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Abstract

:

The use of personal media has become increasingly popular in recent years. However, gaining and retaining followers has become increasingly challenging, given the fierce competition among bloggers and the constant changes in personal media. In this context, this study aims to explore the factors that influence followers’ continued usage intentions toward personal media bloggers and strategies to improve their loyalty. Drawing upon the theory of relationship marketing, a structural model is constructed to examine the impacts and mechanisms of personal media bloggers’ attributes and communication on social presence, fanship, intention to use, and word of mouth. This research focuses on two dimensions of personal media bloggers’ attributes: expertise and attractiveness. A sample of 155 highly active personal media users in China was collected through a questionnaire for analysis and validation. The findings reveal that expertise and communication have positive impacts on followers’ intentions to continue following a blogger, while attractiveness has a significant, positive, and direct impact on word of mouth. Furthermore, this study shows that social presence and fanship play mediating roles in the effects of expertise and communication on followers’ usage intentions and word of mouth. The research results provide valuable insights for personal media operators and marketers seeking to improve followers’ loyalty and encourage potential users to become more loyal fans.
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1. Introduction


The rapid development of personal media has rendered it the main channel of communication for internet users. According to the “50th Statistical Report on Internet Development in China” released by the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), as of 2021, there were a total of 9.7 million people engaged in the personal media industry in China, and this number is still growing continuously [1]. With the emergence of personal media platforms such as Weibo, WeChat, TikTok, and Xiaohongshu, personal media in China has experienced exponential growth, and people’s consumption habits have shifted towards the internet and mobile terminals. The influence of personal media on user groups is constantly rising. Some users actively publish their own creative content on personal media platforms and have a certain number of followers. These users, with a large fan base, spread information or viewpoints that have a huge impact on their followers, and they are regarded as important sources of information by their followers. These people are called personal media bloggers [2].



Compared with traditional celebrity endorsements, personal media bloggers are considered to have more advantages in product placement and recommendation [3]. Therefore, with the rise of digital marketing, more and more companies have realized the commercial value of personal media bloggers and established cooperative relationships with bloggers to promote products or services as an important marketing channel [4]. This has given rise to the commercial model of personal media blogger marketing [5]. In this process, a large amount of capital has been invested into personal media, and personal media bloggers with a large number of fans, such as celebrities, can earn millions of dollars. In addition, these famous personal media bloggers not only profit from the content itself, but also from fans’ donations and sponsorship, making the relationship between bloggers and fans even more intimate. This has made the role and influence of bloggers increasingly complex and unique, rendering them a distinctive research group [6].



In the field of personal media marketing, previous research has focused on exploring the impact of blogger attributes on specific behaviors, such as consumer purchase motivation or purchasing behavior [5,7,8], or the limited exploration of the factors that make bloggers popular on specific platforms or in specific areas [9,10]. For example, bloggers increase the credibility of their content by utilizing their professional knowledge, gaining greater influence among their followers, and earning their trust [11]. Although the literature mentioned above has important promotional significance in expanding behavioral theories in the research on personal media blogger marketing, these studies focus more on marketing results and less on discussions that fully consider the advantages of blogger traits.



Moreover, the rapid development of personal media blogger marketing has also brought problems to the relationships between bloggers and their followers. For instance, some followers develop negative emotions toward the marketing information released by bloggers, and their emotions towards bloggers transition from intimacy to betrayal [12], leading them to unfollow the bloggers [13,14]. Due to the highly interactive nature of personal media, fans can respond to blogger content in real time through comments, chats, and other means, expressing their emotions and attitudes [15]. Therefore, negative content will further affect a blogger’s creativity and profits. As these behaviors do not incur significant alternative costs for followers [16], once the relationships between bloggers and fans are disrupted, the subsequent impact will be difficult to estimate.



From an industry perspective, personal media has now entered the era of capitalization, with frequent examples of large investments. Currently, tens of thousands of personal media users are undergoing industry consolidation, and those that lack core competitiveness, have low user retention, and cannot provide sustained high-quality content are likely to disappear. Those who have access to fan resources will begin to move towards capitalization and corporatization. This model exacerbates the pursuit of long-term stable traffic, more loyal fans, and competition in the field of personal media. Thus, the focus of competition among personal media bloggers is not only to attract more followers to increase their commercial influence but, more importantly, to establish good long-term relationships with their followers and enhance their loyalty. Specifically, it is necessary to understand the factors and mechanisms that influence the sustained use intentions of personal media platform users, which is of great significance for personal media managers to understand user needs and improve user retention. However, previous empirical studies have overlooked this important aspect [17].



In order to fill this gap, this article attempts to explore how to promote good relationships between bloggers and followers in order to enhance followers’ willingness to continue to follow bloggers, thus facilitating the development of personal media marketing activities. Ohanian’s information source theory emphasizes the beneficial effect of a celebrity’s professional knowledge and image charm on persuading followers [18]. Based on this, we consider expertise and attractiveness to be the core factors of a personal media blogger’s characteristics. In addition, personal media bloggers can interact with their followers through active likes and comments [19], and this level of interaction is higher than that of traditional celebrity endorsements [20]. Since this limited form of communication can help bloggers to establish closer relationships with their followers, we include bloggers’ communication behaviors in this study. Based on this, we propose two specific research questions: (i) Are a blogger’s expertise, attractiveness, and communication behaviors the factors that affect followers’ continued attention toward the blogger? (ii) What is the process mechanism by which these factors affect followers’ sustained attention? The power of word of mouth often brings a chain reaction and a significant increase in profits. Relationship marketing has moved away from a marketing concept that focuses on short-term sales performance goals. Instead, it focuses on building and maintaining long-term relationships with customers. Social media influencers provide users with diverse experiences, such as comments, private messages, and real-time chats, to establish and strengthen relationships with users. In this case, we believe that relationship marketing is an appropriate theoretical basis with which to address our research issues because it is important for explaining why certain characteristics of sellers are crucial in establishing good relationships with consumers, particularly in terms of their impacts on word of mouth and continued usage intentions [21]. Although relationship marketing is important, it has not been fully researched in the field of personal media. In addition, we introduce the concepts of fanship and social presence and verify their mediating effects. Fanship has an impact on people’s willingness to use media, their leisure activity arrangements, their relationships and acquaintances with family and friends, and even their own emotions [22], which is similar to the current real-life influence of personal media on followers. Social presence is an important psychological mechanism that explains why users are actively engaged in socializing and disseminating information on personal media platforms [23].



Our study contributes to the literature and research on enhancing the continued following of personal media followers. The theoretical contribution of this article is to expand relationship marketing theory to the personal media environment, exploring the most important factors allowing bloggers to enhance their fan loyalty and attempting to reveal the influence mechanism of blogger characteristics on sustained usage intention. This study makes a meaningful contribution to the existing literature on personal media marketing and relationship marketing. The practical contribution is that when shaping and utilizing their influence, bloggers themselves may need to pay more attention to long-term effects, focusing on cultivating and maintaining long-term relationships with their followers. In addition, when companies seek suitable blogger collaborations, they need to observe the characteristics of their potential collaborators and evaluate the relationship potential between the collaborator and their fans in order to optimize their marketing strategies.




2. Theoretical Background


2.1. Personal Media Blogger


The term “personal blogger” refers to users who share their own creative content through the internet to motivate their followers. These followers form a huge network of fans who are deeply influenced by the blogger’s content and opinions [24]. Due to the powerful influence and great commercial value of personal media bloggers, they have attracted extensive attention from the academic community. In recent years, research on personal media bloggers has been flourishing. Based on the comprehensive consideration of the quality and citations of the literature, we selected key studies on personal media bloggers in the past five years, as shown in Table 1. As we can see from the summary of the literature in the table, some studies have explored the influence of bloggers’ content and form on consumers’ purchase intentions from the perspective of content strategy [25], while others have classified personal media bloggers, compared bloggers with different numbers of fans, and studied the impact of sponsorship content disclosure on consumers’ purchase behavior [26]. There are also studies that have examined the performance of different types of personal media bloggers in terms of endorsement effectiveness [27], as well as studies that have focused on the marketing barriers of personal media bloggers and proposed solutions from the perspective of narrative strategy [28]. The latest research has examined consumer attitudes and purchase behavior from the perspective of the characteristics of bloggers’ credibility [29]. It can be seen that most studies on personal media bloggers focus on exploring factors that contribute to marketing outcomes, providing valuable insights to promote the development of personal media blogger marketing.



While these studies have provided some inspiration, we believe that the previous research has limitations. Firstly, when a blogger wishes to use their influence, especially by mobilizing their followers to generate economic benefits, this requires a foundation of good relationships between both parties to be established. Therefore, the relationship with their followers can be considered the cornerstone of a blogger’s long-term development. If a blogger neglects the management of their relationship with their fans, or even causes a rupture in trust between themselves and their followers, this undoubtedly will have a negative impact on the blogger [21]. Such negative impacts can greatly damage the reputation of the brand. To avoid such situations, bloggers need to establish good relationships with their fans, so as to reduce the risk of negative behaviors. However, the previous studies on personal media marketing have paid little attention to relationships and lack a discussion on how to fully utilize the advantages of relationships to bring better marketing results.



