Yes

No

15. How many times did you purchase because of the recommendation by influencers you
followed?

1-2

3-5

6-10

>10

16. The reason you purchase the products recommended by influencers is

Need for the product

To support following influencer

I have purchased other products effected by this influencer

I trust this influencer

Other consumers share their good experience

Impulse purchase
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Others
17. The average price of the product you bought affected by an influencer is rmb.
18. The reason that you are not willing to purchase a product recommended by an influencer is
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