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Abstract 

During the last decades' social media has become an integrated part of our daily 

lives. Influencer marketing has become one of the most significant and effective 

digital marketing methods. Hence, social media is a powerful tool and proliferating, 

and it is essential to understand how influencers influence followers. Relationships 

are complex and unique, and previous literature lacks the perspective of different 

types of PSR between followers and influencers. Additionally, the literature lacks 

qualitative research that captures the followers' own opinions, mindsets, and stories. 

Furthermore, it lacks the perspective on how different types of PSR influence 

purchase intentions. 

  

This thesis aims to increase the understanding of how parasocial relationships 

between followers and influencers differ and how the relationships can influence 

followers´ purchase intentions in the Swedish market. In order to do this, a typology 

for different types of PSR will be developed. The parasocial theory explains the 

interactions and the one-sided relationships between followers and influencers. The 

PSI-process scale measured three physiological responses, cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 informants selected 

by purposive sampling to answer the research question. The findings were then 

analyzed with thematic analysis and were made depending on whether intensive or 

low responses were dominant, together with a weighted assessment of the findings. 

The findings indicated extreme variation and, therefore, cannot PSR only be treated 

as one relationship. Four types of different PSR were discovered and were 

differently influenced by the purchase intentions. 

Keywords 

Parasocial relationships, PSR, Parasocial interactions, PSI, Social media 

influencers, Influencer marketing, Purchase intentions, Typology 
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1. Introduction 
The first chapter begins with a background that shares a vignette story about a 

relationship between a follower and an influencer, which is followed by the 

relevance of the topic of followers’ relationships with social media influencers. 

Afterward, a problematization is presented that motivates this study, the purpose, 

research question, and an outline of the thesis. 

1.1 Background 

Imagine this, Emma is scrolling through her Instagram and sees that Hanna's 

boyfriend has cheated on her. Emma shudders throughout her body, feels 

compassion, and comments a supportive message on the post. Later, Emma meets 

her best friend over lunch and discusses Hanna’s breakup; they are both touched by 

the news. They talk about how disappointed they are in Hanna’s boyfriend and that 

she deserves better. Later that week, Emma watched YouTube while having dinner 

because she wanted the feeling of company as she lives alone. She gets thrilled 

when her favorite influencer, Hanna, uploads a new video titled “Heartbroken in 

Paris” and watches it. Emma has followed Hanna´s life updates every day since 

Hanna started with social media over ten years ago and is emotionally invested in 

her. Hanna has today over 220K followers. In the video, Emma follows Hanna's 

weekend in Paris, where she recommends her new favorite foundation in paid 

collaboration with a brand. Emma thought Hanna looked beautiful and wondered if 

she could get the same flawless look. At the end of the video, Hanna presents a 

discount code that gives 20% off. Emma values Hanna’s opinion highly and intends 

to buy the foundation. This scenario described a relationship between a follower 

and an influencer and how that relationship can influence purchase intentions. 

 

The rise of influencer marketing has rapidly grown, and the global market value has 

doubled since 2019. In 2021, influencer marketing’s global market was valued at 

13,8 billion dollars and continues to increase (Statista, 2021). Influencer marketing 

has become one of the most significant and effective digital marketing methods for 
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businesses, and marketing has been shifted more into the hands of influencers. An 

influencer is an individual who uses social media to market a company’s products 

or services in exchange for compensation, such as free products and money 

(Campell & Farrell, 2020). Belanche et al. (2021) describe influencers as a 

combination between friends and distant celebrities with similar values, interests, 

and lifestyles. Additionally, influencers are known for social media, compared to 

traditional celebrities who are primarily recognized for activities unrelated to social 

media, such as sports, music, or movies (Hu et al., 2020). The interest in influencers 

has also increased since studies have shown that promotions by influencers are 

more efficient than if a business should collaborate with traditional celebrities 

(Schouten et al., 2020). Taillon et al. (2020) state that traditional marketing media, 

for example, radio and print, shifted to more cost-effective ones like social media. 

With social media, companies can reach their specific target markets and segments. 

Since there has been a notable shift in communicating with customers and 

marketing businesses; therefore, influencer marketing is a relevant subject to study. 

 

Social media has become an integrated part of our daily lives and is predicted to 

increase to 4.4 billion users in 2025 (Statista, 2022). In 2022, according to 

Socialamedier (2019), the daily worldwide average use of social media is 

approximately 3 hours per day. Social media opened up new ways for followers to 

be exposed to marketing. Followers in this study are defined as individuals 

subscribing to or following an influencer's account on social media to get daily 

updates (Taillon et al., 2020). One of the foremost influencer markets is the Swedish 

market. Sweden started to use social media early; therefore, many successful 

Swedish influencers are present in the industry (Socialamedier, 2019). For instance, 

the global leading YouTuber Pewdiepie, with 111 million subscribers, is Swedish 

(Youtube, 2022). One of the most prominent Swedish-based influencers that 

communicate in Swedish on their channels is Bianca Ingrosso, with 1,3 million 

followers (Instagram, 2022a), and Therese Lindgren, with 1 million followers on 

Instagram (Instagram, 2022b). Influencers can build relationships with their 

followers through social media, measured by reach and engagement. Reach means 

the number of people that can potentially be exposed to an influencer’s post or 
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videos. Engagement refers to the number of followers involved with their social 

media channels, such as comments, likes, and shares of posts (Belanche et al., 

2021). The engagement has become more important than reach, as engagement 

from followers represents interactions of wanting to build a relationship with an 

influencer (Tafesse & Wood, 2021). 

 

Social media interactions between influencers and followers are called parasocial 

interactions (PSI). It is defined as “viewers´ responses to media characters during 

media consumption” (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008, p 385). Schramm and 

Hartmann (2008) explain that PSI is attached to the interpersonal process when 

followers are exposed to social media posts. The interaction, in turn, may create a 

one-sided relationship between followers and influencers, i.e., parasocial 

relationships (PSR) (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Influencers share their daily lives and 

personal opinions on social media, which can create a relationship with followers 

and, in turn, may create credibility (Belanche et al., 2021; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). 

Dibble et al. (2016) and Schramm and Hartmann (2008) address the importance of 

distinguishing the concepts since the definition and use of the concepts have been 

confused. The difference between PSI and PSR is that PSI only lasts when the 

follower is exposed to the post or video on social media. In comparison, PSR creates 

a bond between followers and influencers beyond the post or video and exposure to 

social media (Dibble et al., 2016; Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). PSI and PSR can, 

in turn, influence the follower's future motivations and decisions, for instance, the 

decision to purchase a product or service, i.e., the follower’s purchase intentions 

(Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). 
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1.2 Problematization  

Relationships are essential to comprehend and adding social media to the equation 

makes it further complex (Taillon et al., 2021). A relationship over social media is 

not as normal as a “real” relationship since it is one-sided. Therefore, according to 

Taillon et al. (2020), understanding the founded attachments between humans is 

significant in social media relationships between followers and influencers. Hence, 

social media is proliferating, and it is important to understand how influencers 

influence followers. 

 

Influencers impact followers’ consumption behavior and are, therefore, a powerful 

tool (Belanche et al., 2021). According to Vrontis et al. (2021), in the US, 19 % of 

social media users, i.e., followers, purchased a product or service based on an 

influencer’s recommendation. It appears that influencers have a significant impact 

on followers’ decision-making. Past literature studies influencers’ impact on 

purchase intentions. However, the complexity of relationships and different types 

of PSR are not considered (Lim et al., 2017; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Sokolova & Kefi, 

2020; Taillon et al., 2020; Trivedia & Sama, 2020). Sokolova and Kefi (2020) 

explore PSI and purchase intentions, and their study emphasizes influencers’ 

characteristics in relationships between influencers and followers. Lim et al. (2017) 

researched the social media’s effect on purchase intentions from the perspective of 

followers’ attitudes. Lou and Yuan (2019) only focus on different influencer 

characteristics that impact followers’ interest in a purchase, not relationships. 

Trivedia and Sama (2020) conducted their study of followers’ purchase intentions 

concerning brand admiration and established their theory on influencers’ 

characteristics. However, these studies lack how PSR influences purchase 

intentions and the perspective of different types of PSR. In line with this, Yuan and 

Lou (2020) emphasize that relationships are individual and unique. Therefore, more 

research is needed on the relationships between followers and influencers and their 

impacts (Yuan & Lou, 2020). Therefore, this thesis aims to contribute further to 

how relationships between followers and influencers can differ and how they may 

influence purchase intentions differently. 
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A good relationship between followers and influencers can be indicated by a high 

engagement rate. A high engagement rate means high interactions from followers 

in the form of comments and likes on an influencer's posts or videos (Socialamedier, 

2019). Assumptions can be made that relationships between followers and 

influencers are different depending on the country. Factors such as culture, 

population size, and welfare may impact how followers' and influencers' 

relationships can be evolved and experienced. According to Socialamedier (2019), 

Swedish influencers have a higher engagement rate on Instagram than the global 

average. The higher level of engagement makes Sweden a relevant market to study, 

given that the Swedish market was an early user of social media. This indicates that 

Swedish users may create relationships with the influencers (Socialamedier, 2019). 

Additionally, previous literature lacks research on relationships between followers 

and influencers in the Swedish market (Hu et al., 2020; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020; 

Taillon et al., 2020). However, studies have been conducted in this context but in 

other countries. For instance, the role of closeness and relationships between 

followers and influencers have been studied in America (Taillon et al., 2020), and 

how relationships impact purchase intentions from a PSI perspective has been 

studied in France (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020) and why followers keep following due 

to PSR and wishful identification in China (Hu et al., 2020). Therefore, the lack of 

research indicates a need to study the Swedish market in the context of relationships 

between followers and influencers. 

 

Relationships are complex and unique therefore is, qualitative research valuable 

since it helps gain more profound knowledge about followers' own opinions, 

mindsets, attitudes, and stories. Vrontis et al. (2021) conducted a systematic review 

of 68 scientific articles. The systematic review established that influencers and how 

they influence followers' behavior need a more grounded and deeper understanding 

(Vrontis et al., 2021). This can be achieved through a qualitative approach which 

was this thesis´s chosen method. To the best of our knowledge, most studies on 

influencers, PSI, and PSR have a quantitative approach (Li & Peng, 2021; 

Rasmussen, 2018; Saima & Khan, 2020; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020; Trivedl & Sama, 

2019). Additionally, the concepts of PSI and PSR are complex research with 
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unexpected findings. Therefore, there is a risk with quantitative research since it 

may ignore certain relevant perspectives. Surveys and questionnaires often have 

closed specific questions which limit unanticipated and unique answers 

(Denscombe, 2016). In comparison, a qualitative approach enables the research of 

unexpected findings since the questions allow open and follow-up questions. 

Therefore, there is a need for a qualitative approach to this research topic. 

1.3 Purpose 

This thesis aims to increase the understanding of how parasocial relationships 

between followers and influencers differ and how the relationships can influence 

followers´ purchase intentions in the Swedish market. In order to do this, a typology 

for different types of parasocial relationships will be developed. 

1.4 Research question 

How do parasocial relationships between followers and influencers differ, and how 

the relationships can influence purchase intentions? 

  



 14 (92) 
 

Kristianstad University | SE-291 88 Kristianstad | +46 44 250 30 00 | www.hkr.se 

1.5 Outline 
Figure 1  
 
Thesis outline 

 
Note: Own illustration  
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2. Literature review 
The second chapter presents a literature review that includes the theory of 

influencer marketing and how it may influence purchase intentions. Furthermore, 

the parasocial theory is presented and discussed within the contexts of social media, 

misinterpretations of concepts, and measurements. The three psychological 

responses, cognitive, affective, and behavioral, are described. The chapter ends 

with a presentation of the conceptual framework that describes how the theories 

are combined. 

2.1 Influencer marketing 

The fundamental meaning of influencer marketing is a marketing strategy in the 

social media sphere. This strategy aims to influence and persuade brand awareness 

and purchase intentions. Businesses invest in suitable influencers to create and 

promote content for their followers, for instance, by posting a picture on Instagram 

or a video on YouTube exposing a product on their social media (Taillon et al., 

2020). Influencer marketing is an expanding field but scarce in the literature, given 

that influencers have quickly risen to a magnitude in terms of size and profit 

(Belanche et al., 2021). The digital era has changed followers' media consumption 

behavior (Kargür et al., 2021), and in today’s society, one opportunity for 

companies to be visible is to cooperate with influencers on social media (Belanche 

et al., 2021). Skepticism has increased toward traditional marketing, and influencer 

marketing has instead grown (Karagür et al., 2021). Therefore, social media 

strategies can be of great value operating as electronic word-of-mouth, influencing 

purchase intentions. Electronic word-of-mouth means that people recommend and 

talk about brands, products, and services to each other on the web (Zhou et al., 

2020). 

 

Today’s opinion leaders are influencers and proceed as brand ambassadors for 

companies (Belanche et al., 2021; Sokolva & Kefi, 2020). Influencers' job involves 

managing images and video formats on their social media to increase engagement 

and amount of followers (Belanche et al., 2021; Rasmussen, 2018). It also implies 
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promoting values and lifestyles on different social media channels (Sokolova & 

Perez, 2021). Through social media channels such as Instagram or YouTube, 

influencers will use a common language with their followers which implies sharing 

information regarding particular subjects of mutual interest. Thereby, the effort is 

to create close relationships and then maintain them (Belanche et al., 2021). 

Comparable to traditional celebrities that require fans' support, influencers need to 

develop marketing-oriented personal brand images for commercial purposes 

(Schouten et al., 2020). Commonly, influencers have specific expertise areas, for 

instance, lifestyle, fashion, fitness, travel, food, or health and beauty. Importantly, 

influencers function as human branding and therefore need to maintain their images 

in the market to reach their wanted segment of followers (Taillon et al., 2020). 

 

On social media, influencers share their personal opinions and everyday lives and 

therefore are influencers' capabilities of relationship building and interactions with 

followers influential (Reinikainen et al., 2020). Creating relationships with 

followers enhances the persuasiveness of influencer marketing because having 

relationships with followers may, in turn, build trust (Belanche et al., 2021; 

Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). Additionally, Chen (2013) claims that followers can 

develop a dedicated relationship with influencers when viewing YouTube. Since it 

allows to establish credibility and provides versatile perspectives of influencers' 

lives (Chen, 2013). The relationship between influencers and followers is built on 

authenticity and may depend on how much self-disclosure influencers reveal. 