Secondly, while personal media blogger marketing is very popular on platforms such as Little Red Book and Weibo, with the rapid rise of personal media platforms such as TikTok and Bilibili, many brand owners targeting young people are seeking blogger collaborations on these emerging platforms. However, current personal media research still tends to focus on certain platforms and lacks research on some emerging platforms with influence [31]. We believe that as an increasing number of platforms emerge, the perspectives on personal media research and marketing strategies should not be limited to specific platforms.



These gaps have driven the development of this study. The purpose of this work is to explore the factors that influence the willingness of fans to continue following a blogger, especially focusing on how to attract more potential fans and generate word-of-mouth effects by strengthening the relationship between the blogger and their followers in order to bring greater long-term value. In the next section, we will introduce relationship marketing theory to strengthen this argument. At the same time, we will focus not only on one personal media platform as our survey target but also on multiple platforms to increase the universality of our research results.




2.2. Relationship Mediator Meta-Analytic Framework


To establish our research model, this paper uses the relationship marketing theory model as a theoretical framework for shaping the relationship between media bloggers and their fans. According to the early definition of relationship marketing, the concept of relationship marketing centers around the development of long-term, stable, and mutually satisfying relationships with customers [32]. Grönroos supplemented the concept of relationship marketing by pointing out that direct contact between customers and other stakeholders, as well as customer information management and service systems, are important elements of this strategic level [33]. Berry further emphasized that the focus of relationship marketing is on attracting customers first, which is a prerequisite for building a relationship between the two parties [34]. The early research on relationship marketing focused on exploring the prerequisites for relationship marketing, including enhancing interaction and building attractiveness.



Palmatier et al. synthesized the previous research on relationship marketing and proposed a relationship mediation model (Figure 1) centered on establishing trust and commitment [22]. The importance of this model lies in its focus not only on the prerequisites for building high-quality relationships, such as communication, dependence, and expertise, but also on key indicators that measure the effectiveness of relationship marketing, such as word of mouth, customer loyalty, and continuity. This makes the framework widely applicable.



Although these studies have revealed the importance of relationship marketing, and the concepts in the relationship intermediary model have been further refined [35], developments in communication technology have led to some changes in the scenario of relationship marketing. For example, contact with customers may be carried out through more efficient means such as personal media. In the context of personal media, the traditional relationship between corporate organizations and customers has transformed into a relationship between personal bloggers and fans. Therefore, the validation of this theory’s applicability in personal media research has driven this study. The relationship mediator meta-analytic framework and important findings in the relationship marketing literature also form the theoretical basis of our study.



In our research, we integrated several important factors from the relationship marketing framework. First, the framework developed for relationship marketing includes several components, including communication, which pertains to the quality, quantity, and frequency of information exchanged between customers and salespeople. Through this theoretical model, we examined the importance of communication mechanisms as a prerequisite for establishing relationships between bloggers and fans in the context of personal media. When bloggers reply to comments from fans and engage in a series of interactive behaviors such as information exchange, they can win over the goodwill of their fans. Fans’ behaviors such as liking, subscribing, and actively commenting on a blogger’s content undoubtedly enhance the blogger’s influence. Secondly, the relationship mediator framework explores the role of the salesperson’s expertise. The expertise of the salesperson is another crucial prerequisite factor, which encompasses their competence, proficiency, and experience. Expertise also applies to the context of personal media, where personal media bloggers who demonstrate their superior knowledge or experience in certain fields are more likely to gain their fans’ trust [36]. Trust, undoubtedly, is the core of the relationship intermediary model and is the key to improving the quality of the relationship.



Secondly, we consider the core concepts of relationship satisfaction and relationship quality in the framework of relationship marketing as social presence, as they represent a positive and subjective feeling [37] that arises when fans are moved by a creator’s content, leading to a sense of satisfaction with the relationship and increased closeness between both parties. It measures the degree of the relationship in the context of personal media. Furthermore, commitment, as a type of belief [32], aligns with the phenomenon of fanship. In the relationship marketing framework, commitment is regarded as the highest level of a relationship, and the pursuit of it by fans toward creators is an indication of the relationship reaching an advanced stage. Therefore, this paper considers social presence and fanship as mediating variables since they influence the establishment of relationships between creators and users [38]. Finally, while the marketing outcomes of word of mouth and loyalty have been fully explored in the existing literature [16,39], some of these studies are still focused on product services or purchase behavior in the context of personal media. As a prerequisite for shaping influence, research on increasing the number of a creator’s fans and their adherence is scarce. This study places word of mouth in the context of online communication and measures customer loyalty through fans’ sustained attention toward creators, which is more in line with the research context of personal media.




2.3. Communication


The process of communication is a dynamic exchange of ideas, thoughts, and emotions among individuals within a given environment. This exchange is designed to transmit information and receive feedback in a mutually beneficial and responsive manner. Availability and publicness are important characteristics of online communication [40]. In the realm of personal media, bloggers strive to provide their followers with a diverse range of communication experiences, including features such as comments, private messages, and real-time chats on their platforms. The most significant characteristic of new media, such as online forums, social networks, and blogs, is their ability to facilitate interactive communication between communicators and audiences. This interaction is a crucial aspect in the development of personal media communication and highlights the importance of a two-way exchange in the communication process.



The interaction and communication between communicators and audiences can strengthen the connection between users, making the communication between the information provider and the receivers closer and more stable, further enhancing the sense of social presence. Real-time interaction between fans and bloggers, as well as personalized feedback from bloggers to fans [29], increases the fans’ attention and discussion of the bloggers, further boosting the popularity of the bloggers in virtual communities.




2.4. Attractiveness and Expertise


According to Ohanian [18], source credibility is a critical component of source characteristics and comprises three dimensions: attractiveness, reliability, and expertise. The attractiveness of the information source has been shown to have a significant impact on communication effectiveness. An attractive information source evokes positive feelings among consumers and increases their acceptance of the communicated content, resulting in a more favorable brand attitude and greater purchase intentions. Previous studies have also demonstrated the impact of information source characteristics, such as attractiveness and expertise, on consumer purchase intentions and customer engagement [41,42].



When users follow a blogger, they may consider the blogger’s knowledge, experience, and ability. The professionalism of a personal media blogger can provide users with more comprehensive, detailed, and professional information, which can make users feel a sense of identity with the quality and usefulness of the information and reduce their doubts. Users will feel that the blogger is real, reliable, and friendly, rather than just someone who conveys information, thus developing a trusting attitude and becoming loyal users. Therefore, the blogger’s expertise makes fans believe that the content he or she publishes is based on a professional perspective, which shapes the audience’s social subjective experience [8], thus changing the fans’ social presence.



When a communicator is attractive, their audience may be more inclined to accept the information conveyed by the communicator [16]. In the context of personal media, if a blogger has a certain level of attractiveness in appearance, it will first affect the initial impression of fans towards the blogger. Visual aesthetics bring pleasant emotions to fans and give the audience a warm, friendly, and positive feeling. This encourages fans to continue to follow the blogger’s content to satisfy their own needs, which brings them closer together mentally. Although fans may not see the blogger’s appearance as the main driving force for following them, the enhancement of social presence is possible.



In the context of personal media, the attractive force of bloggers is further subdivided into two dimensions: expertise and attractiveness. When a personal media blogger has a strong appeal, it enhances user interest and attention, and stimulates their curiosity and desire to explore, making them attached to the blogger, even leading to fanatical worship and adoration.




2.5. Social Presence and Fanship


In 1976, Williams, Short, and Christie introduced the notion of “social presence”, which refers to the degree of perceived interaction and communication with actual individuals through online media [43]. Later, Rice defined social presence as the level of connection established between followers through mediated communication [38]. His study emphasized the profound impact of social presence on the formation of relationships between content creators and their followers. Social presence entails more than merely perceiving the presence of others; it involves establishing a bond between communicators through mutual understanding and intimacy. Online interactions between communicators and audiences can enhance the sense of community and strengthen the relationships between them, which further enhances their social presence. Researchers have explored and confirmed the impact of social presence on network users’ cognition, attitudes, and behavioral intentions in various online activities [36]. Personal media not only allows users to publish information and interact with others through text, pictures, and other forms but also supports information exchange in the forms of voice and video, which is highly beneficial for users who perceive the existence of interactive objects and experience the social presence of “being with others”. The disappearance of physical distance and the illusion of face-to-face communication with personal media influencers can help shorten the psychological distance between users and influencers. When fans feel closer to influencers, they may have a higher level of satisfaction, become more active in sharing influencer content, and pay more frequent attention to their updates.



Fanship is a compelling phenomenon that encompasses the wholehearted involvement and enthusiastic expression of fans in sports, entertainment, fashion, and various other domains of consumption [44]. This fervent sense of dedication not only galvanizes fans but also infuses their lives with passion and joy [45]. Personal media bloggers can satisfy users’ needs and interests by continuously improving their expertise and attractiveness, attracting more attention and participation from users. Users can communicate with other fans through virtual communities, which further enhances a blogger’s influence. Because fans have similar points of identification with the blogger, this also benefits their opinion exchange and emotional attachment and sense of belonging [38]. These benefits may enhance the fans’ willingness to continue following the blogger. In the context of this article, fanship is defined as the extent of followers’ devotion, ardor, and concern towards a personal media blogger, as well as their persistent engagement with the content that the blogger disseminates.




2.6. Continued Usage Intention and Word of Mouth


Continued usage intention is a commonly employed construct in studies concerning technology acceptance models or expectation confirmation models (ECM) [46]. In the present study, continued usage intention is defined as a user’s eagerness to persist in following the content disseminated by a personal media blogger and in recommending it to others after experiencing content satisfaction. Word-of-mouth (WOM) communication, which pertains to the face-to-face communication of information or opinions about a product or service, is deemed a critical facet of continued intention to use [47]. Parthasarathy and colleagues pointed out in their research on online services that the cost of acquiring a new user is five times that of maintaining an existing user. This is because the cost of developing five new customers is much higher than maintaining one old customer, and word-of-mouth communication from old customers plays a very important role in improving a company’s performance [48].



Several scholars have also explored the relationship between electronic word of mouth and continued intention to use within the context of the internet [49]. Additionally, a study suggests that subjective perceptions affect users’ attitudes toward data assessment use, resulting in their intentions to use [50]. Consequently, the continued use intention of personal media followers is examined in terms of two dimensions: use intention and word of mouth.





3. Research Model and Research Hypothesis


This article draws on the relationship marketing framework proposed by Palmatier et al. (2006) as its theoretical basis [22] and delves into the impact of personal media bloggers as external stimuli on the establishment of relationships between bloggers and users, as well as the impact of the relationships established between personal media bloggers and users on the users’ willingness to continue using the platforms. Building on the attractiveness and expertise of personal media bloggers, as well as the characteristics of the communication between bloggers and users, this article explores the mechanisms by which social presence and fanship act as mediators in the relationships between personal media platforms and users’ continued usage intention.



Furthermore, this article defines social presence and relationship quality in relationship marketing as social immediacy, and it defines fanship as commitment. As such, this article proposes a model that examines the mediating effects of social immediacy and commitment on the relationships between personal media platforms and users’ continued usage intention. Additionally, users’ continued usage intention is measured through both the users’ willingness to continue using the platforms and word-of-mouth communication.



3.1. Research Hypothesis


3.1.1. The Effect of Personal Media Blogger Attributes on Social Presence and Fanship


The hypotheses in this section are grounded in information source theory, which posits that the characteristics of information disseminators are critical in shaping consumer attitudes [51]. This theory suggests that the appearance of a disseminator, in terms of attractiveness and credibility, has a significant impact on consumer behavior. Attractiveness emanating from an information source elicits feelings of pleasure, resonance, and aspiration in the audience. Attractiveness refers to the attractive effect that an information source with an outstanding appearance, graceful physique, and tasteful attire has on the audience. Most of the audience enjoys the feeling of beauty and consequently transfers their emotions to the information and products that the information source intends to convey. The more attractive the disseminator, the more reliable and credible the information that they provide is perceived to be, which increases the likelihood that the audience will internalize and accept the information [52]. Therefore, it can be inferred that the attractiveness of personal media bloggers can influence the establishment of relationships between these bloggers and users. The credibility of an information source is determined by its level of expertise and authenticity, with more professional and authentic sources being more likely to have their messages accepted by their audience, according to Kamis [53].



Social presence, as a subjective feeling, describes the extent to which the audience perceives the real existence of the media role psychologically. In media research, social presence, an important factor, is often used to evaluate the ability to convey psychological relevance and warmth through media [54]. When personal media bloggers exhibit their expertise and charm, followers are attracted to these personal characteristics and deeply respond to the trust and affinity of the blogger.



Fanship is a psychological attribute that can explain consumers’ enthusiastic obsessions with a specific object well. It is independent of others’ evaluations and depends on an individual’s subjective judgment to form a concept. Fanship is a dynamic psychological attachment process, which means that this relationship will change over time [55]. This also means that the more the blogger displays the traits that their followers love, the stronger their relationship with their followers will become. Based on these findings, the following hypotheses are proposed:



H1: 

Personal media blogger attributes have a significant positive effect on social presence.





H1-1: 

Expertise has a significant positive effect on social presence.





H1-2: 

Attractiveness has a significant positive effect on social presence.





H3: 

The attributes of personal media bloggers have a significant positive effect on fanship.





H3-1: 

Expertise has a significant positive effect on fanship.





H3-2: 

Attractiveness has a significant positive effect on fanship.






3.1.2. The Effect of Communication on Social Presence and Fanship


Compared with traditional media, the audience of personal media is more convenient and smoother in terms of communication and interaction with the media or with each other. Personal media provide users with a diverse range of experiences, such as sharing, exploring, communicating, and interacting on their own platforms, which satisfies the core purpose of using personal media for the audience. This distinctive characteristic of personal media platforms permits direct communication between followers and bloggers, fostering a more intimate relationship between the two parties. The exchange of information, such as through inquiries, direct messaging, or leaving comments, heightens the interaction between users and bloggers. Therefore, personal media facilitates connections [56], and this direct communication is more likely to create a sense of closeness between followers and the blogger. Through continuous communication with their followers, personal media bloggers can fully understand their preferences and needs and provide valuable products or services, thus gaining the trust of and resonance with their followers, further enhancing the emotional connection between them. If a blogger only presents their own content unilaterally, ignoring interaction with their followers, the impression of the blogger in the fans’ minds will weaken. Therefore, communication is an important prerequisite for bloggers to establish relationships with their fans.



As the occurrence and degree of social presence can be influenced by the ability to transmit information, communication, which enhances information exchange, gives fans a more authentic experience. This not only brings more attention to the fans but also increases user retention. Previous research on Instagram has shown that compared with traditional celebrities, consumers have a stronger sense of social presence for celebrities on Instagram [57]. Based on these findings, the following research hypotheses are postulated:



H2: 

Communication has a significant positive effect on social presence.





H4: 

Communication exerts a significant positive influence on fanship.






3.1.3. The Effect of Social Presence on Word of Mouth and Usage Intention


Social presence compensates for the perceived distance between media bloggers and their audiences, allowing users to perceive the presence of an interactive object and the feeling of being “together with others” during usage. This authentic experience enhances user attention and positively influences their willingness to continue using the platforms [58]. Previous studies on applications have shown that social presence can optimize the consumer experience, increase positive emotions, and subsequently influence continuous usage intentions [59]. We further believe that social presence is an important mechanism that drives continuous usage intention. On the one hand, the authenticity and warmth of the feeling generated via social presence provide followers with a positive motivation to actively promote the blogger, thus generating a word-of-mouth effect. On the other hand, social presence further enhances fan loyalty and strengthens their willingness to follow the blogger. As a result, research hypotheses H5-1 and H6-1 are proposed.



H5-1: 

Social presence has a significant positive effect on word of mouth.





H6-1: 

Social presence has a significant positive effect on usage intention.






3.1.4. The Effect of Fanship on Word-of-Mouth Spread and Willingness to Continue Using


Fanship can explain well the attributes of a consumer’s mindset when they are passionate about and devoted to a particular object. This devotion is independent of the evaluations of others and relies on the consumer’s own subjective judgment [60]. Previous research on the Super Bowl has shown that when the emotions of avid fans are stirred, such as when their team wins, their feedback on advertising becomes more effective [61]. For fans of media influencers, the content posted by these influencers will evoke emotions in their followers, leading to increased word-of-mouth marketing. Furthermore, the higher the number of followers that an influencer has, the higher their level of recognition and loyalty [62], and the stronger their followers’ desire to follow them. The more dedicated fans a personal media blogger has, the more enthusiastic their followers will be about the blogger’s content, and they will be more proactive in supporting the blogger. This leads to the following research hypotheses.



H5-2: 

Fanship has a significant positive effect on word of mouth.





H6-2: 

Fanship has a significant positive effect on usage intention.







3.2. Research Model


In summary, our proposed theoretical model (Figure 2) considers expertise, attractiveness, and communication as the prerequisites for relationship formation. These factors, through the mediating effects of social presence and fanship, influence word of mouth and the continued following intentions of the fan community. As shown in Table 2.





4. Research Methodology


4.1. Definitions of Variables and Instruments


Based on the aforementioned literature, this study aims to identify the defined dimensions and measures of each variable in the model of personal media bloggers’ influence on their followers’ sustained following. The variables considered include expertise, attractiveness, communication, social presence, and fanship. The measurement items in the questionnaire were adopted by modifying relevant prior research. All constructs were assessed on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The source of measurement items in the research model and the definitions of each variable are shown below.