Successively, may authenticity encourage followers’ feelings of intimacy and 

credibility (Reinikainen et al., 2020), which creates a sense of friendship between 

influencers and followers (Vrontis et al., 2021). Authenticity, in turn, encourages 

followers’ engagement to interact frequently by sharing, commenting, or liking the 

post or video from a social media influencer (Reinikainen et al., 2020).  
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2.1.1 Purchase intentions  

Purchase intentions describe a follower’s interest in purchasing a specific product 

or service (Chakraborty & Bhat, 2018). Li and Peng (2021) explain purchase 

intentions as followers’ intentions to “consciously plan or strive to purchase brand 

products” (p. 966). The growth of social media has changed consumption behavior 

from physical store shopping to e-commerce. More people rely on 

recommendations and advice from influencers when deciding on a purchase (Chen 

& Shen, 2015). Chen and Shen (2015) found that a close relationship with 

credibility between followers and influencers is essential when examining 

purchases based on social media influence (Chen & Shen, 2015). 

 

Influencers usually try products or services to present a review to followers before 

deciding to buy the product or not. The review is an evaluation for followers to 

know if the product or service is worth a purchase; depending on how credible the 

influencer and their review are, the greater the probability of purchase intentions 

(Vrontis et al., 2021). Furthermore, Li and Peng (2021) claim if followers’ have 

positive evaluations when influencers market a brand, it may generate purchase 

intentions. The positive evaluations enhance followers' credibility of influencer 

marketing (Li & Peng, 2021). Additionally, Sokolova and Perez (2021) found that 

influencers are experts in enhancing companies' products and services by 

influencing followers' purchase intentions. In line with this, Vrontis et al. (2021) 

presented statistics that demonstrated that 19% of US followers made a purchase 

based on influencers’ recommendations in 2018. Since then, the social media 

industry has grown further (Vrontis et al., 2021). Notably, research states that 

influencers' credibility enhances purchase intentions (Fink et al., 2020; Li & Peng, 

2021; Vrontis et al., 2021). In contrast, Torres et al. (2019) enhance that purchase 

intention is based on followers’ feelings of likeability and familiarity with 

influencers. 
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2.2 Parasocial theory 

In 1956, Horton and Wohl developed the parasocial theory that explains the 

relationship between spectator and performer through mass communication. Horton 

and Wohl (1956) were captivated by the illusion of a “real” face-to-face 

relationship. In fact, it was a one-way relationship since the spectator, who will be 

named followers in this thesis, has a relationship with the performer, which will be 

named influencers. However, in turn, the influencer has no relation to the follower 

(Horton & Wohl, 1956). Given that influencers have become highly influential in 

social media, it is inevitable that influencers provide more than just enjoyable 

entertainment to observe for followers. Therefore, is the parasocial theory 

applicable for this research since both Instagram and YouTube are forms of mass 

communication. Additionally, it is a suitable theory to help explore and understand 

further the relationships between followers and influencers. 

 

The parasocial theory can be divided into parasocial interactions (PSI) and 

parasocial relationships (PSR). PSI is the interaction between influencers and 

followers on social media and is defined as “viewers´ responses to media characters 

during media consumption” (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008, p 385). Schramm and 

Hartmann (2008) explain that PSI lasts only the moment when the followers are 

exposed to the social media post or video. The interactions can lead to a one-sided 

relationship, named PSR since the followers “meets” the influencers on social 

media (Horton & Wohl, 1956). The PSR is created through verbal and non-verbal 

interaction between the followers and influencers (Chen, 2021). Examples of verbal 

interactions are the “meetings” on social media and the shared sensitive details 

about the influencers' lives. The sensitive details increase the followers’ feelings of 

“real friends” (Rasmussen, 2018). A non-verbal example could be when the 

influencer looks straight into the camera, and the followers perceive that the 

influencers are looking right at them (Chen, 2021). Since social media allows the 

possibility to comment or send a direct message, it is easier to create a PSR with an 

influencer than with, for instance, a movie star because the interaction is more 

similar to a “real” face-to-face relationship. Unlike PSI, which only lasts during the 

social media interaction, PSR creates a bond between followers and influencers 



 19 (92) 
 

Kristianstad University | SE-291 88 Kristianstad | +46 44 250 30 00 | www.hkr.se 

beyond social media exposure (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Researchers have 

disagreed on whether PSR can occur already after one interaction (Schramm & 

Hartmann, 2008) or if it has to be multiple interactions to be defined as PSR 

(Rasmussen, 2018). Chung and Cho (2017) argue that followers evolve a perceived 

friendship and feelings of intimacy with influencers when PSI occurs frequently. 

Contradictory, Dibble et al. (2016) argue that PSI is not necessary to develop a PSR 

in some cases, for instance, concerning fictional characters. This thesis emphasizes 

PSR since different relationships between followers and influencers are studied. 

However, PSI is still mentioned as PSR is based on the interactions that create the 

relationships. 

2.2.1 Parasocial relationships in social media  

When Horton and Wohl (1956) developed PSR, the relationship was only one-sided 

since there was no possible way to communicate with the movie stars or sports 

athletes through traditional marketing. Today, influencers are able to answer 

messages and reply to comments from their followers through social media 

(Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). Research by Yuan and Lou (2020) argues that social 

media is a two-way interaction opportunity between followers and influencers. 

Meaning that influencers do not only engage in one-sided PSR with followers on 

traditional media but also directly engage and interact with their followers through 

social media (Yuan & Lou, 2020). Abidin (2015) explains that influencers are likely 

to “like” or “favorite” on YouTube or reply to their followers with emojis such as 

hearts or smiles as a sign of gratitude and acknowledgment of followers' responses. 

This is a way to entice followers to make them feel intimacy and exclusiveness. 

Intimacy is usually a feeling that followers are familiar with close friends (Abidin, 

2015). However, even if the influencers can reply nowadays, it does not mean that 

influencers have time or will answer all followers (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). 

Therefore, is the relationship still considered to be one-sided, however not as one-

sided as it was when the theory was developed in 1956. 
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2.2.2 Misinterpretation of the concepts  

There is confusion about the concepts of PSI and PSR in previous literature and has 

a history of being mixed up with each other (Dibble et al., 2016; Schramm & 

Hartmann, 2008). Dibble et al. (2016) state that PSI and PSR are often conflicted 

both in methodology and concepts, creating unclearness as to which concepts are 

being utilized in the research field. Additionally, Schramm and Hartmann (2008) 

address the importance of distinguishing the concepts on the ground that there are 

different meanings. Some authors address PSI as a long-term relationship; however, 

long-term PSI is actually PSR (Rosengren et al., 1976; Rubin et al., 1985; Savage 

& Spence, 2014). Furthermore, Schramm and Hartmann (2008) demonstrate that 

PSI and PSR are overlapped definitions and developed measures that do not 

distinguish the concepts. For instance, Grant et al. (1991) mean that PSI is a 

relationship; this contradicts the definition by the founders Horton and Wohl 

(1956). Savage and Spence (2014) studied PSR and social media influencers' 

effects; however, the study only includes one interaction, limiting PSR's long-term 

view. For these reasons, this thesis includes both concepts, and distinguishing them 

is a theoretical contribution to the research field. As researchers have had their 

different interpretations of the concepts, it has also resulted in insufficient 

measurements for PSI and PSR that were not accurate enough (Dibble et al., 2016). 

2.2.3 Measurements  

There have been many debates on which measurement is best suitable to measure 

PSI and PSR (Dibble et al., 2016; Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Measurements in 

the 1970s and 1980s treated PSI and PSR as the same concept. The concepts have 

undergone refinements since then and therefore are some measurements insufficient 

today. In 2000 Auter and Palmgreen created a measurement named the Audience-

Persona Interaction that measures positive and long-term PSI (Dibble et al., 2016). 

Since this thesis defines long-term relationships as PSR, this measurement is not 

applicable for this study. In 2011 Hartmann and Goldhorn created the EPSI-scale, 

which measures the experience of PSI (Dibble et al., 2016). However, since the 

EPSI-scale only measures PSI and not PSR, the measurement is neither applicable 

in this study.  
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Previous studies have emphasized positive perspectives and ignored the negative 

perspective of PSI and PSR (Farivar et al., 2022). Since the purpose is to get a 

deeper understanding of the topic, the most popular and chosen measurement used 

to study PSI or PSR is Rubin et al. 's (1985) PSI-process scale. The PSI-process 

scale is suitable for measuring both positive and negative PSI and PSR (Schramm 

& Hartmann, 2008). Considering that this measurement provides both perspectives, 

it captures both sides of a follower's story. Therefore, the PSI-process scale may 

contribute to a more nuanced perspective of PSI and PSR. This study emphasizes 

relationships and therefore is PSR the focus to be studied in the PSI-process scale. 

The scale was developed to measure relationships between television personalities 

and their audience (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Since this thesis is not a study 

on television personalities but social media influencers, the measurement needed to 

be adjusted. Schramm and Hartmann (2008) adjusted the PSI-process scale by 

adding the followers' psychological responses: cognitive, affective, and behavioral. 

The adjustment was necessary to cover the followers' extended interactions with 

influencers. This thesis used the adjusted PSI-process scale with these 

psychological responses in order to explore and understand the relationships 

between influencers and followers. 

 

2.3 Psychological responses 

The PSI-process scale adjusted by Schramm and Hartmann (2008) comprises three 

psychological responses: cognitive, affective, and behavioral. These responses can 

help explore and identify different types of PSR and how they may influence 

purchase intentions. 

2.3.1 Cognitive responses  

The cognitive response of the followers is defined as “viewers´ general ability to 

adopt the perspective of other persons” (Hartmann & Goldhorn, 2011, p. 1109). It 

means that human behavior comes from the interplay between personal values, self-

efficacy, environment, and previous behaviors. The cognitive response addresses if 
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followers reflect and process the received information from a person they follow. 

The cognitive response is about followers' understanding of influencers' actions and 

situations; for instance, does the follower evaluate the influencers’ actions, compare 

themselves with similarities, as well as reflect on influencers’ life developments 

(Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Meaning that followers collect information to shape 

an opinion. These cognitive responses emphasize how followers manage their 

responses to events and how these responses impact their behavior (Chakraborty & 

Bhat, 2018). 

 

According to Schramm and Hartmann (2008), cognitive responses consist of six 

subprocesses. First is attention allocation, which apprehends influencers' 

appearance, actions, and statements. If intensive attention allocation occurs, the 

follower will actively search for information about or receive information from the 

influencer and want to know more. However, if low attention allocation occurs, the 

follower has no interest in searching for information about the influencer or has 

handled the information from the influencer without any hint of effort. Second is 

the comprehension of the person's action and situation, which can be explained as 

when followers try to comprehend the influencers' goals, statements, and attitudes. 

If the follower finds the influencer interesting, they will invest in an attempt to 

understand why the influencer behaves in a particular way. In case of low 

comprehension, the follower will limit the attempts to understand the influencer's 

behavior. Contrary to high comprehension, where the follower is determined to 

understand the influencer's behavior and actions. The third is the activation of prior 

media and life experience, where the followers compare their own experiences and 

situations with the influencers. Fourth, evaluations of persona and persona’s 

actions; the evaluation is the main factor in how the PSR will develop. The 

evaluation is based on the influencer's behavior and the credibility of the statements. 

Fifth, anticipatory observation occurs when the follower thinks about the future for 

the influencer, depending on the actions and statements. Sixth is the construction 

of relations between persona and self when the follower seeks similarities between 

themselves and the influencer and even imagines both belonging to the same group 

of friends (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). 
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According to Hartmann and Goldhorn's (2011) study, the cognitive factor is 

connected to a more developed PSR. The reason can be that followers with more 

vital cognitive ability may easily get the impression that influencers are aware and 

notice them. The awareness is similar to a “real” face-to-face relationship and may 

therefore be more intensive than followers with less cognitive ability to adopt other 

perspectives. Lim et al. (2020) emphasize the importance of studying cognitive 

aspects connected with mass communication since the cognitive aspect may explain 

the different behaviors on social media. 

 

2.3.2 Affective responses 

Affective response refers to positive and negative feelings toward influencers and 

followers' emotions evoked by the influencers. Different feelings can be identified 

in the underlying affective parasocial process (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). 

Firstly, sympathy or antipathy means whether the follower feels an emotional 

reaction to an influencer´s misfortune based on their personal experiences or not. 

Secondly, empathy or counter empathy relates to the ability to understand how 

others think and feel for the influencer without associating with personal 

experiences or not (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008; Sinclair et al., 2017). Thirdly, 

emotional contagion refers to the social phenomenon in which followers adapt after 

the influencer's emotional state and related behavior or that the influencer made the 

followers feel unaffected (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). 

 

Bryant and Vorderer (2006) state that empathy is connected with an affective state 

and is related to followers’ ability to identify themselves, both purposely and 

occasionally spontaneous, when observing influencers’ emotions. This affective 

response is shaped as “feeling for” or “feeling with” from the observed emotions 

by an influencer. These feelings can be called vicarious emotions. Regardless of the 

situation and context, these affective responses may encourage a deeper 

understanding of the influencer's fortune which may lead to inspiring and 

supportive actions from followers. Additionally, if these affective responses are 

intensive, it may lead to a developed PSR (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). 
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The affective response may influence the credibility of influencers (Chung & Cho, 

2017). On the one hand, positive feelings can lead to followers’ accepting a message 

as honest and credible. On the other hand, negative feelings can lead followers to 

mistrust the message as deceptive and dishonest. These feelings influence opinions, 

attitudes, beliefs, and behavior. Credible information is regarded as more persuasive 

and valid compared with less credible sources (Chung & Cho, 2017). Belanche et 

al. (2021) found that the more a product is similar to the influencers' image, the 

more positive congruence, which will affect the credibility perceived by followers. 

Notably, followers’ and influencers’ relationships may affect credibility. If the 

influencer maintains their image after appropriate actions, it may enhance 

themselves and increase their credibility or the opposite way (Breves et al., 2019; 

Shouten et al., 2020). Torres et al. (2019) state that the higher congruence between 

influencers and a company they work with, the greater prospect of an intensive 

affective response in terms of followers' attitudes as well as the behavior of 

purchase intentions. 

 

2.3.3 Behavioral responses  

According to Schramm and Hartmann (2008), behavioral responses can be defined 

as four actions. Either non-verbal behavior such as gestures, verbal actions when 

followers comment, send direct messages or talk about the influencer, para verbal 

behavior such as breathing, tone and voice pace, and behavioral intentions, which 

is the wish to communicate with an influencer (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). 

Influencers sharing their daily lives with followers allows excitement and 

educational purpose, making them imagine, feel, and think in ways they may not 

have done otherwise. In addition, it allows followers to expand their values and 

emotions beyond their personal experiences. Social media have expanded the 

variation of stories to be shared and accessed (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006).  

 

Banduras (2001) implies that social media influences behavior in two ways. First, 

through a direct way by interactions where the followers are informed and 

motivated. Second, in a social way, the followers adopt and share influencers' 
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suggestions and recommendations or behaviors. Banduras (2001) explains that a 

follower can change behavior and their way of thinking and make decisions to 

imitate the influencer, i.e., wishful identification. The imitation could influence the 

followers’ purchase intentions. The followers try to imitate influencers to increase 

self-esteem (Lim et al., 2020). According to Lim et al. (2020), influencers 

considered attractive are more likely to be imitated than influencers considered 

unattractive. There is also a higher probability that influencers will influence 

followers if similarities are experienced (Fraser & Brown, 2002; Pan & Zen, 2018; 

Tolbert & Drogos, 2019). According to Bryant and Vorderer (2006), the mere 

exposure to what is perceived as enjoyable is not the actual cause of why followers 

give their attention. Rather, it is influencers’ content's ability to distract followers 

from themselves and disclose others' lives and experiences (Bryant & Vorderer, 

2006). Previous research shows that wishful identification is connected to PSR 

(Giles, 2002; Ramasubramanian & Kornfield, 2012; Tolbert & Drogos, 2019). 

When a follower wants to imitate an influencer, the follower will imitate the 

behavior and appearance of the influencer by imagining an actual meeting. This 

imagination may make the follower develop the PSR further, which is  an intensive 

behavioral response.  

 

2.4 Conceptual framework 

The conceptual framework is based on the literature review in order to explore how 

PSR between followers and influencers differs and how the relationships might 

influence followers´ purchase intention. The first theory used is the parasocial 

theory which consists of PSI and PSR, created by Horton and Wohl (1956). The 

theory explains the relationship between spectator and performer through mass 

communication. This relationship is referred to as followers and influencers in the 

context of social media in this study. This thesis aimed to study PSR since different 

relationships between followers and influencers are explored. However, the concept 

of PSI is still relevant since PSR is based on the interactions that create the 

relationship but will not be further studied. The second theory applied is Schramm 

and Hartmann’s (2008) PSI-process scale, consisting of three psychological 
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responses: cognitive, affective, and behavioral. The PSI-process scale allows to 

include both positive and negative follower perspectives of PSR. These theories are 

illustrated in the conceptual framework in the context of influencers and purchase 

intentions. Following, Figure 2 describes the connections between the theories and 

how they connect with influencers and purchase intentions. 

 
Figure 2  

 

Conceptual framework 

 

 
Note: Own illustration of the constructed conceptual framework. 

 

The nature of this research has been to study and describe different types of PSR 

between followers and influencers and how these relationships may influence 

followers’ purchase intentions (Figure 2). The conceptual framework starts with 

influencers who post pictures or videos on social media, Instagram, and YouTube 

(Taillon et al., 2020). The viewer, in this case, a follower, sees the post or video 

through social media, and a parasocial interaction is created (Horton & Whol, 

1956). This is illustrated with an arrow from influencers to parasocial interactions. 

The interaction only lasts when a follower actively views the post or video (Dibble 

et al., 2016; Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). After one or many parasocial 

interactions with an influencer, a one-sided long-term relationship may be created, 

i.e., a parasocial relationship (Horton & Wohl, 1956). This is illustrated with an 

arrow from parasocial interactions to parasocial relationships. The relationship is 

created through verbal and non-verbal interactions between a follower and an 



 27 (92) 
 

Kristianstad University | SE-291 88 Kristianstad | +46 44 250 30 00 | www.hkr.se 

influencer (Chen, 2021). Parasocial relationships may then be influenced by 

different psychological responses from a follower (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). 

It is illustrated with double arrows since the psychological responses may also 

influence the parasocial relationship. 

 

The first psychological response is cognitive, the ability to adapt to other 

perspectives, which may explain the different behaviors on social media (Hartmann 

& Goldhorn, 2011). The cognitive responses consist of six subprocesses: attention 

allocation, comprehension of the persona’s action and situation, activation of prior 

media and life experience, evaluations of persona and persona’s actions, 

anticipatory observation, and construction of relations between persona and self. 

Through these subprocesses, a follower gathers information and endeavors to shape 

an opinion (Hartmann & Goldhorn, 2011). That opinion may influence purchase 

intentions. This is demonstrated with an arrow from cognitive responses to 

purchase intentions. The second psychological response is affective, meaning 

positive and negative feelings towards an influencer, and refers to how a follower’s 

emotions are evoked by an influencer (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Positive and 

negative feelings can lead to a follower accepting a response as credible or 

distrusting the response as deceptive. These feelings impact the follower’s opinions, 

attitudes, beliefs, and behavior. This is why affective response may influence the 

credibility of an influencer and may lead to purchase intentions (Chung & Cho, 

2017; Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). This is displayed with an arrow from affective 

responses to purchase intentions.  

 

The third psychological response is behavioral responses, which can be affected by 

social media in two ways. First, through a direct way through interactions where 

the followers are informed and motivated. Second, in a social way, followers adopt 

and share influencers' suggestions and recommendations or behaviors (Schramm & 

Hartmann, 2008). When a follower adapts to an influencer's behaviors, i.e., wishful 

identification, it can affect a follower's thinking and decision-making. Therefore, a 

follower's purchase intentions can also be affected (Banduras, 2001). For that 

reason, an arrow is illustrated from behavioral responses to purchase intentions. 
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Together or separate, all these responses may, in turn, imply purchase intentions, 

which is the interest in purchasing specific products or services (Chakraborty & 

Bhat, 2018). The different parasocial relationships may have different 

physiological responses, which may influence purchase intentions differently.  

 

This conceptual framework was used as the foundation of the empirical study. The 

framework helped to understand and explore how PSR between followers and 

influencers differs and how the relationships can influence followers´ purchase 

intentions in the Swedish market. In order to do this, a typology for different types 

of PSR will be developed. 
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3. Methodology 
The third chapter presents the methodology used in this thesis and is divided into 

two subchapters. First, the theoretical methodology and second, the empirical 

methodology are discussed. 

3.1 Theoretical methodology  

The theoretical methodology introduces the research philosophy that describes the 

applied ontology and epistemology. Further, the research approach discusses the 

chosen approach, which is abductive and ends with the research design that presents 

the qualitative method used in this thesis. 

 

3.1.1 Research philosophy  

The research is founded on two concepts within research philosophy, ontology, and 

epistemology. Ontology is a theory of understanding social entities and considers a 

position towards objectivism or constructionism. Epistemology is defined as 

knowledge and the comprehension of reality. There are three different epistemology 

research philosophies, positivism, interpretivism, and realism (Bell et al., 2019) 

 

3.1.1.1 Ontology 
The ontological prejudice in this research is that there are different types of PSR 

between followers and influencers, which is the essential anticipation to enter the 

dialogue with a follower. This means that the nature of ontology’s prejudice 

structure can only be comprehended in the dialogue's being. This ontological 

approach helped to perceive how the prejudice maintains during the dialogue 

between informant and interviewer (Peck et al., 2018). The approach facilitated a 

more profound understanding by studying what the data is about and using it as the 

basis for the structure of the empirical data. 

 

Social actors in the role of followers’ individual perspectives and stories were 

explored, and therefore have this research similarity with a constructive ontological 
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perspective. The research viewed the world as socially constructed and facilitated 

the research by supporting a deep dialogical engagement with the followers (Bell 

et al., 2019). Constructionism refers to social phenomena and that individuals' 

meanings are continuously impacted by social interactions and therefore need 

constant revision (Bell et al., 2019). This research has similarities with 

constructionism since the aim was to understand and explore social behavior. Social 

behavior in this thesis is related to followers' and influencers' PSR. 

 

3.1.1.2 Epistemology 
Epistemology refers to the science of knowledge and is the approach that describes 

how to obtain knowledge. Epistemology concerns individuals' minds related to the 

social world. This study has based its knowledge on followers´ perspectives and 

opinions of their relationships with influencers, which is similar to an 

epistemological approach (Bell et al., 2019). 

 

The epistemological research philosophy of interpretivism had similarities with this 

research since it reflected the distinctiveness of human actions. The core idea was 

to study and understand subjective meanings (Goldkuhl, 2012). Interpretivism was 

relatable to this thesis's aim, to understand different PSR between followers and 

influencers. This research philosophy facilitated the gain of more profound 

knowledge, avoiding distortion, and managing the data as building blocks to the 

parasocial theory (Horton & Wohl, 1956) and the psychological responses 

(Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). In addition, interpretivism was aligned with this 

research and how different types of PSR can lead to specific social actions in the 

context of purchase intentions. 

 

3.1.2 Research approach 

A research approach is necessary for researchers' strategy to take on their theory 

and research. There are different approaches to apply to research. The abductive 

approach is a combination between deductive and inductive. It relates to alternative 

sequences between theory and empirical findings (Bell et al., 2019). The deductive 
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approach refers to the most common perspective of the relation between theory and 

research. A deductive approach is when the researcher begins with a selected 

theory, develops a hypothesis, and then tests it with general reasoning. It is also a 

linear approach with a structural sequence (Bell et al., 2019). Since this study aimed 

to have a flexible approach to the theory and not have a linear approach, it is not 

deductive. The inductive approach begins with observations, and then the outcome 

is theory. The inductive approach aims to draw generalizable findings and then 

apply theory to them (Bell et al., 2019). Since this thesis has chosen to use a 

theoretical framework from the beginning to back up and compare the findings, an 

inductive theory is neither applicable. 

 

Considering that this thesis explores relationships between followers and 

influencers, the research is based on individual interpretations. Therefore, an 

abductive approach enabled this research to be flexible and open-minded, 

considering the theory and findings. Since past literature on parasocial theory has 

been misinterpreted, it is important to have an open mind throughout the research, 

which the abductive approach allows. Bell et al. (2019) argue that an abductive 

approach allows the researchers to encounter new possible perspectives that 

existing theory may not cover. Furthermore, Kardes et al. (2022) state that an 

abductive approach takes part in consumer psychology. The abductive approach is 

relatable considering the aim was to understand how consumers, i.e., followers and 

influencers PSR can differ and how they may influence purchase intentions. 

Additionally, this thesis research approach did not want to focus on statistical 

inference but instead aimed to build explanations of followers’ stories to account 

for empirical findings (Kardes et al., 2022). 

 

3.1.3 Research design 

This study aimed to understand and explore how PSR between followers and 

influencers differ and how these relationships can influence followers´ purchase 

intentions in the Swedish market. In order to do this, a typology for different types 

of PSR was developed. Since relationships are a complex subject (Taillon et al., 
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2021) with unexpected findings, it is suitable to use a qualitative method. A 

qualitative method helps to collect more profound knowledge about followers’ 

opinions, mindsets, attitudes, and stories and is, therefore, more subjective than a 

quantitative method. A quantitative method may miss interesting perspectives since 

questionnaires have closed specified questions that limit the possibility for 

unanticipated and unique answers (Denscombe, 2016). A qualitative method 

enables the informants to speak freely and captures the core and the most significant 

findings. The qualitative method focuses on understanding an individual and 

capturing the actual behavior and is, therefore, a beneficial method to use when 

studying behavior and relationships. It is used for smaller studies and findings 

without numbers (Bell et al., 2019). According to Denscombe (2016), a qualitative 

method can study complex social situations such as PSR and therefore is a suitable 

method choice. 

 

The disadvantage of a qualitative method is that it cannot be generalized; however, 

it is not the purpose of the qualitative study. A qualitative study instead contributes 

with detailed descriptions of examples and an understanding of how it can be, which 

can generate new insights. Another disadvantage is that it is more time-consuming 

in contrast to a quantitative method. There is also a risk of the study not being 

objective with qualitative research. The researchers need to stay close to the 

informant, which has its downsides. One negative aspect is the risk of naivety. 

Being too close may adopt the informant’s view and lose the higher-level 

perspective necessary for informed theorizing and an objective view (Gioia, 2013). 
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3.2 Empirical methodology  

The empirical methodology presents and includes a data collection method that 

introduces the used method, which is interviews. Further, an interview guide and 

photo elicitation are introduced. An informant selection was conducted by 

purposive sampling, implementation of the interviews explains the procedure, and 

the data analysis was administered with the help of thematic analysis. The chapter 

ends with how trustworthiness has been managed through the thesis process and 

what limitations have been encountered. 

 

3.2.1 Data collection method 

There are several methods to use when collecting qualitative data, observations, 

focus groups, and interviews (Denscombe, 2016). The choice of method was 

interviews since the purpose was to obtain a profound understanding of followers’ 

and influencers’ relationships. The research gained detailed insights into followers’ 

stories based on beliefs, opinions, and emotions through interviews. This method 

enabled the understanding of different types of PSR on deeper levels and how it 

might influence purchase intentions. In contrast to focus groups that may have 

provided more superficial descriptions of followers’ and influencers’ PSR. It may 

be a risk that the informants’ answers and interpretations may influence each other. 

Additionally, focus groups may have led to loosening ends from the followers' 

stories since the interviewer has less control over the interview process. For these 

reasons, interviews were more suited for this thesis than focus groups. 

 

All the interviews were chosen to be conducted digitally through the video 

conference service named zoom. A digital setting was selected because it was more 

convenient considering that the informants lived at different locations. This enabled 

more flexibility as the informants did not have to take time off from education and 

work, which led to cost savings from traveling for both informants and interviewers. 

A disadvantage with a digital setting could be that some informants may be 

unfamiliar with zoom. However, all the informants were familiar with zoom, which 

is also considered user-friendly, so there was no time required for instructions 
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(Thunberg & Arnell, 2021). An advantage of digital interviews is that informants 

may facilitate better emotional connections since the distant setting makes them feel 

at ease, especially if they are shy (Denscombe, 2016). According to Thunberg and 

Arnell (2021), digital interviews are even better than physical ones since the 

informants are more relaxed as they are in a comfortable environment when meeting 

a stranger. It is also important that both informants and interviewers are in a quiet 

environment without disturbance since the topic is sensitive. Disturbance of people 

walking by or into the room could create issues for the informant when discussing 

sensitive questions (Thunberg & Arnell, 2021).  

 

Thunberg and Arnell (2021) argue that digital interviews may miss particular body 

language because the camera only records the upper body. In contradiction, a 

physical interview is assumingly at a table between the interviewer and informant, 

which would have made the perception of the body language as visual as in a digital 

setting. Additionally, Thunberg and Arnell (2021) presented recommendations for 

preparations to conduct successful digital interviews. The first was to ensure 

enough storage on the computer, the second to use a good and stable internet 

connection, the third to have a backup plan, and lastly, to send a direct link for the 

digital interview to the informants (Thunberg & Arnell, 2021). All of the 

recommendations above were considered and prepared. For instance, the computers 

had enough storage, and the internet connection was stable. The backup plan was 

to use phones instead of computers, and several different devices were used to 

record the audio; lastly, a direct link was sent to the informants 30 minutes before 

the interview. Furthermore, the interviewers met 30 minutes before the interviews 

to ensure everything was in order and prepared. 