	
Expertise (E): Expertise is defined as the professional knowledge and skills of a blogger and is measured using a scale of four items. The measurement dimensions of expertise were adapted from Gilmore and Pine’s study (2007) [63] and were appropriately modified and adjusted based on the characteristics of personal media bloggers, resulting in a final set of 7 items.



	
Attractiveness (A): Attractiveness is defined as the beauty and appeal of a blogger’s image and appearance and is measured using a scale of two items. The dimension of attractiveness was measured by adapting and adjusting the measurement items from the study by Kim and Jun (2016) [64], and we included 2 items that were specific to personal media bloggers.



	
Communication (C): Communication is defined as the level of interaction and emotional connection between a blogger and their fans and is adapted from two items from the study by Cho and Lim [65].



	
Social presence (SP): Social presence is defined as the feeling of closeness between a blogger and their fans when using their personal media platform and is measured with four items from the study by Cho and Lim [65].



	
Fanship (F): Fanship is defined as the degree of fanaticism of followers toward bloggers and is measured using a scale of seven items proposed by Lee [66].



	
Usage intention (UI): Usage intention is defined as the satisfaction experienced by personal media followers after following bloggers and their desire to continue following them. The measurement dimension of usage intention is based on the questionnaire developed by Kim et al. [67] and was modified to include two items.



	
Word of mouth (WOM): Word of mouth is defined as the tendency of personal media followers to recommend the bloggers that they follow to others, thereby generating word-of-mouth effects. The measurement dimension of word of mouth is based on the questionnaire developed by Zeithaml et al. [68] and was adjusted to consist of two items.







4.2. Samples and Data Collection


The sampling subjects in this study focused on followers who had utilized personal media and made purchases through the recommendations of personal media bloggers via links, thereby enhancing the reliability of the questionnaire results. The target group consisted of individuals who had practical experience with personal media platforms and currently followed personal media bloggers, which provided valuable data for this research.



To ensure the validity and reliability of the research results, a rigorous questionnaire design process was adopted in this work. The questionnaire was designed based on a combination of theoretical foundations, empirical literature, and logical reasoning, and underwent a pre-testing phase. A convenience sample of 50 personal media followers was selected for a preliminary study, and the collected data were analyzed for reliability and validity. The results show that the scale indicators were consistent with the requirements of this research. The formal questionnaire survey was conducted online, with a survey period from 20 April to 22 April 2023. The data for our research were collected through this online questionnaire. A total of 170 questionnaires were collected, and 14 samples from respondents who did not follow any bloggers were removed, as well as 1 incomplete and invalid questionnaire. This resulted in a total of 155 valid questionnaires, with an effective response rate of 91.18%. This work took the personal media audience currently showing attention to bloggers as the research object, ensuring that the collected data had practical value.




4.3. Methodology


In this study, to analyze the validity of the collected data, a combination of the SPSS24.0 and AMOS24.0 software was utilized. A frequency distribution analysis was conducted to gain insights into the demographic characteristics of the respondents. The reliability and validity of the measurement terms, such as the attributes, communication, social presence, fanship, and usage intention of personal media bloggers, were analyzed to verify their effectiveness in expressing the conceptual information and internal consistency of the dimensions. Correlation analysis and structural equation modeling, using the maximum likelihood estimation method, were carried out to validate the structural model of this study. To assess the mediating roles of social presence and fanship, mediation effect analysis based on the bootstrap method was employed.




4.4. Research Results


4.4.1. Descriptive Statistics


Demographic characteristics were analyzed using SPSS24.0 based on the basic personal information of 155 respondents (Table 3). The data collected in this study covered 73 male (47.10%) and 82 female (52.90%) participants. The ages were mostly between 20 and 29 years old, accounting for 80% (124 individuals) of the participants. In terms of education, the percentage of respondents with a bachelor’s degree was the highest, at 74.84% (116). Therefore, the gender and age distribution of the survey participants in this study were in line with the research requirements.



In this study, we examined the frequency of personal media use and the average duration per session. The results show that the majority of the participants utilized personal media 7 times or more per week, accounting for 76.77% (119) of the total participants. Meanwhile, only a small proportion of respondents, representing 12.26% (19), used personal media infrequently, less than 2 times per week. In terms of the average duration per session, 41.94% (65) of the participants reported spending from 30 min to less than 2 h on personal media, while 32.26% (50) of the participants used personal media for over 3 h per session. These findings suggest that personal media is becoming increasingly integrated into the daily lives of the population and exerting a growing influence.




4.4.2. Reliability and Validity Analysis


CFA of Latent Variables


In order to examine and confirm the convergent validity and discriminant validity of each variable, we used AMOS24.0 to perform a confirmatory factor analysis of the data. After repeated testing, 2 measurement items, “I am willing to pay to follow the information of the bloggers I follow” and “I am willing to provide creative ideas or materials related to the content for the bloggers I follow”, had factor loadings of less than 0.5 and were therefore deleted. The remaining 26 items were reconstructed to validate the measurement model of expertise, attractiveness, social presence, fanship, word of mouth, communication, and usage intention using confirmatory factor analysis in AMOS 24.0. Based on the data presented in Table 3, all model fit indices met the required standards, and the factor loading coefficients were greater than 0.50, indicating good, positive correlations between the observed and latent variables. The X2 value was 283.275 (df = 239), the RMSEA was close to 0 at 0.035, the CFI was 0.985 (>0.9), the TLI was 0.979 (>0.9), and the SRMR was 0.059 (<0.08). All judgment criteria were met, indicating the good fit of the measurement model. Additionally, the model’s construct reliability was greater than 0.60, and the AVE was greater than 0.5. The model showed good convergent validity. As shown in Table 4 specifically.




Discriminant Validity of Latent Variables


In this paper, the discriminant validity of the latent variables was tested, and the results are shown in Table 5. The square roots of the AVE values for the attractiveness, expertise, communication, social presence, fanship, usage intention, and word-of-mouth variables were all greater than the correlation coefficients between each latent variable, indicating that the discriminant validity of each measure in this paper was good, which provided a basis for the next structural equation analysis.






4.5. Hypothesis Testing


The research hypothesis proposed in this work was verified by combining the results of the validation factor analysis to construct a model of factors influencing the followers’ continued usage intention. As shown in Table 6, X2 = 6.709 (df = 7), X2/df = 0.958 (<3), the RMSEA (0.000) is close to 0, the CFI is 1.000, the TLI is 1.000, and SRMR = 0.024 (<0.05). Thus, all judgment values are greater than 0.9, and the model has a good fit. From the data in Table 6, it can be seen that hypotheses H1-2 and H3-2 are not valid, while the rest of the hypotheses are all valid. As can be seen in Figure 3, there is a significant positive effect of expertise and communication on social presence, and expertise (β = 0.270; p < 0.01) has a greater effect on social presence than communication (β = 0.200; p < 0.05). There is a significant positive effect of expertise and communication on fanship, and communication (β = 0.376, p < 0.001) has a greater effect on fanship than expertise (β = 0.187, p ɤ 0.05). Social presence and fanship have significant positive effects on word of mouth, with fanship (β = 0.502; p < 0.001) having a greater impact on word of mouth than social presence (β = 0.172, p < 0.05). Social presence and fanship have significant positive effects on usage intention, with fanship (β = 0.533; p < 0.001) having a greater impact on usage intention than social presence (β = 0.261; p < 0.001). Social presence and fanship can jointly explain 40.5% of the variation in word of mouth. Social presence and fanship can jointly explain 55.1% of the variation in usage intention.




4.6. Mediation Effect Test


By examining the mediating effects of social presence and fanship, we can reveal the mechanism of the influence of personal media bloggers on their followers. In this article, we use the bias-corrected bootstrap (1000 times) method to test the mediating effects of social presence and fanship between expertise, communication, and usage intention. The mediating effect holds if the confidence interval does not contain 0. Expertise → social presence → usage intention (β = 0.071); Communication → social presence → usage intention (β = 0.052); expertise → social presence → word of mouth (β = 0.047); communication → social presence → usage intention (β = 0.034); and social presence fully mediates the effects of expertise and communication on usage intention and word of mouth. Expertise → fanship→ usage intention (β = 0.100); communication → fanship → usage intention (β = 0.200); expertise → fanship→ word of mouth (β = 0.094); communication → fanship→ word of mouth (β = 0.189); and fanship fully mediates the effects of expertise and communication on usage intention and word of mouth. The specific content is shown in Table 7.





5. Discussion


5.1. Key Findings


This study aimed to investigate the factors influencing followers’ continuous use of personal media. A model based on relationship marketing theory was constructed and tested to reveal the behavioral mechanisms of influencer characteristics that affect followers’ continued following, interest, and loyalty. The results show that followers’ continuous following behavior is influenced by social presence and fanship, and influencers’ expertise significantly influences these factors, with the influence of expertise being particularly significant. This finding supports the results of social media marketing research [16]. The impact of attractiveness on social presence and fanship is not significantly positive. Emotions serve as a link in interpersonal relationships, and even if personal media bloggers possess charm, they may fail to grasp the users’ emotions, resulting in a lack of intimacy.



The findings also reveal that communication plays a crucial role in establishing relationships in the era of the internet. Personal media users have the opportunity to not only view the content presented by bloggers but also interact with them by liking and commenting on it. The timelier the response from a personal media blogger, the stronger the user’s desire to interact, and the easier it is for the personal media blogger to establish a close connection with the user. Therefore, it is important for personal media bloggers to maintain constant interaction and communication with their users. Each positive emotional communication enhances user satisfaction, strengthens their trust in the personal media blogger, and results in an increased number of fans.



The survey sample of this study mainly focused on young people aged 20–29. In the initial survey, we found that most young people use various types of social media. Therefore, we expanded the scope beyond a specific personal media platform to make our conclusions more universal. In addition, most of the sample used personal media more than once a day, which is obviously advantageous for accurately tracking the establishment and sustainability of relationships and researching the intention to continue using personal media.



The significant influence of expertise indicates that followers are more easily impressed by high-quality content in a blogger’s professional field, which promotes the formation of a social presence and a fan atmosphere among followers. This effectively influences their following and word-of-mouth willingness. The formation of a fanship culture has a strong influence on willingness to follow. The results show that for bloggers who pursue a stable fan base, maintaining this atmosphere can effectively reduce follower loss. In addition, the mediation analysis shows that social presence and fan relationships mediate the influences of expertise and communication on the willingness to continue using, which further supports the important role that these two variables play in the formation and maintenance of relationships.




5.2. Theoretical Contributions


This paper contributes to the research on the impact of continued usage in the personal media marketing literature, utilizing Palmatier’s relationship marketing framework. This study offers a valuable perspective to enable bloggers to establish and strengthen their connections with their followers. The findings demonstrate that expertise and communication play crucial roles in building relationships between bloggers and followers and that the relationships between personal media bloggers and their followers affect the followers’ intentions to continue following them. Therefore, the relationship marketing framework can serve as a significant guide for the development of personal media operations and provide a theoretical basis for future research in this area. Furthermore, this study showcases the versatility of relationship marketing as it can be applied to multiple scenarios [69].



This study also provides empirical validation of the significance of fanship in the personal media marketing process. While previous studies have employed this concept as an indicator to scrutinize team identification [70,71], they have not examined the role that fanship plays in depth in the personal media field. Furthermore, a comparative analysis of fanship as a mediating variable revealed that it has a more substantial impact on word of mouth and usage intention than social presence. This implies that fanship is a variable possessing robust predictive power and can serve as an essential indicator for the forecasting of consumer behavior.



This study also extends the application of the information source model to the personal media environment. The expertise identified from the model revealed a strong connection between bloggers and followers, highlighting that the demonstration of a blogger’s exceptional expertise can be highly effective in fostering the establishment and progression of their relationship with their followers. This is because attributes function as antecedents that enhance fanship and, consequently, influence personal media usage intention. Thus, the results of the information source model can be employed in studies aimed at enhancing the relationships between influencers and their followers.



This research also offers a valuable contribution to the study of the metaverse, as an increasing number of scholars are integrating metaverse techniques into the examination of marketing strategies. For instance, some researchers use the attributes of avatars in created digital space settings to achieve enhanced word-of-mouth and usage intention effects [72]. These findings aid scholars in comprehending and constructing empirical sources of brand communication and consumer behavior in an era of engagement, immersion, and feedback value creation.




5.3. Implications for Practice


The primary practical significance of this study lies in providing marketers with a set of criteria for the selection of suitable influencers to endorse their brands or products. Although previous research on personal media platforms has helped marketers to identify influential factors on a macro level [73,74], this research provides a perspective based on relational mechanisms. Specifically, expertise and communication have significant positive impacts on social presence and fan engagement. This implies that the more skilled and knowledgeable a blogger is, the more likely they are to gain users’ favor and develop positive relationships. Therefore, if brands choose to collaborate with bloggers, they should provide them with adequate product training. Personal media bloggers have the ability to create compelling content that resonates with users, evokes emotions, and fosters user loyalty. Therefore, the quality of the content is essential to increase a blogger’s following. Personal media bloggers should dedicate themselves to creating high-quality content consistently in order to build a loyal following.



The study results indicate that bloggers’ expertise indirectly affects word of mouth through the mediation of social presence and fanship. While social presence and fanship have a partial mediating effect, they fully mediate the effect of expertise on usage intention. These results are in line with the conclusions drawn by Ohanian [18], who stated that the credibility of endorsers depends on their attractiveness, reliability, and expertise, with expertise being the most important factor affecting purchase intentions. The impact of fanship on both word of mouth and usage intention is more significant than that of social presence. The connections forged between bloggers and users have a profound effect on the users’ willingness to continue using the platforms and their ability to generate valuable word of mouth. The intimacy of these connections enhances users’ commitment to bloggers and leads to more effective word of mouth. Thus, a strong relationship between a blogger and their followers is a crucial factor in achieving success. As such, blog authors should focus on cultivating fan relationships and continuously improving their professional skills and content quality to stand out and elicit positive behavioral responses from their audience. Based on the findings of this study, the following practical implications can be drawn for various stakeholders.



Personal media bloggers should focus on building their expertise in their respective fields and strive to consistently provide high-quality content to their followers. This will help them to establish a strong social presence and foster a fanship culture among their followers. Personal media bloggers should maintain regular communication and interaction with their followers. Prompt responses to comments and messages can help to build intimacy and trust, resulting in an increased number of fans and a lower follower loss rate.



Marketers who work with personal media bloggers should prioritize expertise over attractiveness when selecting influencers for marketing campaigns. By leveraging the expertise of influencers, marketers can ensure that the content that they promote is of high quality and relevant to their target audience. Marketers should also encourage personal media bloggers to engage in fan communities and interactions with their followers to help establish long-term relationships.



Personal media platforms can improve their users’ interaction behaviors by providing more opportunities for interaction and communication between bloggers and followers, such as adding features that enable live streaming, Q and A sessions, and polls.




5.4. Limitations and Future Research Suggestions


This study has several limitations that must be acknowledged. Firstly, the study identifies several factors that affect the relationships between personal media bloggers and their followers, but the external variables in this study are limited to the characteristics of the bloggers. To expand the research topic based on this study, a broader investigation or comparative study could be conducted. For instance, when expanding the research topic, the study could explore factors that affect relationship building beyond the characteristics of advertising personal media bloggers and include variables related to users, media, and other factors. This study does not consider followers’ motivations for following bloggers. Such motivations can be divided into entertainment, social, and functional categories, and they can impact followers’ expectations and preferences for video content and personal media bloggers. Additionally, besides attractiveness and expertise, empathy may also play a role in followers’ intentions to continue following a blogger. It would be useful to conduct a specific comparative study on users of different personal media platforms, such as Facebook, YouTube, and TikTok.



Secondly, due to the limited prior research on communication and fanship variables, although the variable design of the questionnaire was based on some references, it was still not comprehensive enough. Therefore, in future research, a more in-depth and professional study can be conducted on the design of communication variables, providing more reliable support for subsequent quantitative research related to communication.



Thirdly, this article mainly collected data by distributing questionnaires on online platforms. According to the data sample results, there were two deficiencies in the questionnaire survey. Firstly, the source of the questionnaire was mainly within China. Therefore, in future research, the geographical scope of data collection can be expanded to enhance the diversity and decentralization of sample data sources. Secondly, the majority of the surveyed subjects were aged 20–29, accounting for 80% (124 people), followed by those under 20, accounting for 37.42% (28 people). Although this has a certain representativeness, as the elderly personal media user group increases, the sample age range can be expanded in future research to further improve the universality of the research conclusions.



Finally, with the rapid development of metaverse technology, future research should continue to investigate how metaverse technology can be leveraged to create engaging, interactive, and memorable brand experiences for consumers. Additionally, scholars should also focus on understanding how different types of metaverse environments and virtual characters can influence consumer behavior and how companies can leverage these insights to develop targeted marketing strategies that resonate with their target audiences.








Author Contributions


Conceptualization, W.Q. and J.M.; methodology, W.Q.; investigation, W.Q.; data curation, W.Q. and J.M; writing—original draft preparation, W.Q.; writing—review and editing, W.Q. and J.M.; supervision, J.M. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Institutional Review Board Statement


Our research does not involve any human experimental or related content. Our study was conducted through the distribution of questionnaires and collection of data, with all participants being informed and participating anonymously. The Academic Ethics Committee of the School of Arts and Law of Henan Polytechnic University exempted the ethical approval of this study.




Informed Consent Statement


Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in this study.




Data Availability Statement


Data will be provided on request.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.