 

Since relationships are complex (Taillon et al., 2021) and, therefore, may there be 

unexpected findings, semi-structured interviews are most suitable, as it enables the 

researcher to ask follow-up questions (Denscombe, 2016). An interview guide was 

made in order to get the correct information from the informants and was pilot-

tested by one objective person. A total of 13 semi-structured interviews were 

conducted. The choice of language was Swedish since it was the informants’ native 
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tongue and was the language, they were most comfortable with. Choosing another 

language, such as English, would risk withheld information since the informants 

may have limited their communication. 

 

3.2.2 Interview guide 

The interview guide was written in Swedish and presented in Appendix A and then 

translated into English, referring to Appendix B. The interview guide consisted of 

36 questions, whereof 7 general questions and 29 specific questions. The questions 

were founded on the theoretical framework and aimed to collect data concerning 

followers’ perspectives and stories of their PSR with influencers. Semi-structured 

interviews contributed to both structures and allowed reflective questions during 

the sessions. The general questions regarded the informants' age, gender, living 

situation, and social media habits. They operated as warm-up questions to make the 

informants feel comfortable. The specific questions regarded PSR between the 

informant and one specific chosen influencer and were related to the conceptual 

framework to obtain profound knowledge of followers’ and influencers’ PSR. 

When overlapping from general to specific questions, question 8, concerned “What 

do you think is important in a relationship?” this question aimed to get the 

informants to think for themselves and adjust to the right mindset (Appendix B). 

The answer to this question was later reflected in the last question, which was 

question 36 “As you described what was important in a relationship for you at the 

beginning of this interview, can you describe similarities with what you told during 

today's interview with your relationship with the influencer?”. The purpose was to 

make the informants reflect on their PSR to the influencers. 

 

As presented in Appendix B, each interview question has been justified with a 

purpose that argues the questions' relevance. Additionally, the questions are 

motivated by which subject they refer to. The subjects are PSR, PSI, cognitive, 

affective, behavioral responses, and purchase intentions. To clearly illustrate which 

subjects are related to each question, a bold heading is written before describing the 

purpose of the questions. To demonstrate an example, refer to question 16, “Can 
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you describe your relationship with the influencer?” stated in the left column. In 

the right column, the theory of “parasocial relationships” is written in the bold 

heading. Then the purpose of this question is presented “To know how the informant 

would describe the relationship to the influencer. The aim is to get more knowledge 

of different types of PSR.”. 

 

In preparations for the interviews, the informants were assigned a mission to choose 

one influencer with whom they fulfilled all the criteria. The criteria are further 

elaborated in the subchapter 3.2.3 Informant selection. The chosen influencers 

differed from the informants. Research was conducted on these chosen influencers 

by collecting videos of them in vulnerable states. These videos were later used and 

displayed to the informants during a photo elicitation described in the following 

subchapter. 

 

3.2.2.1 Photo elicitation 

Photo elicitation is a visual sociology method used during an interview where 

photographs or videos are displayed by either the interviewer or informants. This 

method was practical as it allowed the research to capture non-verbal actions such 

as feelings and memories, which are not possible through interviews without tools 

(Padgett et al., 2013). Padgett et al. (2013) state that the evoked feelings do not have 

to be contained to the picture and can evoke other memories and feelings. Questions 

13 and 31 included a type of photo elicitation within the specific questions. One 

type of photo elicitation was demonstrated during question 13 by the informants to 

understand how followers interact with influencers through social media. Question 

13 regarded what the informants have liked, commented on, or direct messaged. 

This type of photo elicitation provided a perspective of the informants' behavior 

and actions on social media. The other type of photo elicitation was conducted 

during question 31 with a prepared video. This question concerned if the 

influencers’ emotions were contagious and adapted to the informants’ feelings or 

evoked memories of the displayed influencer. This photo elicitation aimed to 

explore if the informants felt sympathy, empathy, or evoked memories of a video 
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of the specifically chosen influencer, where the influencers displayed an emotional 

state. 

 

3.2.3 Informant selection 

Informant selection can be divided into probability, and non-probability sampling 

approaches. The probability sampling approach includes a random selection in 

order to be able to generalize and make statistical conclusions. Instead, the non-

probability sampling approach includes the opposite, a non-random selection, and 

is based on characteristics and criteria (Bell et al., 2019). A purposive sampling 

selection is a non-probability sampling and was used to select the informants. 

Purposive sampling is described as the “selection of sampling units within the 

segment of the population with the most information on the characteristic of 

interest” (Guarte & Barrios, 2006, p 277). Purposive sampling is a strategic strategy 

to select informants that will provide the most accurate information (Bell et al., 

2019). According to earlier research by Svenskarna och internet (2020), young 

females are more active on social media compared to young men and older females. 

Therefore are, the chosen informants purposive Swedish and young females. Young 

females are, therefore, a justified and relevant sampling. Additionally, Thelwall and 

Vis (2017) state that females may have more relationship-based communication 

needs and abilities expressed visually. Therefore, females may be more likely to 

have a PSR with influencers. The young females had different lifestyles that aimed 

to enhance the variety of the sampling and obtain perspectives of different PSRs. 

 

A disadvantage is that purposive sampling relies on the researcher's judgment to 

select the suitable characteristics and set the proper criteria. In this case, the 

informants needed to follow three specific criteria to be included in the selection. 

First of all, presently follow the influencer on Instagram or subscribe to their 

YouTube channel. Second, purchased something that this influencer had marketed 

or recommended from a brand, product, service, or used a discount code. The last 

criteria were to have liked or commented on the chosen influencer´s post or 

video.  These criteria were chosen to ensure that the informants had some type of 
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relationship with the influencer. Otherwise, there was a risk of not getting relevant 

information through the interviews. All the informants were reached through the 

message app Messenger with an invitation requesting an interview with them. To 

be part of the interview, the informants had to be young Swedish females and fulfill 

the three criteria. All informants fulfilled the criteria and could therefore participate. 

 

A total of 14 informants were messaged; however, 13 informants responded to the 

invitation and were interviewed. The names of the informants have been 

anonymized from Informant 1 to Informant 13. All the informants were females 

between the ages of 22 and 29. There was a variation of being active on social 

media, which differed from 1 to 8 hours per day. The variety in the length of the 

informants' PSR with their chosen influencer differed from approximately 1 to 10 

years. The length of the interviews was between 30 to 54 minutes. The following 

information for each informant is described in Table 1. 
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Table 1  
Information about the informants' 

Informants Age Active on social media 
 per day (hours) 

Relationship with the 

influencer (years) 
Interview 

Length  
(minutes) 

Informant 1 25  2–2,5 1 54  

Informant 2 24 1–2 8 50 

Informant 3 24 3–4 1,5–2 30 

Informant 4 25 2–3 6–7 34 

Informant 5 25 4 1 46 

Informant 6 22 5 3 36 

Informant 7 23 4–10 1 41 

Informant 8 23 2–3 5 35 

Informant 9 29 1 10 30 

Informant 10 26 5 7  37 

Informant 11 26 3 2 33 

Informant 12 23 4 2 45 

Informant 13 23 1,5–2 3 30 

Note: Own illustration  
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3.2.4 Implementation of the interviews 

A consent form was forwarded to all informants before their sessions and was 

requested to be filled out and then returned with a signature. The consent form 

permitted the recording of audio and video of the interviews to transcribe the data, 

view the interviews, and the choice of anonymity. Before the interview sessions 

started, the interview's purpose was informed and ascertained that their names 

would be stated as anonymous. Additionally, the decision was made that both 

researchers would take part in all interviews. This decision made it possible to 

ensure an outsider's perspective on the photo elicitations and interpretations of the 

informants' interviews. Furthermore, as the apprehension is different, it is 

preferable to have more than one perspective in order to limit misinterpretations. 

The researchers shared equally the roles of interviewer and observer. During the 

interviews, memory notes were conducted of what the informants displayed for 

image and body language during the type of photo elicitations and noted interesting 

findings that could be helpful for the data analysis. 

 

3.2.5 Data analysis 

A thematic analysis was chosen as an analysis tool since it is flexible and delivers 

a detailed and complex result of the findings. The analysis tool is easy to learn and 

understand, making it a good choice for researchers in their early careers and is one 

of the most used analysis tools. Additionally, it is an excellent tool to distinguish 

the informants' different perspectives and unexpected findings and study 

similarities and differences (Bell et al., 2019). This is important as the purpose is to 

develop a typology with different types of PSR, and the thematic analysis aided in 

distinct and structured findings. However, the flexibility may conduce to 

inconsistency and the absence of coherence when the themes are being developed 

(Nowell et al., 2017). There is also a risk of losing the context when the findings 

are put into codes and themes (Bell et al., 2019). 

 
When using thematic analysis, the findings from the qualitative method are broken 

down into different parts, named codes or themes  (Bell et al., 2019). First, during 
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the semi-structured interviews, memo-writing was conducted, which served as a 

reminder of interesting findings. The memo-writing helped the researchers in the 

analysis process by allowing support and guidance when exploring different types 

of PSR. Later, the data from the interviews were transcribed. The data were 

transcribed with the help of OneDrive word, which is an online version of Microsoft 

Word. OneDrive has a dictating tool that allows uploading audio recordings from 

the interviews. This tool-assisted in transcribing the audio recordings. Afterward, 

proofreading was conducted where the researchers listened to the audio recording 

and rewrote misspellings and distinguished errors that the dictating tool did not 

understand. The transcription contained 165 pages and took approximately 32 hours 

to transcribe. Since the qualitative method gave an overflow of data, the second step 

was to highlight and gather relevant findings in different colors based on the theme. 

The empirical data was read through several times before the coding began. A 

deductive coding was conducted and allowed the researchers to utilize the 

conceptual framework to categorize and code the findings. The labels were based 

on the Cognitive, Affective, and Behavioral responses subprocesses and Purchase 

intentions, Similarities, Differences, and Interesting findings. This is illustrated in 

Appendix C. 

 

The third step was to analyze the empirical data in the data coding scheme 

(Appendix C). The three responses’ subprocesses were analyzed with the help of 

the PSI-process scale´s intensive and low categorizing. The scale assisted in 

providing a more nuanced perspective of followers' positive and negative stories, 

where it allowed the labeling to distinguish different types of PSR between 

followers and influencers. The analysis was made depending on whether intensive 

or low responses were dominant and a weighted assessment of the findings. If an 

intensive or low response was not possible to determine, the term intermediate was 

used. Afterward, the themes: of Similarities, Differences, and Interesting findings 

were analyzed and, together with the responses, used to explore and identify the 

different types of PSR and create a typology. 
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3.2.6 Trustworthiness 

To establish trustworthiness, it is imperative that qualitative research is conducted 

with a rigorous and methodological approach, which facilitates applicable and 

meaningful findings. Trustworthiness is preferable since this research can be 

recognized as legitimate and persuades the reader that it is worth their attention. 

Trustworthiness in a qualitative context is defined by four criteria: Credibility, 

Transferability, Dependability, and Confirmability, which are recommended to be 

established (Novell et al., 2017). These criteria are presented in the next paragraph 

and intertwine a description of how this thesis has endeavored to follow them. 

 

Credibility ensures that the researchers have conducted the research with a reliable, 

practical approach (Bell et al., 2019). The data has been thoroughly managed in a 

methodological approach to enhance credibility by studying the empirical data 

several times to be confident with the findings. The empirical data has been 

perceived with an objective view as achievable when analyzed and interpreted by 

the informants' answers (Novell et al., 2017). In addition, to enhance the credibility 

further, three criteria were set in the selection of informants to get the most accurate 

information. All of the informants met the criteria and were therefore reliable 

informants. Also, the semi-structured interviews enabled discussions of 

perspectives besides the theoretical framework.    

 

Transferability defines how generalizable and applicable the findings are to 

alternative contexts (Bell et al., 2019; Denscombe, 2016). Qualitative research is 

more challenged by these criteria since qualitative findings are more complex to 

generalize due to smaller sample sizes since the purpose is depth instead of breadth 

(Bell et al., 2019). However, this research did not aim to generalize but instead 

obtain profound knowledge. To strengthen the transferability, the entire 

methodology of this research is thoroughly described in detail to demonstrate 

transparency of how the method has been approached if someone wants to replicate 

this thesis findings in their study.  
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Dependability relates to consistency in the researchers' work process (Bell et al., 

2019). To enhance dependability, logical, verifiable, and traceable documentation 

has been conducted to advance structure. If other researchers want to study the 

research process, it is easier to justify durability. Furthermore, approval was 

requested before recording the informants, and by inquiry, the empirical data is 

stored and available to strengthen the durability of this research.  

 

Confirmability refers to researchers' impartiality and their ability to intrude on 

personal values and actions. In order to increase confirmability, objectivity was a 

solid stance to take with the informants. The informants were asked if they were 

familiar with an interview setting during the interviews. If not, endeavors to make 

the informants comfortable were made and informed them how the interview would 

be conducted. Moreover, the interviews were conducted in the informants' native 

tongue to make them more comfortable with the setting. The quotes were translated 

to English and checked with a third party to ensure that the translation was accurate 

with the informants' answers. Additionally, the interviewer assured the informants 

that there were no right or wrong answers. It was also essential to ensure that the 

interviewers would not engage with personal opinions and values when conducting 

an interview. 

 

3.2.7 Limitations 

No research has included all possible aspects of a methodology, which also agrees 

with this thesis. Critical reflections have been made, and limitations were identified. 

First of all, the interviews only capture how the informants describe the 

relationship, not how they are since this requires self-awareness. Secondly, the 

informant sample consisted only of females between 22 to 29 years, which does not 

represent the whole population. Whereby, males and older females may have 

experienced the relationships differently. However, the choice of young females is 

arguably relevant since young females are more active on social media than males 

and older females (Svenskarna & internet, 2020). Thirdly, the interviews were 

conducted in digital settings and encountered challenges such as inferior sound 
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quality in a few interviews and some interruptions due to internet issues. However, 

the digital settings enabled more interviews due to time efficiency, which allowed 

a rich amount of data. 
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4. Empirical findings and analysis 
The fourth chapter presents the empirical findings identified from the 

interviews.  Notably, each informant chose a specific influencer that matched the 

three criteria in preparation for the interviews. The findings are presented in 

quotations by the informants and connected to the PSI-process scale’s 

psychological responses: cognitive, affective, and behavioral. These were 

interpreted in order to explore and understand followers' and influencers’ different 

types of PSR.s 

4.1 Parasocial interactions with social media influencers 

The interviews revealed that all the informants had begun with social media around 

the same time, referring to when Instagram was released in 2010 (Poulsen, 2018). 