References


	



China Internet Network Information Center. The 49th Statistical Report on Internet Development in China; China Internet Network Information Center: Beijing, China, 2022. [Google Scholar]

	



Harrigan, P.; Daly, T.M.; Coussement, K.; Lee, J.A.; Soutar, G.N.; Evers, U. Identifying Influencers on Social Media. Int. J. Inf. Manag. 2021, 56, 102246. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Schouten, A.P.; Janssen, L.; Verspaget, M. Celebrity vs. Influencer Endorsements in Advertising: The Role of Identification, Credibility, and Product-Endorser Fit. Int. J. Advert. 2019, 39, 258–281. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kim, J.; Kim, M. Rise of Social Media Influencers as a New Marketing Channel: Focusing on the Roles of Psychological Well-Being and Perceived Social Responsibility among Consumers. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 2362. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Sokolova, K.; Kefi, H. Instagram and YouTube Bloggers Promote It, Why Should I Buy? How Credibility and Parasocial Interaction Influence Purchase Intentions. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2020, 53, 101742. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Belanche, D.; Flavián, M.; Sánchez, S.I. Followers’ Reactions to Influencers’ Instagram Posts. Span. J. Mark. ESIC, 2020; ahead-of-print. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Alfarraj, O.; Alalwan, A.A.; Obeidat, Z.M.; Baabdullah, A.; Aldmour, R.; Al-Haddad, S. Examining the Impact of Influencers’ Credibility Dimensions: Attractiveness, Trustworthiness and Expertise on the Purchase Intention in the Aesthetic Dermatology Industry. Int. J. Commer. Manag. 2021, 31, 355–374. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Masuda, H.; Han, S.H.; Lee, J. Impacts of Influencer Attributes on Purchase Intentions in Social Media Influencer Marketing: Mediating Roles of Characterizations. Technol. Forecast. Soc. Chang. 2022, 174, 121246. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kim, M. How Can I Be as Attractive as a Fitness YouTuber in the Era of COVID-19? The Impact of Digital Attributes on Flow Experience, Satisfaction, and Behavioral Intention. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2022, 64, 102778. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ladhari, R.; Massa, E.; Skandrani, H. YouTube Vloggers’ Popularity and Influence: The Roles of Homophily, Emotional Attachment, and Expertise. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2020, 54, 102027. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Belanche, D.; Casaló, L.V.; Flavián, M.; Ibáez-Sánchez, S. Building Influencers’ Credibility on Instagram: Effects on Followers’ Attitudes and Behavioral Responses toward the Influencer. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2021, 61, 102585. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tmt, A.; Msb, B.; Elo, A.; Sa, D.; Js, E. Recover from a Service Failure: The Differential Effects of Brand Betrayal and Brand Disappointment on an Exclusive Brand Offering—ScienceDirect. J. Bus. Res. 2021, 123, 126–139. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Zhang, Y.; Sun, Y.; Chen, J.; Wang, N. Complementary or Supplementary? Understanding Users’ Unfollowing Behavior from the Perspective of Person-Environment Fit. Inf. Process. Manag. 2022, 59, 103035. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Zt, A.; Lc, B. An Empirical Study of Brand Microblog Users’ Unfollowing Motivations: The Perspective of Push-Pull-Mooring Model—ScienceDirect. Int. J. Inf. Manag. 2020, 52, 102066. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Vrontis, D.; Makrides, A.; Christofi, M.; Thrassou, A. Social Media Influencer Marketing: A Systematic Review, Integrative Framework and Future Research Agenda. Int. J. Consum. Stud. 2021, 45, 617–644. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kim, D.Y.; Kim, H.-Y. Trust Me, Trust Me Not: A Nuanced View of Influencer Marketing on Social Media. J. Bus. Res. 2021, 134, 223–232. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Shanahan, T.; Tran, T.P.; Taylor, E.C. Getting to Know You: Social Media Personalization as a Means of Enhancing Brand Loyalty and Perceived Quality. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2019, 47, 57–65. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ohanian, R. Construction and Validation of a Scale to Measure Celebrity Endorsers’ Perceived Expertise, Trustworthiness, and Attractiveness. J. Advert. 1990, 19, 39–52. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Wasike, B. The Influencer Sent Me! Examining How Social Media Influencers Affect Social Media Engagement, Social Self-Efficacy, Knowledge Acquisition, and Interpersonal Interaction. Telemat. Inform. Rep. 2023, 10, 100056. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Arora, A.; Bansal, S.; Kandpal, C.; Aswani, R.; Dwivedi, Y. Measuring Social Media Influencer Index- Insights from Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2019, 49, 86–101. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Reinikainen, H.; Tan, T.M.; Luoma-aho, V.; Salo, J. Making and Breaking Relationships on Social Media: The Impacts of Brand and Influencer Betrayals. Technol. Forecast. Soc. Chang. 2021, 171, 120990. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Palmatier, R.W.; Dant, R.P.; Grewal, D.; Evans, K.R. Factors Influencing the Effectiveness of Relationship Marketing: A Meta-Analysis. J. Mark. 2006, 70, 136–153. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gantz, W.; Lewis, N. Sports Fanship Changes Across the Lifespan. Commun. Sport 2021, 11, 8–27. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ki, C.-W.; Cho, E.; Lee, J.-E. Can an Intelligent Personal Assistant (IPA) Be Your Friend? Para-Friendship Development Mechanism between IPAs and Their Users. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2020, 111, 106412. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stubb, C.; Colliander, J. “This Is Not Sponsored Content”—The Effects of Impartiality Disclosure and e-Commerce Landing Pages on Consumer Responses to Social Media Influencer Posts. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2019, 98, 210–222. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kay, S.; Mulcahy, R.; Parkinson, J. When Less Is More: The Impact of Macro and Micro Social Media Influencers’ Disclosure. J. Mark. Manag. 2020, 36, 248–278. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ren, S.; Karimi, S.; Bravo Velázquez, A.; Cai, J. Endorsement Effectiveness of Different Social Media Influencers: The Moderating Effect of Brand Competence and Warmth. J. Bus. Res. 2023, 156, 113476. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Zhou, S.; Blazquez, M.; McCormick, H.; Barnes, L. How Social Media Influencers’ Narrative Strategies Benefit Cultivating Influencer Marketing: Tackling Issues of Cultural Barriers, Commercialised Content, and Sponsorship Disclosure. J. Bus. Res. 2021, 134, 122–142. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ooi, K.-B.; Lee, V.-H.; Hew, J.-J.; Leong, L.-Y.; Tan, G.W.-H.; Lim, A.-F. Social Media Influencers: An Effective Marketing Approach? J. Bus. Res. 2023, 160, 113773. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Leite, F.P.; Pontes, N.; Baptista, P.d.P. Oops, I’ve Overshared! When Social Media Influencers’ Self-Disclosure Damage Per-ceptions of Source Credibility. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2022, 133, 107274. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hudders, L.; Jans, S.D.; Veirman, M.D. The Commercialization of Social Media Stars: A Literature Review and Conceptual Framework on the Strategic Use of Social Media Influencers. Int. J. Advert. 2020, 40, 327–375. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Morgan, R.M.; Hunt, S.D. Theory of Relationship Marketing. J. Mark. 1994, 58, 20–38. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Grönroos, C. Relationship Marketing: Strategic and Tactical Implications. Manag. Decis. 1996, 34, 5–14. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Berry; Leonard, L. Relationship Marketing of Services Perspectives from 1983 and 2000. J. Relatsh. Mark. 2002, 1, 59–77. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Brown, J.R.; Crosno, J.L.; Tong, P.Y. Is the Theory of Trust and Commitment in Marketing Relationships Incomplete? Ind. Mark. Manag. 2019, 77, 155–169. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Lou, C.; Yuan, S. Influencer marketing: How message value and credibility affect consumer trust of branded content on social media. J. Interact. Advert. 2019, 19, 1–16. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Oztok, M.; Brett, C. Social Presence and Online Learning: A Review of Research. J. Distance Educ. 2011, 25, 1–10. [Google Scholar]

	



Rice, R.E. Media Appropriateness Using Social Presence Theory to Compare Traditional and New Organizational Media. Hum. Commun. Res. 2010, 19, 451–484. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hsieh, J.-K.; Kumar, S.; Tang, Y.-C.; Huang, G.-Z. Investigating the Relationships between Influencers and Their Followers: Moderator of Human Brand of Influencer (HBI) Phase. Electron. Commer. Res. Appl. 2023, 58, 101252. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stehr, P. The Benefits of Supporting Others Online—How Online Communication Shapes the Provision of Support and Its Relationship with Wellbeing. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2023, 140, 107568. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Fang, S.; Zhang, C.; Li, Y. Physical Attractiveness of Service Employees and Customer Engagement in Tourism Industry. Ann. Tour. Res. 2020, 80, 102756. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



He, Y.; Li, W.; Xue, J. What and How Driving Consumer Engagement and Purchase Intention in Officer Live Streaming? A Two-Factor Theory Perspective. Electron. Commer. Res. Appl. 2022, 56, 101223. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Parker, E.B.; Short, J.; Williams, E.; Christie, B. The Social Psychology of Telecommunication. Contemp. Sociol. 1978, 7, 32. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pentecost, R.; Andrews, L. Fashion Retailing and the Bottom Line: The Effects of Generational Cohorts, Gender, Fashion Fanship, Attitudes and Impulse Buying on Fashion Expenditure. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2010, 17, 43–52. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Grossberg, L. Is There a Fan in the House? The Affective Sensibiblity of fandom. In Adoring Audience; Lewis, L., Ed.; Routledge: London, UK, 1992; pp. 50–65. [Google Scholar]

	



Pereira, R.; Tam, C. Impact of Enjoyment on the Usage Continuance Intention of Video-on-Demand Services. Inf. Manag. 2021, 58, 103501. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Muhammad, S.S.; Dey, B.L.; Kamal, M.M.; Syed Alwi, S.F. Consumer Engagement with social media Platforms: A Study of the Influence of Attitudinal Components on Cutting Edge Technology Adaptation Behaviour. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2021, 121, 106802. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Parthasarathy, M.; Bhattacherjee, A. Understanding Post-Adoption Behavior in the Context of Online Services. Inf. Syst. Res. 1998, 9, 362–379. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Li, H.; Chen, Q.; Zhong, Z.; Gong, R.; Han, G. E-Word of Mouth Sentiment Analysis for User Behavior Studies. Inf. Process. Manag. 2022, 59, 102784. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Chueh, H.-E.; Huang, D.-H. Usage Intention Model of Digital Assessment Systems. J. Bus. Res. 2023, 156, 113469. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kelman, H.C. Processes of Opinion Change. Public Opin. Q. 1961, 25, 57–78. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Grant, M.C. Who Is the Celebrity Endorser? Cultural Foundations of the Endorsement Process. J. Consum. Res. 1989, 16, 310–321. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kamins, M.A. Celebrity and Noncelebrity Advertising in a Two-Sided Context. J. Advert. Res. 1989, 29, 34–42. [Google Scholar]

	



Kang, H.; Kim, K.J. Does Humanization or Machinization Make the IoT Persuasive? The Effects of Source Orientation and Social Presence. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2022, 129, 107152. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Laffan, D. Positive Psychosocial Outcomes and Fanship in K-Pop Fans: A Social Identity Theory Perspective. Psychol. Rep. 2020, 124, 2272–2285. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Taylor, S.H.; Zhao, P.; Bazarova, N.N. Social media and Close Relationships: A Puzzle of Connection and Disconnection. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 2022, 45, 101292. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Jin, S.V.; Muqaddam, A.; Ryu, E. Instafamous and Social Media Influencer Marketing. Mark. Intell. Plan. 2019, 37, 567–579. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Wang, H.; Lee, K. Getting in the Flow Together: The Role of Social Presence, Perceived Enjoyment and Concentration on Sustainable Use Intention of Mobile Social Network Game. Sustainability 2020, 12, 6853. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Qing, T.; Haiying, D. How to Achieve Consumer Continuance Intention toward Branded Apps—From the Consumer–Brand Engagement Perspective. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2021, 60, 102486. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kim, W.B.; Choo, H.J. The Effects of SNS Fashion Influencer Authenticity on Follower Behavior Intention -Focused on the Mediation Effect of Fanship. Korean Soc. Cloth. Text. 2019, 43, 17–32. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Nian, T.; Hu, Y.; Chen, C. Examining the Impact of Television-Program-Induced Emotions on Online Word-of-Mouth Toward Television Advertising. Inf. Syst. Res. 2021, 32, 605–632. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Chen, Y.; Wang, H.; Wang, L.; Ding, J. Consumer Identity and Loyalty in Electronic Product Offline Brand Operation: The Moderator Effect of Fanship. Information 2021, 12, 282. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gilmore, J.H.; Pine, B.J. Authenticity: What Consumers Really Want; Harvard Business School Press: Boston, MA, USA, 2007. [Google Scholar]

	



Jun, J.W.; Kim, J. Measuring Attractiveness of Celebrities. Soc. Sci. Electron. Public 2016, 32, 73–112. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Cho, Y.; Lim, S. Psychological Effects of Interactivity for Internet Live Broadcasting Viewers: Moderating Role of User Motivations on Parasocial Interaction, Social Presence, and Flow. J. Broadcast. Telecommun. Res. 2019, 1, 82–117. [Google Scholar]

	



Lee, S.H.; Han, S.L.; Jung, K.S. Analysis of the Structural Relationship Between Antecedents and Outcomes of Brand Fanship. J. Mark. Manag. Res. 2015, 20, 133–153. [Google Scholar]

	



Kim, S.; Yu, E.; Jung, J. The Impact of Viewing Motivation and Social Viewing on Continued Use and Willingness to Pay in the Personal Broadcasting Service: Focused on AfreecaTV. Rev. Cult. Econ. 2016, 19, 57–84. [Google Scholar]

	



Zeithaml, V.A.; Berry, L.L.; Parasuraman, A. The Behavioral Consequences of Service Quality. J. Mark. 1996, 60, 31–46. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Möller, K. Theory Map of Business Marketing: Relationships and Networks Perspectives. Ind. Mark. Manag. 2013, 42, 324–335. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Milazzo, L.; Santos, C.A. Fanship and Imagination: The Transformation of Everyday Spaces into Lieux D’Imagination. Ann. Tour. Res. 2022, 94, 103399. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kim, J.; Kim, Y.; Kim, D. Improving Well-Being through Hedonic, Eudaimonic, and Social Needs Fulfillment in Sport Media Consumption. Sport Manag. Rev. 2017, 20, 309–321. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Miao, F.; Kozlenkova, I.V.; Wang, H.; Xie, T.; Palmatier, R.W. An Emerging Theory of Avatar Marketing. J. Mark. 2022, 86, 67–90. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Cartwright, S.; Liu, H.; Raddats, C. Strategic Use of social media within Business-to-Business (B2B) Marketing: A Systematic Literature Review. Ind. Mark. Manag. 2021, 97, 35–58. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Zhuang, W.; Zeng, Q.; Zhang, Y.; Liu, C.; Fan, W. What Makes User-Generated Content More Helpful on social media Platforms? Insights from Creator Interactivity Perspective. Inf. Process. Manag. 2023, 60, 103201. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]








[image: Behavsci 13 00416 g001 550] 





Figure 1. Relational mediator meta-analytic framework. 
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Figure 2. Research model. 
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Figure 3. The model of the factors influencing the attributes of personal media bloggers on followers’ continued usage intentions. 
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Table 1. Summary of the key literature on personal media influencers.
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	Source
	Focus of Content
	Method
	Main Variables
	Key Findings





	Stubb et al. (2019) [25]
	To investigate the effects of stressing objectivity in influencer product posts on consumer reactions.
	Experiment
	Landing page, disclosure type, and purchase intention
	When participants are exposed to an impartiality declaration and then sent to a product page rather than a start page, their brand attitudes and purchase intentions are less likely to change.

Whether or not consumers view the information as advertising will determine whether or not an impartiality disclosure is successful.



	Kay et al. (2020) [26]
	The effect of small- and large-scale influencers, as well as the disclosure of sponsored native advertising, on consumer opinions of goods.
	Experimental method with a 2 × 2 factorial design
	Micro-influencers, macro-influencers, sponsorship disclosure, and purchase behavior
	In comparison with macro-influencers (those with more followers), micro-influencers (those with fewer followers) are more effective at endorsing goods.

Disclosure of sponsored content can improve results for brands.



	Zhou et al. (2021) [28]
	To investigate the value of social media influencers’ (SMIs) narrative techniques in resolving potential influencer marketing problems such cultural differences, conflicts between work and personal life, and unfavorable views of sponsorship disclosure.
	Focus group interviews
	-
	The narrative strategies used by social media influencers (SMIs), such as brand attribute analysis, brand love inspiration, and self-identity construction, can be useful in resolving these problems.



	Leite et al. (2022) [30]
	To investigate the impact of social media influencers’ personal disclosure on their credibility.
	Experiment
	
	Excessive intimate self-disclosure by social media influencers may harm their credibility; however, if the disclosure is appropriate, it can boost their credibility by satisfying their followers’ need for connection.



	Ooi et al. (2023) [29]
	The aim was to examine the elements that influence consumers’ perceptions of social media influencers and the products or services that they promote, and to determine how these perceptions translate into actual purchasing decisions.
	Survey
	Influencer credibility, interactivity, and purchase behavior
	Factors such as mobile convenience, influencer credibility, and interactivity play a significant role in shaping consumers’ attitudes toward social media influencers and advertised products or services, ultimately leading to purchase behavior. The impact of the attitudes toward social media influencers on purchase behavior is fully mediated by the attitude toward the products or services. The relationship between influencer credibility and attitude towards a product or service is significantly moderated by gender.
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Table 2. Summary of theoretical constructs.
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Research Model

	
Specific Factors

	
Description

	
Construct in the Relationship Marketing Framework

	
Supporting Rationale






	
Antecedents

	
Expertise

	
The blogger demonstrates superior knowledge or experience in a specific field.