Every informant implied that they have been active on social media for over ten 

years. Most of the informants were active on social media daily and encountered 

PSI with their chosen influencer at least one interaction per day. Expect Informant 

9 that had interactions with the influencer weekly. Each informant used Instagram 

and stated that they were active; however, the activity level varied from only 

uploading during vacations, only using the story function on Instagram, and 

occasional posts to daily updates. Implicitly, this demonstrates different activity 

levels, which may influence the different PSR. Additionally, the use of YouTube 

differed depending on the interest in getting to know the influencers (Chen, 2013). 

The distinctions imply followers' differences in the interest of developing a PSR 

further. 

 

Moreover, time devotion varied among the informants. After asking how much time 

is spent on social media, every informant reacted with embarrassment when 

disclosing their screen time on social media. For instance, one informant stated: “It 

is very much, I maybe spend like one hour active on social media, which sounds 

very much…” (Informant 9). Meanwhile, another expressed: “No, no one wants to 

know, it is too much…So, I probably spend between four to ten hours. I had to turn 

off that thing that measures on the phone, cause I got too stressed.”(Informant 6). 

This implies that followers' time devotion to social media varies. 
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4.2 PSI-process scale 

The PSI-process scale helped obtain a deeper understanding of different types of 

PSR between followers and influencers. The PSI-process scale contributed to a 

nuanced perspective of PSR by capturing both positive and negative sides of the 

followers’ stories. The three psychological responses, cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral, helped to assist and classify the influence of PSR (Schramm & 

Hartmann, 2008). The psychological responses were identified as intensive or low. 

The findings' variation helped to explore and understand the different types of PSR 

between followers and influencers. In addition to the presented intensive and low 

responses, findings that could not be determined as either intensive or low were 

identified as intermediate. However, since it is the extreme findings that are 

interesting, intensive, and low responses were therefore chosen to be emphasized 

in this chapter. 

 

4.2.1 Intensive and low cognitive responses 

Cognitive responses describe followers' ability to adapt to influencers’ perspectives 

and consist of six subprocesses (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). The first subprocess 

is attention allocation when the follower actively searches for information about 

the influencer (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). The findings identified attention 

allocation among the informants. For instance, one informant explained that she 

had searched “...where she lives, but the latest search was who is her boyfriend.” 

(Informant 2). This indicates intensive attention allocation, and it appears that some 

followers actively search for information concerning the influencer´s personal life. 

Low attention allocation was also identified; for instance, one informant stated, “...I 

do not see a purpose in why I should do that, there is no reason for me to search on 

these people that I do not know in person, I find it more interesting to just follow…” 

(Informant 3). This indicates that some followers had no interest in searching for 

information concerning the influencer. 
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The second subprocess, comprehension of the person's action and situation, 

occurred in both intensive and low responses (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). For 

instance, one informant stated: 

 
So it was this thing with the sizing that Linn [the influencer] had the size L in pants 
and sweater. People got really upset about it because you thought she is like petite. 
It took a while before Linn answered, and it felt like she had to defend herself, that 
her size was nothing wrong. Linn said, “I have not told you the sizes, and maybe that 
was stupid of me” Maybe that has given people false pretenses of what size she really 
has. But at the same time, why should you have to tell what size you are wearing 
every time, I feel. - Informant 2  

 

This demonstrates a follower describing the background of an influencer that got 

criticism on her clothing brand sizing. Informant 2 reasoned back and forth 

concerning the statement and also defended the influencer. This indicates that 

followers have intensive comprehension of the person’s actions and situation. The 

statement also implies that an invested follower attempts to comprehend why the 

influencer acts in a specific situation. However, low comprehension of the person’s 

action and situation also occurred, for instance, “No, no, I would not claim that.” 

(Informant 9). This implies that followers are not interested in trying to comprehend 

the influencer’s actions or statements. 

 

The third subprocess is the activation of prior media and life experience, where the 

followers compare their own experiences and situations with the influencers 

(Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). Both intensive and low activation of prior media and 

life experience was found during the interviews. For instance, one informant 

described an influencer's life event where her launched product got very harsh 

criticism and hatred from disappointed customers. The informant compared it with 

her own experience: 

 
There is a similar feeling with the Christmas calendar, when she got so much hatred. 
I experienced similar when I competed a lot and people were jealous. If you made a 
fool of yourself or a mistake, everyone immediately noticed it, and you got shit for 
it. - Informant 6 
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This implies followers that recognize themselves in an influencer's life event and 

therefore indicate intensive activation of prior media and life experience. Another 

informant declared, “No, I have not done that actually…we are very different with 

where we are in life.” (Informant 11). This implies low activation of prior media 

and life experience among followers who could not recognize themselves in the 

influencers' life events or situations. These findings demonstrate that followers have 

perceived similar life experiences with influencers and followers who have not.  

 

The fourth subprocess is the evaluation of persona and persona´s actions, which 

describes how credible followers perceive influencers’ statements (Bryant & 

Vorderer, 2006). One informant stated, “Yes, but then I absolutely think that I could 

have thought about buying it because I find that Linn [the influencer] has been so 

genuine in everything she says and marketed… So I would probably believe in her.” 

(Informant 2). This displays an intensive evaluation of the persona and persona’s 

actions since the statement is found credible. The followers' evaluation is a primary 

factor in developing the PSR (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). This finding indicates that 

there are followers that want to develop their PSR further. Meanwhile, another 

informant argued, “I do not trust her as a firsthand source; instead, I always go to 

a second source and base the decision on there.” (Informant 13). This statement 

indicates a low evaluation of the persona and persona’s actions since followers do 

not perceive influencers as credible. This finding implies that there are followers 

that do not find the influencer's statements credible and may therefore be less 

interested in developing their PSR. 

 

The fifth subprocess is anticipatory observation, whether followers think about 

influencers' future (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006).  The responses from the informants 

varied; one informant expressed,”…obviously you wonder when she gets the baby, 

what he will be named, and how much you will see the baby on Instagram.” 

(Informant 1). This statement exemplified curiosity concerning the influencer's 

pregnancy and the future baby. This indicates intensive anticipatory observation, 

while another informant instead stated: “It is based on what she writes herself, I do 

not think about it  for myself.” (Informant 11). This indicates low anticipatory 
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observation since the follower does not reflect on the influencer’s future 

independently. However, several informants pointed out worries concerning 

influencers' jobs and if it still will be a current profession in the future. For instance, 

“… I am wondering if it is a sustainable profession… and when the followers will 

get tired of it.” (Informant 4). These findings indicate that followers reflect on 

influencers' future and other followers that do not. 

 

The sixth subprocess is the construction of relations between persona and self, 

which explains if followers search for similarities between themselves and 

influencers and imagine an actual meeting (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). Several 

informants found similarities in appearance, for instance, “Yes, it may sound 

strange, but the kind of body type can I see similarities to, just that we have a bit 

similar bodies in a way.” (Informant 5). In comparison, another informant 

identified similarities in personality, “I can identify myself a bit with her, with 

spontaneous fun things she says. And she is very impulsive, I can recognize myself 

with that.” (Informant 10). This statement indicates intensive construction of 

relations between persona and self since followers can identify similarities with 

influencers. An interesting finding regarding how the informants described 

similarities was that the answers were based on appearance or personality traits. 

Moreover, another informant stated, “I believe we are very different in personality, 

so I do not think we would have been a good fit.” (Informant 13). This indicates 

followers with low construction of relations between persona and self because no 

similarities are identified. Regarding imagining an actual meeting, one informant 

expressed: 

 
Yes, I have, I was close to actually visiting Gotland last summer when Denice [the 
influencer] was there because it would be fun to meet her. A friend of mine went to 
the event where she was, and then I thought and wondered what it would be like to 
meet Denice. - Informant 12 

 

This expression indicates followers with intensive construction of relations between 

persona and self since the informant had imagen a meeting and thought of actually 

proceeding with a “real” meeting face-to-face. In contrast, one informant stated, 
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“No, I have not.” (Informant 13). Instead, this statement indicates low construction 

of relations between persona and self since no meeting is imagined. Notably, two 

of the informants have met the influencers in real life; for instance, one informant 

described an actual meeting in the following way:  

 

Yes, we were on Summer on, and I think it was the year when I turned 19, so it was 
5 years ago. We were at the same festival, and I ran into her and took a picture. It 
was before people knew who she was and she was not only hanging around in the 
VIP lounge. - Informant 8  

 

This implies that there are followers who have imagined a meeting with influencers, 

others have not, while others have met the influencers in real life. Concluding, these 

findings show that the cognitive responses have an extreme variation between both 

intensive and low responses among the informants. The variation indicates that 

there are different types of PSR. 

 

4.2.2 Intensive and low affective responses 

Affective responses refer to positive and negative feelings toward an influencer and 

followers' emotions evoked by the influencer (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). 

During the type of photo elicitation, sympathy was identified after viewing videos 

displaying influencers in emotional states; for instance, one informant expressed 

after viewing the influencer´s breakup, “of course you recognize yourself, you have 

been through some breakups. Someone has also broken up with me.”(Informant 

10). This illustrates a follower that feels and cares for an influencer; however, her 

feelings are blended with personal experiences. This indicates that followers 

sympathize with influencers (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008; Sinclair et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, when viewing a video concerning a pregnancy revelation, one 

informant expressed: 

 
I have seen this video like five times now. I get so happy. Like, I can not even…I can 
not even look at the video not smiling, and actually, the first time I saw this video, I 
screamed right out! And when I saw it on YouTube, I actually got a bit tear-
eyed…cause I think she is so genuine. - Informant 12  
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This quotation implies a follower with empathy for the influencer. The argument 

can be drawn since Informant 12 does not have children and therefore does not have 

any personal experience to relate to the influencer's expressed emotions of the 

pregnancy (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008; Sinclair et al., 2017). This statement also 

exemplified emotional contagion, as Informant 12 spontaneously expressed her 

feelings by adapting to the influencer’s emotional state of crying in the video 

(Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). This indicates that intensive empathy and emotional 

contagion occur. Contradictory, other informants implied intensive antipathy and 

counter empathy; for instance, one informant declared, “I do not have any 

emotional connection to them...” (Informant 13). These findings indicate that 

followers are emotionally invested in influencers and have intensive affective 

responses. However, it also indicates followers who have no emotional connection 

and have low affective responses. 

 

Additionally, the affective responses may also influence the credibility of 

influencers among the informants (Chung & Cho, 2017). One informant stated:  

Yes, but it is probably her statement. For example, when she has collaborations 
where she clearly says if there is something that she is not happy with, then she says 
so. She does not agree with a collaboration just because it is a collaboration. 
Moreover, she answers all the questions she gets from her viewers at some point in 
her videos and explains where there are question marks among the viewers. - 
Informant 4 

 

This exemplifies followers that perceive the influencers' statements as credible 

based on truth and openness. This finding indicates that followers appreciate 

self-disclosure and honesty (Reinikainen et al., 2020). However, the findings 

also showed followers that did not perceive influencers as credible. For instance, 

one informant stated: 

In that case, I mean things are going well for her company, so in that sense, I feel 
increased credibility. But maybe not that much, because I think a lot about 
everything she talks about is like “the best ever”, “it is the prettiest ever”, everything 
is really “the best ever” and in that sense, I do not trust her opinion. Instead, I go to 
a more independent source or influencer. But I still have credibility for her insofar 
as she is a successful woman. - Informant 13 
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This statement instead implied followers with negative feelings by distrusting the 

influencers' expressions. Notably, repetitive messages from influencers stating that 

“everything is the best” is implied as disliked and perceived as deceptive and 

therefore not perceived as credible (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). In conclusion, the 

findings demonstrated that the affective responses have an extreme variation 

between both intensive and low responses among the informants. The extensive 

variation indicates that there are different types of PSR. 

 

4.2.3 Intensive and low behavioral responses 

Behavioral responses explain the followers' actions of verbal actions, para verbal 

behavior, and behavioral intentions (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). In addition, it 

explains how the followers can change behavior and their way of thinking and make 

decisions to imitate the influencer, i.e., wishful identification (Banduras, 2001; 

Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). 

 

Verbal actions explain if the follower has conversed about the influencer, 

commented on a post, or sent a direct message (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). All 

the informants had discussed the influencers. The conversations concerned either 

their personal lives, company successes, or purchases influenced by the influencers. 

For instance, one informant had discussed with her sister and stated: 

 
Yes, it is mostly about something that Linn [the influencer] has stated, that is 
something specific, and she has talked about something deeper. Then we can talk 
about it, that it was interesting or that you might be surprised by something that she 
has told you about. - Informant 4 

 

This quotation demonstrates how verbal actions have occurred, indicating that 

followers are willing to develop their PSR. In contrast, one informant instead stated, 

“No more than that you might envy a purchase with someone, when she bought 

something, like a Chanel bag or something.”(Informant 13). This indicates that 

followers have not discussed the influencer’s personal life but discussed purchases. 
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The findings presented direct messages sent by the informants. Verbal actions such 

as messages, comments, and likes indicate a high engagement rate (Reinikainen et 

al., 2020). For instance, one informant sent a direct message regarding a post by the 

influencer who debated different body types and highlighted the importance of 

including skinny physics, and shared the direct message and read it aloud: 

 
I usually never write to influencers, but damn how nice it is with someone who 
addresses this, I have struggled all my life to gain weight, and I have always been 
skinny and small. I have always felt good, so I never understood the thing about 
having to gain weight, but everyone else thought that I should gain weight; 
otherwise, my body would look abnormal. I have always been told that two people 
could fit into my pants or that I get too little food at home. I have not thought much 
about this during my childhood, but now when I think back, it feels so sick. I 
personally do not care about what other people's bodies look like and would never 
comment on them. But, it feels like if you have a slim body, this gives you the right 
to comment on it. Now that I am older, I have started to work out a lot because it 
feels good, especially mentally. And then you get comments that you care too much 
about your appearance and what your body looks like. So nothing you do is really 
right. It would have been nice if people minded their own business instead. But, yeah, 
I just want to say thank you for bringing this up. It made me really happy.  - 
Informant 1 

 

During this interview, the informant became emotionally affected, and her voice 

cracked when reading the message, which indicates para verbal behavior by 

impacting her tone and voice pace (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Also, it 

indicates behavioral intentions since there is a wish to communicate. Informant 

1 explained that she felt gratification from sending the message, even if the 

influencer did not respond. This exemplifies the one-sided PSR between the 

follower and influencer (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Further, this finding indicates 

intensive verbal action, para verbal behavior, and behavioral intentions among 

followers. 

 

In comparison, another informant expressed, “I have not commented on 

anything. I just feel like a comment will be one in the crowd.” (Informant 11). 

This indicates that followers have low verbal action and low behavioral 

intentions. Furthermore, one informant expressed the desire to imitate the 

influencer: 
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With makeup, she has absolutely inspired me. I have not bought so much yet, but I 
plan to buy products from there [the influencer's brand]. She gives a very natural 
look, even if she uses a lot of products, I think she is really good at doing her makeup 
and it looks natural, that has inspired me […] She is always so beautiful when she 
posts, regardless if she uses filters or not, if she is putting on makeup or not, she is 
always so beautiful. - Informant 6 

This quote exemplifies wishful identification. The findings indicate that all 

followers have wishful identification since they got inspired and desired to imitate 

the influencers somehow (Banduras, 2001), for instance, lifestyles, appearance, 

fashion, or opinions. Concluding, the findings show that the behavioral responses 

have an extreme variation between both intensive and low responses among the 

informants. The contrasts indicate that there are different types of PSR. 

 

Conclusively, the interesting part of the material is the variation of findings. All the 

presented findings in this chapter demonstrated intensive and low responses in all 

three psychological responses, cognitive, affective, and behavioral. The parasocial 

theory has treated PSR as only one type exists; however, the findings show extreme 

variation. All responses from intensive to low exists, which indicates that 

relationships between followers and influencers are different. These differences 

indicate that PSR can not be treated as one relationship. Therefore, the findings 

support the thesis assumption that different types of PSR exists. 
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5. Discussion 
The fifth chapter introduces a typology that presents four different types of PSR and 

how these relationships influence purchase intentions. The findings indicated 

extreme variation between intensive and low responses, and therefore it was 

possible to develop four different types of PSR. 

5.1 Typology: Different parasocial relationships 

In the conceptual framework, PSR may be influenced by the three psychological 

responses, cognitive, affective, and behavioral, which also influence the PSR 

between followers and influencers. The findings declared extreme variation 

between intensive and low in the informants' psychological responses. The 

variation indicates that PSR differs between followers and influencers. The analysis 

depended on whether intensive or low responses were dominant and with a 

weighted assessment of the findings. If an intensive or low response was not 

possible to determine, the term intermediate was used. The empirical findings 

introduced differences and similarities between the informants, which facilitated 

the prospect of creating a typology with different types of PSR. There were four 

different types of PSR identified: Observational, Educational, Fan-girl, and 

Fellowship. These PSR descriptions are presented below and how they influence 

purchase intentions. 

 

5.1.1 Observational PSR 

The Observational PSR describes followers that want inspiration, are skeptical 

towards influencer marketing, and do not have an emotional connection with the 

influencer. One informant argued: 

 
So, you know how you can sometimes feel when you see a celebrity or a series you 
have followed for a while and they become like a friend. I would not say that is the 
case with Petra [the influencer] … She is someone I follow to be inspired, and that 
is it … I never write questions; I only follow like a stalker. - Informant 9  
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Followers in an Observational PSR denies that there even is a PSR between them 

and do not have an emotional connection towards the influencers. However, they 

still appreciate and actively observe and follow the influencers' content because 

they get inspired by, for instance, travels, fashion, or career success. Therefore, it 

is arguable to claim that these followers still have a PSR with the influencers. 

Within the Observational PSR, followers do not see similarities between themselves 

and influencers except for shared interests that they find inspiring. Furthermore, 

they do not try to understand what influencers have stated or evaluate influencers' 

futures. Therefore, low cognitive and behavioral responses occur. However, these 

followers can reflect upon statements that are apprehended as problematic. The 

Observational PSR´s followers do not actively support, rarely like, never comment 

and direct messages to influencers. One informant stated, “Mostly I just scroll past, 

I would probably see myself as an observer of her life. I feel no emotional 

connection to her, but more that she is a factor to inspiration.” (Informant 13). 

 

In Observational PSR, the followers mainly use Instagram and not YouTube 

because there is no interest in developing relationships with the influencers (Chen, 

2013). One reason for this can be skepticism which is a trait described among these 

followers. One informant explained, “I am of course skeptical since I know that 

they only want to sell, so I rarely trust influencers... I try to form my own 

independent opinion and do not blindly trust what influencers say.” (Informant 13). 

This statement indicates no credibility and, therefore, low affective responses. The 

Observational PSR’s followers get inspired and influenced by the influencers; 

however, not to the extent that it leads to purchase intentions in direct interaction 

with influencers. These followers will be influenced by awareness of a product or 

service, but purchase intentions are not based only on influencers since the 

followers do not find them credible. 
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5.1.2 Educational PSR 

The Educational PSR describes followers who desire to learn something and share 

similar values and opinions or interests. One informant stated:  

 
I follow mostly feministic persons or women that I feel I can learn something from. 
That is the main thing that I get something out of the people I follow. I want to learn. 
- Informant 11 
 

An Educational PSR is where followers mainly want to be exposed to content for 

educational purposes, which influences followers' behavior in a direct way 

(Banduras, 2001) and do not seek a personal relationship with influencers. One 

informant expressed, “I am only a follower, I am not commenting on anything, and 

I do not interact with her more than liking her pictures, I would say.” (Informant 

3). These followers actively like to support; however, they do not comment or send 

direct messages. However, there is an aspiration to imitate the influencers' opinions, 

values, and attitudes. Therefore, the behavioral responses are intermediate. In an 

Educational PSR, followers do not actively search for information. Nevertheless, 

they share similarities and life experiences and appreciate influencers with a niche, 

such as body positivism, societal issues, or life coaches. One informant stated: 

She does not share anything about her personal life, she is not the typical influencer 
that just talks, she gives advice and tips[...]She does not expose many private 
things… its just skincare. I think that is very nice with her that she does not put 
pressure on anyone and she does not show a glamorous life. - Informant 7 
 

These followers care and are picky with whom they follow because they want to be 

exposed to positive content as well as challenge their intellects. The quote also 

illustrates that the followers have no interest in developing the relationship, which 

is why they are active on Instagram but not interested in YouTube (Chen, 2013). 

An Educational PSR has intermediate cognitive responses since the subprocesses 

could not be determined as low or intensive. In the followers' perspective of an 

Educational PSR, the influencer is perceived as credible, and one informant stated: 

It is probably because she is herself, if she does not like something, she says so. And 
that is what makes me genuinely believe in her. It goes hand in hand with her 
outspokenness. I do not think she would advertise something she genuinely did not 
like. - Informant 11 
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This quote demonstrates the importance of authenticity in an Educational PSR, 

which is the foundation for credibility (Reinikainen et al., 2020). Followers in an 

Educational PSR prefer openness and honesty, where the influencer shows their 

lives exactly the way it is without glamorizing them. One informant stated, “Even 

though she is an influencer, she feels like one of us, or whatever you want to say. 

She feels like an ordinary person, and I like that a lot since it is not too glamorous, 

not too fancy.” (Informant 5). Moreover, these followers feel compassion for the 

influencers, but not personally, for instance, “More like happy for a stranger´s sake, 

no personal feelings I would say.” (Informant 3). The findings imply that the 

Educational PSR has intensive affective responses. 

 

The Educational PSR´s purchase intentions are based on inspiration and discount 

codes. For instance, one informant claimed, “I got inspired by her setup [canvas 

wall] and how she talked about it, but the biggest weighting factor was that you got 

a great discount code.” (Informant 5). The inspiration makes the followers aware 

of the product and services; however, it is the discount code that influences the 

purchase intentions. This indicates the great importance of striking a bargain. 

 

5.1.3 Fan-girl PSR 

The Fan-girl PSR describes followers that are supportive and cheer for the 

influencers' success. They perceive them as role models, value inspiration related 

to appearances such as fashion and make-up, and are curious about gossip regarding 

the influencers' lives. One informant quoted:  

 
I am a fan-girl. No, but I do not have a direct relationship with her, I would say the 
relationship is to follow her on Instagram, and I buy her make-up and check her 
collaborations. - Informant 6 

 

Fan-girl PSR followers perceive influencers as role models. Therefore, it may be 

challenging to see the relationship as nothing less than a direct one-way 

communication since they do not perceive influencers as equals. These followers 

are active on Instagram and interact daily with influencers. Additionally, they have 
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a high engagement rate by actively liking posts and videos and occasionally 

viewing YouTube. One informant stated:  

I have actively thought like I need to like this picture…like, “do not forget to like 
because it is important for us [Influencers], since this is our job.”. They want to 
know if the people like it or not, and I know for myself that I am bad at liking. That 
is why I have this thought in the back of my head. - Informant 8  

 

This quotation illustrates how influencers have a lot of influence on Fan-girl PSR 

and how followers remind themselves to support influencers. In addition, these 

followers spend time reflecting on influencers' futures or absences on social media. 

For instance: 

Well, it is again about the clickbait and Philipe [The influencer´s boyfriend]. It has 
been silent on that front for a while now, and you have not seen him so much. You 
wonder if something has happened. - Informant 6 

 

This quote demonstrates these followers' curiosity based on the gossip of 

influencers´ lives. Additionally, these followers continuously search for 

information about the influencers and can see similarities between their interests 

and the influencers, which indicates intensive cognitive responses. The followers in 

a Fan-girl PSR find the influencers attractive, for instance: 

Then we go back to something very superficial. I like her pictures, she takes many 
beautiful pictures, and she is an attractive woman, and also because she has many 
collaborations with clothes which I find very interesting. - Informant 1 

 

Since these followers find the influencers attractive, they are more likely to imitate 

them  (Lim et al., 2020). Another informant expressed: “if she wears the clothes 

and they fit very nicely on her, maybe it will fit nicely on me too.” (Informant 8). 

These statements demonstrate that a Fan-girl PSR is based on inspiration related to 

appearance. However, the followers in Fan-girl PSR can send direct messages if the 

content affects them emotionally to show gratitude, which indicates intensive 

behavioral responses. Additionally, this indicates sympathetic followers.  
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Further, since these followers perceive influencers as role models, they associate 

them as credible when buying a product based on influencers' recommendations 

(Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). For instance, one informant stated: “Yes, I would 

probably have done that [bought the product], absolutely.” (Informant 8). This 

demonstrates these followers' credibility towards influencers' electronic word-of-

mouth. Low or intensive affective responses could not be determined   therefore, 

this PSR has intermediate affective responses. Another informant stated: “how she 

shows how to apply and how to use the products, it is something, that makes me 

more…like yeah the purchasing power to buy her products has increased.” 

(Informant 6). This demonstrates that Fan-girl PSR followers are highly influenced 

toward purchase intentions by influencers (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). The Fan-girl 

PSR´s purchase intentions are based on wanting to imitate the influencers, where 

the followers get inspired by the influencers’ appearance and therefore get 

influenced to purchase intentions.  

 

5.1.4 Fellowship PSR 

The Fellowship PSR describes emotionally invested followers that want more 

significant insights into influencers' lives. These followers have followed a long 

time or even grown up together with the influencers and feel belongingness and 

commitment. One informant stated: “I am a loyal follower since way back. It feels 

like you have grown up with her.” (Informant 10). Another stated: “I have followed 

Linn [The influencer] since she only had 1000 followers…” (Informant 2). A 

Fellowship PSR is followers with a high engagement rate and interacts with the 

influencers daily, and actively follows on Instagram and YouTube. For instance, 

one informant expressed: 

 
I experience that it is more advertising on Instagram on the posts than on stories, 
where it is more everyday life, and YouTube is some kind of mix of everything. I like 
videos more since you get a greater insight into someone's life when you get to follow 
them during a longer period of time and not just a photo or a short video clip. - 
Informant 2  
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This quote demonstrates how these followers want versatile perspectives of the 

influencers' lives and, therefore, actively engage in following more than one social 

media channel. These followers are highly invested in getting to know more than 

one side of the influencers, and YouTube allows them to develop the relationship 

(Chen, 2013). Followers in Fellowship PSR have high engagement and want to 

build a relationship with the influencers (Tafesse & Wood, 2021). This relationship 

goes beyond the post or video and exposure to social media (Dibble et al., 2016; 

Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Furthermore, these followers actively search for 

information to get more knowledge about the influencer; for instance, one 

informant stated: “I have searched for where she lives, and my latest search was, 

who is her boyfriend.” (Informant 2). Additionally, they reflect on the influencers' 

future and can recognize similarities in personality and values between themselves 

and the influencers. For instance, “With family relationships, I can see similarities. 

They have a very loving and open relationship, and care about each other.” 

(Informant 4). This indicates intensive cognitive responses. 

 

The followers in Fellowship PSR admit that they have a relationship with the 

influencers; however, they clearly state it is an imaginary relationship. One 

informant stated, “I have followed a person for several, several years and have in 

some way built up some kind of imaginary relationship.” (Informant 2). 

Additionally, these followers can distinguish similarities between what they value 

as essential in a “real” face-to-face relationship with their PSR with the influencers. 

An illustrated example is: “I would absolutely say that there are many similarities 

in what I find important in a real relationship.” (Informant 12). Followers in 

Fellowship PSR are highly invested in influencers' lives. For instance, one 

informant quoted:  

 
Yes, before when she told about the pregnancy for the second time, I started to notice 
that she suddenly did not wear crop tops. Instead, it was a lot of oversized t-
shirts…then I started to suspect that maybe there was something going on. - 
Informant 12 

 
This demonstrates that these followers are very invested in the influencers' life due 

to the degree they notice when something is off with influencers' usual behavior. 
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Another one stated, “...She often uploads her videos in the morning, but I do not 

watch TV in the morning, so I usually see it at night.” (Informant 2). This indicates 

that these followers also are well aware of the influencers' publication schedule and 

thereby well aware of the influencers' routines and lives. In Fellowship PSR, 

followers are prone to comment or send a direct message. Notably, these followers 

can write messages that appear to be written to a friend. For instance, one informant 

wrote: “Have a nice holiday, enjoy…” (Informant 12). They are also prone to 

imitate the influencers; for instance, one informant implied, “If I were an 

influencer, I would probably think in the same way as she does…” (Informant 4). 

This demonstrates that these followers would adapt the same behavior, indicating 

intensive behavioral responses. 

 

The followers in Fellowship PSR feel both sympathy and empathy towards the 

influencers. Additionally, they feel meaningful and appreciated by the influencers. 