	
Seller expertise

	
The ability and experience of salespeople have a beneficial effect on attracting customers.




	
Attractiveness

	
The blogger’s physical appearance.

	
-

	




	
Communication

	
The blogger’s interactions with fans through real-time chat, replies, comments, and likes.

	
Communication

	
The quantity, quality, and frequency of information transmission influence the formation of valuable relationships.




	
Mediators

	
Social Presence

	
The positive and warm subjective feelings that fans have towards the blogger.

	
Relationship satisfaction

Relationship

quality

	
The key factor in the relational mediator meta-analytic framework for the formation of long-term and stable relationships.




	
Fanship

	
The admiration, worship, and even belief in the blogger by fans.

	
Commitment




	
Performance Outcomes

	
Word of Mouth

	
Fans actively recommend and share the blogger’s content with others.

	
Word of mouth

	
Customers actively and positively promote potential customers to salespeople.




	
Usage Intention

	
Fans’ willingness to continue following the blogger.

	
Customer loyalty

	
Customers’ long-term purchase and use of a company’s products or services promoted by salespeople.
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Table 3. Demographic characteristics of the study sample.
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Variable

	
Category

	
Frequency

	
Percentage






	
Gender

	
Male

	
73

	
47.10




	
Female

	
82

	
52.90




	
Age

	
Below 20

	
28

	
18.06




	
20–29

	
124

	
80




	
30–39

	
3

	
1.94




	
Education

	
Diploma

	
2

	
1.29




	
Bachelor’s

	
116

	
74.84




	
Master’s

	
37

	
23.87




	
Geography

	
First- and second-tier cities

	
36

	
23.22




	
Third- and fourth-tier cities

	
61

	
39.35




	
Small cities below the fourth tier

	
58

	
37.41




	
Weekly frequency of use of personal media

	
Less than once a week

	
13

	
8.39




	
1–2 times a week

	
6

	
3.87




	
3–4 times a week

	
7

	
4.52




	
5–6 times a week

	
10

	
6.45




	
7 or more times a week

	
119

	
76.77




	
Average duration of each personal media use

	
Less than 30 min

	
25

	
16.13




	
30 min to 1 h

	
32

	
20.65




	
1–2 h

	
33

	
21.29




	
2–3 h

	
15

	
9.68




	
3 h or more

	
50

	
32.26
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Table 4. CFA results of latent variables.
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Statement

	
Standardized

Estimate

	
C.R.

	
CR

	
AVE






	
Expertise

	
The bloggers I follow have strong expression ability.

	
0.875

	
13.777

	
0.940

	
0.693




	
The bloggers I follow are articulate speakers.

	
0.886

	
13.935




	
The bloggers I follow are likeable.

	
0.927

	
15.149




	
The bloggers I follow have clear content.

	
0.887

	
14.143




	
The bloggers I follow have professional content.

	
0.768

	
11.402




	
The bloggers I follow are trustworthy.

	
0.751

	
11.482




	
The bloggers I follow are very real.

	
0.705

	
10.229




	
Attractiveness

	
The bloggers I follow have a good sense of style.

	
0.888

	
14.112

	
0.890

	
0.801




	
The bloggers I follow are attractive.

	
0.902

	
13.772




	
Communication

	
The bloggers I follow frequently reply to comments (including messages).

	
0.701

	
8.942

	
0.675

	
0.509




	
The bloggers I follow often show their private lives to the audience.

	
0.727

	
9.247




	
Social Presence

	
I feel like I’m having face-to-face communication with my blogger.

	
0.740

	
8.088

	
0.814

	
0.530




	
I feel like I am in the same space as the bloggers I follow.

	
0.500

	
7.902




	
I feel happy when I think of the bloggers I follow.

	
0.770

	
13.376




	
I feel a sense of belonging to the platform where the bloggers I follow are located.

	
0.812

	
12.448




	
Fanship

	
I often check to see if the bloggers I follow have updated their content.

	
0.673

	
9.160

	
0.880

	
0.515




	
I am interested in the information from the bloggers I follow.

	
0.824

	
12.219




	
Sometimes, I talk to my friends about the bloggers I follow.

	
0.787

	
11.617




	
Even if the bloggers I follow switch to another personal media platform, I will still search or follow them on other platforms.

	
0.569

	
7.616




	
Sometimes, I want to like or comment on the opinions of the bloggers I follow.

	
0.723

	
10.032




	
The content of the bloggers I follow influences me more or less.

	
0.726

	
10.184




	
I would recommend the bloggers I follow to my friends.

	
0.693

	
9.759




	
Word of Mouth

	
I share with my friends the content shared by the bloggers I follow.

	
0.904

	
14.753

	
0.904

	
0.825




	
I share with my friends the content of the bloggers I follow.

	
0.912

	
14.320




	
Usage Intention

	
I am willing to pay to follow the information of the bloggers I follow.

	
0.799

	
11.037

	
0.707

	
0.549




	
I am willing to watch the advertisements that appear in the content shared by the bloggers I follow.

	
0.677

	
9.266




	
X2 = 282.375 (df = 239), CFI = 0.985, RMSEA = 0.035, TLI = 0.979, SRMR = 0.059.
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Table 5. Discriminant validity test of latent variables.






Table 5. Discriminant validity test of latent variables.















	Variable
	A
	E
	C
	SP
	F
	UI
	WOM





	A
	0.895
	
	
	
	
	
	



	E
	0.411
	0.837
	
	
	
	
	



	C
	0.404
	0.600
	0.713
	
	
	
	



	SP
	0.234
	0.407
	0.379
	0.728
	
	
	



	F
	0.152
	0.381
	0.457
	0.713
	0.718
	
	



	UI
	0.148
	0.363
	0.442
	0.641
	0.690
	0.741
	



	WOM
	0.117
	0.259
	0.330
	0.530
	0.625
	0.521
	0.908



	SD
	0.757
	0.601
	0.716
	0.450
	0.602
	0.579
	0.565



	M
	3.910
	4.025
	3.603
	3.732
	3.623
	3.527
	3.850







Note: A denotes attractiveness, E denotes expertise, C denotes communication, SP denotes social presence, F denotes fanship, UI denotes usage intention, and WOM denotes word of mouth.
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Table 6. Hypothesis testing.
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Hypothesis

	
Path

	
Standardized Estimate

	
S.E.

	
C.R.

	
p

	
Hypothesis Supported






	
H1-1

	
Expertise → social presence

	
0.270

	
0.069

	
2.912

	
0.004

	
Yes




	
H1-2

	
Attractiveness → social presence

	
0.042

	
0.048

	
0.517

	
0.605

	
No




	
H2

	
Communication → social presence

	
0.200

	
0.058

	
2.161

	
0.031

	
Yes




	
H3-1

	
Expertise → fanship

	
0.187

	
0.091

	
2.067

	
0.039

	
Yes




	
H3-2

	
Attractiveness → fanship

	
−0.077

	
0.063

	
−0.969

	
0.332

	
No




	
H4

	
Communication → fanship

	
0.376

	
0.076

	
4.157

	
***

	
Yes




	
H5-1

	
Social presence → WOM

	
0.172

	
0.111

	
1.946

	
0.050

	
Yes




	
H5-2

	
Fanship → WOM

	
0.502

	
0.083

	
5.669

	
***

	
Yes




	
H6-1

	
Social presence → usage intention

	
0.261

	
0.099

	
3.394

	
***

	
Yes




	
H6-2

	
Fanship → usage intention

	
0.533

	
0.074

	
6.925

	
***

	
Yes




	
X2 = 6.709 (df = 7; X2/df = 0.958), CFI = 1.000, RMSEA = 0.000, TLI = 1.000, SRMR = 0.024.








Note: *** p < 0.001.
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Table 7. Tests of mediating effects.






Table 7. Tests of mediating effects.





	Path
	Standardized

Estimate (β)
	Boot SE
	95% Confidence Interval (LLCI, ULCI)
	Result





	Expertise → social presence → usage intention
	0.071 *
	0.039
	(0.012, 0.172)
	Pass



	Communication → social presence → usage intention
	0.052 *
	0.035
	(0.007, 0.162)
	Pass



	Expertise → social presence→ WOM
	0.047 *
	0.032
	(0.001, 0.125)
	Pass



	Communication → social presence→ WOM
	0.034 *
	0.025
	(0.002, 0.104)
	Pass



	Expertise → fanship → usage intention
	0.100 *
	0.042
	(0.030, 0.239)
	Pass



	Communication → fanship→ usage intention
	0.200 **
	0.059
	(0.099, 0.333)
	Pass



	Expertise → fanship → WOM
	0.094 *
	0.066
	(0.030, 0.222)
	Pass



	Communication → fanship → WOM
	0.189 *
	0.063
	(0.082, 0.331)
	Pass







Note: * p < 0.05; ** p< 0.01.
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