This implies intensive affective responses. Whereby these followers feel that they 

want to give back. For instance: 

 
She has just managed to make me feel a little more for her than what other 
influencers have done. Then I think that I could help her a bit as she has helped me, 
so then I think I can purchase through her link. - Informant 12  

 
This indicates that these followers would actively use the discount codes that 

directly support the influencers. In this PSR, one type of purchase intention was not 

dominant; instead, two types could be identified. For instance, one expressed, “If I 

was not in need of a new mascara, I would not have bought it.” (Informant 4). This 

quote illustrates followers who need a product or service to get influenced. In 

comparison, another stated, “I have bought a bit too much from Gymshark because 

of her…” (Informant 12). This implies that these followers are influenced by the 

influencers toward purchase intentions (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). Moreover, 

another expressed: 

 
I would have bought it because I would have known that she would have looked into 
the products, like if it has been manufactured right, where the working conditions are 
pursued right if it perhaps has been tested on animals… - Informant 10 
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These followers found the influencers’ judgment and opinions credible (Belanche 

et al., 2021; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). In Fellowship PSR, the purchase intentions 

depend on whether these followers require a need or trust influencers' 

recommendations. 

5.2 Comparison of the four different PSR 

In the previous subchapter, a typology with four different types of PSR was 

presented. Table 2 below summarizes the PSR: Observational, Educational, Fan-

girl, and Fellowship, their descriptions, and their influence on purchase intentions. 

Thereafter, the different types of PSR are compared and connected with the 

literature review. 

 
Table 2  

 

Different types of PSR 

Type of PSR Responses Description Purchase intentions 

Observational Low Cognitive 
Low Affective 

Low Behavioral 

Wants inspiration 
Skeptical 

No emotional connection 

Awareness 

Educational Intermediate 

Cognitive 
Intensive Affective 

Intermediate 

Behavioral 

Desire to learn 
Similar values, opinions or 

interests  

Awareness Discount 

code 

Fan-girl Intensive Cognitive 
 Intermediate 

Affective 
Intensive Behavioral 

 Inspiration of appearance 
Perceives as role models 

 Supporting 
Curiosity 

Imitate 

Fellowship Intensive Cognitive 
Intensive Affective 

Intensive Behavioral 

Emotionally invested 
Committed and belongingness 

Followed for a long time 

Need 
Credibility 

Note: Own illustration  
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Firstly, the findings and analysis indicate clearly that four different types of PSR 

could be explored and identified. The four identified PSR were, Observational, 

Educational, Fan-girl, and Fellowship. These PSR were founded on the extreme 

variation of the empirical data. The different PSR supports Yuan and Lou's (2020) 

statement which emphasizes that relationships are individual and unique. 

According to Chung and Cho (2017), followers evolve a perceived friendship and 

feelings of intimacy with influencers when PSI occurs frequently. This thesis 

complies with this statement since the followers had daily or weekly interactions 

with the influencers. 

 

Secondly, according to Hartmann and Goldhorn (2011), intensive cognitive 

responses are related to a developed PSR and are similar to a “real” face-to-face 

relationship. The followers in Fellowship and Fan-girl PSR are considered to have 

a more developed relationship with influencers and have an intensive cognitive 

response. Therefore, this thesis supports Hartmann and Goldhorn´s (2011) 

statement. This may be because followers get the impression of being noticed by 

the influencer. Influencers show their appreciation by answering comments or 

direct messages on their social media channels. The findings show that Fellowship 

and Fan-girl PSR followers receive the appreciation as credible and authentic. In 

contrast, Educational PSR perceives influencers as less credible, and Observational 

PSR perceives influencers' statements with skepticism. In accordance with this, 

Schramm and Hartman (2008) claim that different feelings can be identified in the 

underlying affective responses. The findings show that influencers can evoke both 

positive and negative feelings. Additionally, concerning the behavioral responses, 

the Fan-girl and Fellowship PSR can recognize more similarities between the 

followers and influencers, in comparison with Observational and Educational PSR. 

Therefore, Fan-girl and Fellowship PSR have a higher probability of imitating the 

influencers. This agrees with Pan and Zen (2018) and Tolbert and Drogos (2019), 

who state that it is a higher probability that influencers will influence followers if 

similarities are experienced. Furthermore, Fan-girl PSR supports Lim et al.´s (2020) 

statement that influencers who are considered to be attractive are more likely to be 

imitated. While Educational and Fellowship PSR focuses beyond appearance and 



 65 (92) 
 

Kristianstad University | SE-291 88 Kristianstad | +46 44 250 30 00 | www.hkr.se 

instead cherishes personality, values, and opinions. Comparatively, Observational 

PSR can only see similarities with shared interests that they find inspiring. 

 

Thirdly, according to Zhou et al. (2020), electronic word-of-mouth influences 

purchase intentions. The findings agree with this statement; however, it seems that 

followers in Educational, Fan-girl, and Fellowship PSR, are more influential in 

purchase intentions compared with Observational PSR. Notably, research has 

argued that followers' credibility for influencers can enhance purchase intentions 

(Fink et al., 2020; Li & Peng, 2021; Vrontis et al., 2021).  In accordance with this, 

the findings agree since all the types of PSR except Observational found influencers 

credible. This might be why the Observational PSR followers are not influential to 

purchase intentions. Instead, they are skeptical and only get inspired and influenced 

by the influencers in the sense of awareness. In line with this, Karagür et al. (2021) 

argue that skepticism has increased toward traditional marketing, and influencer 

marketing has instead grown. However, the findings show that skepticism towards 

influencer marketing may also have increased. For this reason, influencers' 

electronic word-of-mouth influences followers to purchase pressure, and followers 

do not blindly trust what the influencers state since it is their job to recommend and 

market products and services. The findings imply that followers can either accept a 

message as honest and credible (Chung & Cho, 2017). However, some followers 

experience influencer marketing as repetitive. It is perceived as dishonest, 

especially if influencers market many brands every week that contain superlatives 

that promise “the best ever”. This implies negative feelings of mistrust of 

influencers' messages which Chung and Cho (2017) also state. 
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6. Conclusion 
The sixth chapter presents a summary of the thesis and conclusions regarding how 

PSR between followers and influencers differ, and how they can influence purchase 

intentions. Thereafter, theoretical and practical contributions are acknowledged 

and the chapter ends with limitations and suggestions for future research. 

6.1 Summary of the thesis 

Social media has become an integrated part of our daily lives and the rise of 

influencer marketing has rapidly grown. It has become one of the most significant 

and effective digital marketing methods. Influencers are described as a combination 

between friends and distant celebrities that share similar values, interests, and 

lifestyles. Hence, social media is a powerful tool and proliferating; it is crucial to 

understand how social media influencers influence followers (Belanche et al., 

2021). Relationships are complex and unique (Yuan & Lou, 2020) and moreover, 

previous literature lacks a perspective of different types of PSR between followers 

and influencers. Additionally, it lacks qualitative research that captures the 

followers' opinions, mindsets, and stories and the perspective on how different types 

of PSR influence purchase intentions. 

 

This thesis aimed to increase the understanding of how PSR between followers and 

influencers differs and how the relationships can influence followers´ purchase 

intentions in the Swedish market. In order to do this, a typology for different types 

of PSR was developed. The parasocial theory explained the interactions and the 

one-sided relationship between followers and influencers (Horton & Whol, 1956). 

The PSI-process scale was used to measure three physiological responses, 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). In order to 

answer the research question, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 

informants selected by purposive sampling based on three criteria. The findings 

were analyzed with thematic analysis and were made depending on whether 

intensive or low responses were dominant, together with a weighted assessment of 

the findings. If intensive or low responses were not possible to determine, the term 
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intermediate was used. The findings indicated extreme variation and, therefore, 

cannot PSR only be treated as one relationship. The four different types of PSR 

explored and identified were Observational, Educational, Fan-girl, and 

Fellowship. The different types of PSR were influenced differently by the purchase 

intentions. 

 

6.2 Conclusions 

This thesis aimed to understand how PSR between followers and influencers differs 

and how the relationships can influence followers´ purchase intentions in the 

Swedish market. This resulted in a typology of four different types of PSR being 

developed. The empirical findings of this thesis advocate that parasocial theory has 

an essential role in explaining the one-sided relationship between followers and 

influencers. However, the findings indicated extensive variation, and these 

differences indicate that PSR can not be treated as one relationship, which the 

parasocial theory does (Horton & Whol, 1956). In congruence, the findings support 

the thesis assumption that different types of PSR exists. 

 

A typology was developed and identified with the help of the findings. The typology 

consists of four different types of PSR, Observational, Educational, Fan-girl, and 

Fellowship. Followers within Observational PSR want inspiration, are skeptical, 

and have no emotional connection to influencers. Educational PSR describes 

followers who desire to learn and share similar values, opinions, and interests with 

the influencer. Followers in Fan-girl PSR are supportive and curious, get inspired 

by appearance, and perceive influencers as role models. Fellowship PSR describes 

followers that feel belongingness and are committed, and since they have followed 

for a long time, they are emotionally invested in influencers' lives. 

 

Discovering the four different types of PSR was important since it emerged that 

these relationships influenced followers' purchase intentions differently. The 

findings showed that the Observational PSR’s purchase intentions are not based 

only on influencers since the followers do not find them credible. These followers 
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will instead be inspired and influenced by the influencers in the sense of awareness. 

The Educational PSR´s purchase intentions are based on inspiration and discount 

codes. The inspiration makes the followers aware of the products and services, 

however; it is the discount code, provided by the influencer, that influences 

purchase intentions. The Fan-girl PSR´s purchase intentions are based on wanting 

to imitate the influencers, where the followers get inspired by the influencers’ 

appearance and therefore get influenced to purchase intentions. Compared to the 

Fellowship PSR, the purchase intentions depend on whether these followers require 

a need or trust influencers' recommendations. 

 

As an example, relating to chapter one and the introduced vignette story about 

Emma's relationship with the influencer, Hanna. The story tells that Emma is 

emotionally invested, discusses Hanna with her best friend, which indicates 

belongingness, values Hanna's opinion as credible, and Emma is committed since 

she has followed Hanna for over ten years. Furthermore, she views her YouTube, 

which implies wanting to develop the relationship further and is invested in the 

influencer’s life. Based on the story, it can be identified that Emma has a Fellowship 

PSR with Hanna. The Fellowship PSR has influenced Emma´s purchase intention 

by finding the influencer's recommendation credible. 

 

6.3 Theoretical contributions 

To the best of our knowledge, the majority of former studies of PSR have a 

quantitative stance (Li & Peng, 2021; Rasmussen, 2018; Saima & Khan, 2020; 

Sokolova & Kefi, 2020; Trivedl & Sama, 2019), which may have disregard certain 

relevant perspectives. Thus, this thesis is beyond factor studies and contributed to 

a qualitative stance with an interpretative perspective since it captured followers' 

own opinions, mindsets, and stories. The qualitative method enabled the discovery 

of a typology that contains four different types of PSR. 

 

Past literature has studied influencers' influence on purchase intentions (Lim et al., 

2017; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020; Taillon et al., 2020; Trivedia & 
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Sama, 2020); however, the complexity of relationships and different types of PSR 

are not taken into consideration. This thesis has found out that PSR is complex and 

unique, which contributed to a typology of different types of PSR between 

followers and influencers and therefore is a theoretical contribution. Additionally, 

Vrontis et al. (2021) conducted a systematic review of 68 scientific articles and 

found that a deeper understanding of how social media influencers influences 

followers' behavior is needed. This thesis has acknowledged this and contributes 

with further insights into the subject.  

 

Given that there are misinterpretations concerning the concepts of PSI and PSR in 

previous literature, and have a history of being mixed up (Dibble et al., 2016; 

Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). This thesis is a theoretical contribution to the 

research field by including both concepts and distinguishing them. Furthermore, 

studies have been conducted in the context of relationships between followers and 

influencers. However, previous literature lacks research on the Swedish market (Hu 

et al., 2020; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020; Taillon et al., 2020). This presented research 

provides knowledge concerning the Swedish market in the context of different 

followers' and influencers' relationships and how they influence purchase 

intentions. 

 

6.4 Practical contributions 

This thesis result can provide influencers with managerial insights and be beneficial 

in developing PSR with their followers and how to be more persuasive. Since there 

are different types of PSR, influencers should focus on developing their niche to 

attract followers, which also can attract followers to imitate them, i.e., wishful 

identification. Therefore, this research is a practical contribution that provides 

insights for companies and influencers by contributing knowledge regarding 

followers and influencers' relationships. This thesis can provide assistance and 

benefit influencers with awareness of how they can establish their relationships with 

followers. Additionally, the influencers should endeavor to create a deeper 

connection and relationships with the followers by acknowledging appreciation, for 
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instance, by responding to messages and comments. However, the companies and 

brands should collaborate with influencers who share similar values since it may 

influence the followers and their purchase intentions. Therefore, it is significant for 

companies to identify which wanted segment of followers they want to reach and 

which influencer to collaborate with. 

 

6.5 Limitations and future research 
Despite the current theoretical contributions, the current research has some 

limitations that point to suggestions for future research. The informants were all 

young females between the ages of 23-29. The narrow sampling is a limitation since 

the relationships may have differed if the informants were older females or males. 

However, in earlier research by Svenskarna och internet (2020), young females are 

more active on social media than males and older females. Therefore, are the chosen 

informants purposely Swedish and young females. Young females are, therefore, a 

justified and relevant sampling. Additionally, Thelwall and Vis (2017) state that 

females may have more relationship-based communication needs and the ability to 

express themselves visually. Therefore, females may be more likely to have a PSR 

with an influencer. The young females had different lifestyles that aimed to enhance 

the variety of the sampling and obtain different perspectives of PSR. However, 

considering that this research had a narrowed sampling on a rather complex field, 

suggestively for future research, may extensive research be conducted on a broader 

extent on age and gender. Another limitation was the method to estimate the 

affective responses regarding empathy and sympathy; considering that feelings can 

be displayed within a human being, it is challenging to capture. In order to prevent 

this limitation, questions and follow-up questions were enquired during the 

interviews that aimed to capture descriptions of the informants' feelings.  

 

Furthermore, to capture followers' perspectives of influencers, they were asked to 

select an influencer after specific criteria, and the researchers used these influencers 

as context during the interviews. Even though this was the most suitable way 

because of the emphasis on followers' and influencers' relationships. The criteria 
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ensured that the followers had a relationship with the influencer. The risk of only 

using one influencer may be that the informant does not have a relationship with 

that specific influencer and was therefore inconvenient. Using different influencers 

also enabled different PSR due to different niches and values. Still, it would be 

interesting to select one specific influencer for all the informants for future research 

and see how and if the PSR differs. Moreover, it would also be interesting to set 

additional criteria that the informants were not allowed to interact with the selected 

influencer over a time period, for instance, between a week or a month, to see how 

it may have impacted their PSR with the influencers. In addition, a suggestion is to 

replicate the research but apply it to other social media channels, for instance, Tik 

Tok or podcasts. Lastly, a suggestion for future research is to examine the typology 

in other contexts. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A - Interview guide Swedish  
 

Övergripande frågor 

1. Hur gammal är du? 

2. Vilket kön identifierar du dig med? 

3. Hur ser din boendesituation ut?  

4. Vilka plattformar/kanaler är du aktiv på? 

5. Hur länge har du haft sociala medier? 

6. Hur mycket tid lägger du på sociala medier per dag, uppskattningsvis? 

7. Är du själv aktiv och lägger upp inlägg och stories?  

Specifika frågor 

Relation till influencern: 

8. Vad tycker du är viktigt i en relation? (ex. lojalitet, genuinitet, rolig) 

9. Kan du berätta vilken influencer du har valt efter våra kriterier: 

- köpt något efter rekommendation/marknadsförts av influencer (eller använt 

rabattkod) 

- följer minst en influencer på Instagram/YouTube  

- gillat och/eller kommenterat på den influencerns post/video 

10. Hur länge har du följt denna influencer?  

11. Hur ofta kollar du på influencerns stories, post, videos etc.? 

a. I vilka sammanhang? 

12. På vilka kanaler följer du influencern (ex. Instagram, YouTube, podd 

etc.)? 

a. Varför? 

b. Har du notiser inställt för nya uppdateringar? (Cognitivt - 

Attention allocation)  

13. (Observation) Kan du visa vad du har kommenterat och gillat? (Behavioral 

- Verbal actions) 
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14. Har du någonsin skrivit ett dm till influencern? Om ja, vad skrev du, om du 

känner dig bekväm att dela med dig, och fick du ett svar? (Behavioral 

intention) 

15. Varför valde du att följa denna influencer? 

a. Varför har du fortsatt följa? 

16. Kan du beskriva din relation till denna influencers? 

17. Beskriv hur du har inspirerats av influencern? ex. klädstil, smink, inredning, 

mattips etc. (Behavioral Wishful identification) 

18. Vilka likheter ser du mellan dig själv och influencern? (Construction of 

relations between persona and self)  

19. Kan du berätta om ett minne du minns av influencern (någon specifik post 

eller händelse som du minns extra speciellt)?  

20. Vet du flera som följer denna influencer?  

21. Diskuterar du denna influencerns liv med andra?  

22. Funderar du någon gång på vad som kommer hända i influencerns liv 

framöver? 

a.  Reflekterar du någon gång över influencerns framtid baserat på 

deras agerande och uttalanden? (Anticipatory observation)  

 

Cognitive: 

Attention allocation:  

23. Har du aktivt sökt efter information om influencern? Isåfall vad och var? 

Comprehension of the person's action and situation:  

24. Funderar du över hur influencern beter sig/uttalar sig i sina medier? Ge 

gärna exempel och förklara dina tankar. (Försöker förstå varför de uttrycker 

sig som de gör)  

Activation of prior media and life experience:  

25. Influencers delar ofta med sig stora delar av deras liv, har du någon gång 

känt igen dig själv i någon livshändelse som influencern gått igenom? 

Berätta.  
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Evaluations of persona and persona’s actions: 

26. Influencers ger ofta ut tips, berätta om ett tips du har använt från den 

specifika influencern och på vilket sätt det har varit hjälpsamt. (ex. Jag lärde 

mig att knyckla ihop bakplåtspappret på Therese Lindgren och det har gett 

mig stor nytta i köket) (Attention allocation) 

27. Influencers jobb är att rekommendera och marknadsföra produkter/tjänster 

på deras kanaler. Vad tycker du om det?  

28. Om influencern hade rekommenderat ex. en mascara, och sagt att det är den 

bästa mascaran hen har provat, förklara varför du hade köpt den eller inte? 

 

Affective: 

Sympathy or antipathy: 

29. Beskriv en situation där du känt att du älskat vad influencern gjort/agerat?  

30. Beskriv en situation där du känt förakt eller blev besviken på influencerns 

agerande? 

 

Empathy or counter empathy: Emotion contagion 

31. Observation: Vi kommer visa en video där influencern är ledsen, sårbar och 

delar med sig av något intimt. Här kommer vi observera deltagarens 

reaktion. Behavioral: Under observation identifiera om Non-verbal 

(gestikulerande) och Para verbal (andning, suckande, ton och rytm i röst) 

uppkommer. Fråga: Beskriv vad du känner efter att ha sett videon? 

Credibility: 

32. Har influencern gjort något att du känt ökad trovärdighet?  

33. Har influencern gjort något att du tappat förtroendet? 

Purchase intentions: 

34. Kan du beskriva det senaste händelseförloppet när du köpt något baserat på 

rekommendation/ marknadsföring från denna influencern? Från första 

gången du såg/påträffade produkten/servicen till det faktiska köpet via 

influencern.  

a.Vad fick dig att köpa den när influencern rekommenderade den?  
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b. Hur såg din tankeprocess ut under köpet? (ex. köpte du produkten 

direkt eller väntade du några dagar och funderade du?) 

35. Om du hade erbjudits samma rabattkod hos en hemsida från flera olika 

influencers, hade du aktivt valt koden från denna specifika influencer eller 

hade du bara tagit någon? Beskriv din tankegång.  

36. Så som du beskrev vad som var viktigt i en relation för dig i början av 

denna intervju, kan du beskriva likheter med det du berättat under dagens 

intervju, med din relation till influencern? 
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Appendix B - Interview guide English 

General Questions Purpose 

1.How old are you? To know the informant's age. 

2.Which gender do you identify with?  To know the informant's gender. 

3.What is your living situation?  To know how the informant lives. 

4.What social media channels/platforms 

are you active on?  

To know what social media 

channels/platforms the informant is 

actively using. 

5.How long have you had social media? To know the informant's relation to 

social media. 

6. How much time do you spend on 

social media, approximately per day?  

To know the informant's estimated 

average usage of social media, per 

day. 

7. Are you active on social media and 

frequently upload posts and stories? 

To know how active the informant is 

with social media content. 

Specific Questions  
 

8. What do you think is important in a 

relationship?  

Parasocial relationships 

To know what the informant think is 

important in a relationship. We will 

get back to this question in the end 

and see if the informant can recognize 

similar aspects of what is important in 

the relationship with the influencer. 

9. Can you tell us which influencer you 

have chosen according to our criteria?  

To know which influencer the 

informant has chosen to talk about. 
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10. For how long have you followed this 

influencer?  

Parasocial relationships 

To know how long the informants 

have followed the influencer. 

11. How often do you look at the 

influencer’s stories, posts, videos, etc? 

a. In which contexts? 

Parasocial interactions 

To know approximately how often the 

informant interacts with the 

influencer and in which 

contexts/situations do the interactions 

occur. 

12.On which social media channels do 

you follow the influencer?  

a.Why? 

b. Do you have notices set for new 

updates?  

Cognitive responses - Attention 

allocation 

By asking this question we will know 

if the informant is actively seeking 

information about the influencer. 

13. (Observation) Can you show what 

you have commented or liked on the 

influencer?  

Behavioral responses  - Verbal 

actions 

To observe what the informant has 

liked or commented it will provide a 

perspective of the informants' 

behavior and actions, and what 

content is it that makes them do a 

verbal action.  

14. Have you ever written a DM to the 

influencer? If so, would you care to share 

what you wrote, and did you receive an 

answer? 

Behavioral responses - Behavioral 

intention 

By asking the question we will know 

if the informant has a wish to 

communicate with the influencer by 

sending them a DM.  
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15. Why did you choose to follow this 

specific influencer? 

a. Why have you continued to follow? 

Parasocial relationships 

To know the purpose behind why the 

informant started to follow the 

influencer and why the informant still 

wants daily updates about this 

influencer.  

16. Can you describe your relationship 

with the influencer?  

Parasocial relationships 

To know how the informant would 

describe the relationship to the 

influencer. The aim is to get more 

knowledge of different types of PSR. 

17. Describe how you have been inspired 

by this influencer? ex. clothing style, 

make-up, interior, food, etc.  

Behavioral responses - Wishful 

identification 

This question will help to understand 

if the follower change behavior after 

and wants to imitate the influencer.  

18. What similarities do you see between 

yourself and the influencer? 

Cognitive responses - Construction 

of relations between persona and self 

The question is asked to see if the 

informant compares themselves with 

the influencers in the search for 

similarities.  

19. Can you tell us about a memory you 

remember about the influencer (any 

specific post or event that you remember 

is extra special)?  

Parasocial relationships 

To get the informant to tell a story and 

memory about the influencer.  

20. Do you know anyone that also 

follows this influencer? 

Parasocial relationships 

To know if the informant’s social 

circle also is aware of this influencer. 
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21. Do you discuss the influencer´s life 

with someone?  

Behavioral response - verbal actions 

To know if the informant is talking 

about the influencer in their daily life.  

22. Do you ever think of what will 

happen in the influencer’s life ahead? 

 

 

a. Do you ever reflect on the 

influencer’s future based on their 

actions and statements?  
 

Cognitive response - Anticipatory 

observation 

This question will help to understand 

the cognitive process if the informant 

reflects on the influencer’s future, 

depending on the actions and 

statements. 

23. Have you actively searched for 

information about the influencer? If so, 

what and where?  

Cognitive responses - Attention 

allocation 

To see if the informant has an 

intensive attention allocation, if so, 

the informant is actively searching for 

information about the influencer.  

24. Do you think about how the 

influencer acts or express themselves in 

their media?  

Please give example and explain your 

thoughts. (trying to understand why the 

influencer express themselves as they 

do)  

Cognitive responses - 

Comprehension of the person's action 

This question will help to understand 

if the informant tries to understand the 

influencer’s actions or expressions. 

25. Influencers often share large parts of 

their lives, have you ever recognized 

yourself in any life event that the 

influencer went through? Please share.   

Cognitive responses - Activation of 

prior media and life experience 

This question is asked to see if the 

informant compares their own 

experiences and situations with the 

influencer.  
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26. Influencers often give out tips, please 

tell us about a trip you have used from 

the specific influencer and in what way it 

has been helpful. 

Cognitive responses - Attention 

allocation 

The question is asked to see if 

intensive attention allocation occurs. 

The informant will receive 

information from the influencer. 

27. Influencers' jobs are to recommend 

and market products and services on their 

social media channels. What is your 

opinion about that? 

Social media influencers 

To know the informant's thoughts 

about the influencer's work. 

28. If the influencer recommends ex. 

mascara*, and expressed that it was the 

best product she/he ever have tried. Can 

you explain why you would have bought 

it or not? 

 

* will be changed depending on the 

chosen influencer 

Cognitive responses - Evaluations of 

persona and persona’s actions 

To understand how credible the 

informant perceives the influencer’s 

statements. 

29. Describe a situation where you had 

the feeling that you loved what the 

influencer did/acted on? 

Affective responses - Sympathy or 

antipathy 

The question is asked to see if the 

informant appreciates what the 

influencer did.  

30. Describe a situation where you felt 

contempt or disappointment with the 

influencer’s acting?  

Affective responses - Sympathy or 

antipathy 

 

The question serves to understand if 

the informant has felt let down by 

something the influencer has done.  
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31. Observation: a short video will be 

shown about the influencer when he or 

she is sad, vulnerable, and shares 

something intimate. We will watch the 

informant's reaction.  

Describe how you feel after watching the 

video?  

Behavioral responses - non-verbal 

and para-verbal  

To see if non-verbal or para-verbal 

occurs. 

Affective responses - Empathy or 

counter empathy 

The question is asked to understand if 

the informant can “feel for” or “feel 

with” the influencer and sense the 

person's feelings.  

 

Affective responses - Emotion 

contagion 

The observation and question will 

make us see if the influencer´s 

emotions will be contagious and 

adapted to the informant’s feelings. 

32. Has the influencer ever done 

something to increase your credibility 

towards her/him?  

Affective response - Credibility 

This question will help to understand 

if the informant’s positive feelings 

towards an influencer may enhance 

credibility. 

33. Has the influencer ever done 

something to decrease your credibility 

towards her/him? 

Affective response - Credibility 

This question will help to understand 

if the informant’s negative feelings 

towards an influencer may decrease 

credibility.  

34. Can you describe the recent course of 

an event when purchasing something 

based on recommendation/marketing 

Purchase intentions  

This question aims to capture the 

informant’s reflections and thought of 



 91 (92) 
 

Kristianstad University | SE-291 88 Kristianstad | +46 44 250 30 00 | www.hkr.se 

from this influencer? From the first time 

you saw/encountered this 

product/service to the actual purchase 

through influencern.  

 

 

a. What made you buy this product 

when the influencer 

recommended/marketed it? 

b. How did your thought of process look 

like during the purchase?  

(ex. did you buy the product 

immediately or did you wait a 

couple of days to think) 

process when it comes to the intention 

to make a purchase. It will help to 

understand in what way the influencer 

influences the intention to buy. It will 

further help to acknowledge how and 

if the informant plans their decision of 

purchase and if different PSR 

influences differently.  

35. If you had been offered the same 

discount code on a website from several 

different influencers, had you actively 

chosen the discount code from this 

specific influencer, or had you just taken 

one randomly? Describe your way of 

thinking.  

Purchase intentions and parasocial 

relationships 

To see if the informant values the 

relationship with the specific 

influencer and wants to support him 

or her. 

36. As you described what was important 

in a relationship for you at the beginning 

of this interview, can you describe 

similarities with what you told during 

today's interview with your relationship 

with the influencer?  

Parasocial relationships 

The question is asked to make the 

informant reflect on their PSR with 

the influencer. 

 

 

  



 92 (92) 
 

Kristianstad University | SE-291 88 Kristianstad | +46 44 250 30 00 | www.hkr.se 

Appendix C - Data coding scheme 

 

Themes Subcategory 

Cognitive responses 1. Attention allocation 

 
2. Comprehension of the person's action and situation 

 
3. Activation of prior media and life experience 

 
4. Evaluations of persona and persona’s actions 

 
5. Anticipatory observation 

 
6. Construction of relations between persona and self 

Affective responses 1. Sympathy  

 
2. Empathy 

 
3. Emotional contagion  

 
4. Credibility 

Behavioral responses 1. Verbal actions  

 
2. Paraverbal behavior 

 
3. Behavior intentions 

 
4. Wishful identification  

Purchase intentions 
 

Similarities 
 

Differences 
 

Interesting findings  
 

 

 


