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This study examines how influencers’ credibility and authenticity shape consumer trust and 

acceptance of marketing messages in the Finnish food sector. Businesses’ marketing 

strategies have changed due to social media, and it has changed customer behaviour with the 

help of influencers. This study explores which influencer traits are shaping customers’ 

acceptance of marketing messages. 

The study was conducted as a qualitative study where the data was gathered with semi-

structured interviews. Instagram was the focus of the study and participants were selected 

from among Instagram users that have been interacting with influencers or have seen their 

content related to food. Results indicate that authenticity, trustworthiness and expertise are 

key traits for influencers, which strengthen loyalty and acceptance of marketing messages. 

Authentic influencers who share personal content in social media are seen as trustworthy, 

which increases acceptance of marketing messages as well. 

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that influencers’ credibility and authenticity play 

a significant role in shaping customer trust and acceptance of marketing messages in the 

food industry. Influencer choice becomes an important factor when marketers want to 

increase the acceptance of the marketing messages and reach the target customers, and 

content authenticity also plays a major role. This study provides implications for marketers 

to create more effective influencer marketing campaigns.  
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Tämä tutkimus tarkastelee, miten vaikuttajien uskottavuus ja aitous muovaavat kuluttajien 

luottamusta ja markkinointiviestien hyväksyntää Suomen elintarvikealalla. Yritysten 

markkinointistrategiat ovat muuttuneet sosiaalisen median myötä, ja sosiaalinen media 

vaikuttaa kuluttajakäyttäytymiseen erityisesti vaikuttajien kautta. Tutkimuksessa 

selvitetään, mitkä vaikuttajien ominaisuudet vaikuttavat kuluttajien markkinointiviestien 

hyväksyntään. 

Tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena tutkimuksena, ja aineisto kerättiin puolistrukturoiduilla 

haastatteluilla. Tarkastelun kohteena on Instagram, ja osallistujat valittiin Instagramin 

käyttäjistä, jotka ovat olleet vuorovaikutuksessa vaikuttajien kanssa tai nähneet heidän 

ruoka-aiheista sisältöään. Tulokset osoittavat, että aitous, luotettavuus ja asiantuntijuus ovat 

keskeisiä vaikuttajan ominaisuuksia, jotka vahvistavat uskollisuutta ja markkinointiviestien 

hyväksyntää. Aidoiksi koetut vaikuttajat, jotka jakavat henkilökohtaista sisältöä 

sosiaalisessa mediassa, nähdään luotettavina, mikä lisää myös markkinointiviestien 

hyväksyntää. 

Tutkimuksen perusteella voidaan todeta, että vaikuttajien uskottavuudella ja aitoudella on 

merkittävä rooli kuluttajien luottamuksen ja markkinointiviestien hyväksynnän 

muodostumisessa elintarvikealalla. Oikean vaikuttajan valinta on keskeinen tekijä 

markkinoijille, jotka pyrkivät lisäämään markkinointiviestien hyväksyttävyyttä ja 

tavoittamaan halutun kohderyhmän, ja myös sisällön aitoudella on tässä merkittävä rooli. 

Tutkimus tarjoaa markkinoijille käytännön ehdotuksia tehokkaampien 

vaikuttajamarkkinointikampanjoiden suunnitteluun. 
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1  Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the study, covering the digital market space and the 

change towards influencer marketing. This thesis examines how influencers’ credibility and 

authenticity shape consumer trust and acceptance of marketing messages in Instagram food 

marketing within the Finnish food industry. Chapter includes the background, preliminary 

literature review, purpose of the study, theoretical framework, definition of key concepts, 

delimitations, methodology, and the structure of the study. 

1.1  Background & preliminary literature review 

Digital technology has changed the way that marketing is done, and it has created 

opportunities to reach and interact with customers in a more effective way. Traditional 

marketing has lost its strength and customer-driven approach has taken over. Interactive 

places like social media have created a base for social media marketing to thrive (Okazaki 

et al., 2015). As Todd (2017) states, modern marketing has powerful new tools to reach out 

customers all over the world via platforms such as Facebook and Youtube. 

Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez (2011) and Nambisan & Baron (2007) emphasise that social 

media has changed marketing from a business-driven environment to a customer-controlled 

environment in which they can consume and create content. 

Social media influencers are shaping their audiences’ attitudes and ways of thinking and 

with their content they have created a follower base that is committed to them and their 

opinions. Personal posts and authentic content have made social media influencers feel like 

they are easy to approach and influencers are seen more trustworthy than traditional 

celebrities. Influencers are constantly interacting with their followers and are strengthening 

their relationship with them and forming a feeling of a community. Their authenticity and 

credibility are more and more in a key role in affecting consumers' decision-making (Ki et 

al., 2020; Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2019). 

The role of social media as a part of our everyday life stresses its importance as a 

communication tool but also as a relevant marketing channel, and brands must take 
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advantage of it. While its importance grows as digital platforms are expanding, they are in 

key role in modern consumer behaviour. Social media’s reach is limitless and the 

opportunities as well, which helps marketing strategies to succeed with higher rates (Okazaki 

et al., 2015; Karjaluoto et al., 2015). 

1.2  Purpose of the thesis and research question 

This thesis explores how influencer credibility and authenticity shape consumer trust and 

acceptance of social media marketing messages within the food industry from the 

perspective of Instagram users. Today, social media influencers are in a very big role in 

shaping consumer behaviour and acceptance of marketing messages. Marketers need to 

comprehend which characteristics are affecting consumer trust and acceptance. The study 

seeks to categorize these influencer traits and explore how they contribute to shaping 

consumer trust and acceptance of marketing messages. 

This thesis will analyse what type of content is shaping the consumer behaviour the most 

and building a trust and acceptance of the marketing messages. Whether the content is 

personal, includes product reviews or is humorous, the type of content and mix of them have 

a significant impact in decision making and this research will explore it and give insights 

how consumer perceptions and acceptance are affected by different types of content. 

Moreover, the thesis will emphasise perceived authenticity, a key factor in shaping consumer 

trust and acceptance of influencer marketing messages in the food industry. Consumers are 

constantly looking for content and influencers, that can be related to and create authentic 

content, it is important to understand how trust, engagement and acceptance of marketing 

messages are gained.  

Ultimately, this research will provide actionable insights for marketers, helping them 

strengthen consumer trust and acceptance through influencer marketing strategies. 

Marketers can increase the engagement and acceptance of marketing messages if they know 

the preferences of their consumer and choose influencers that have similar preferences. 
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Main Research Question: 

1. How do influencer credibility and authenticity shape consumer acceptance and trust 

of marketing messages? 

Sub questions: 

1. How can influencer characteristics be categorised to better understand their role in 

shaping trust and acceptance of marketing messages? 

2. How does perceived authenticity influence consumer trust and acceptance of 

influencers’ marketing messages? 

3. How does the type of content shared by influencers shape followers’ trust and 

willingness to accept marketing messages? 

1.3  Theoretical framework 

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in Source Credibility Theory. Source 

Credibility Theory (Hovland & Weiss, 1951; Ohanian, 1990) suggests that if the source is 

credible, it has a huge impact on the effectiveness of the message. Theory is highly relevant 

in influencer marketing because it covers an exploration how multiple attributes that 

influencers have can shape the trust and acceptance of marketing messages and behaviour 

such as trustworthiness, expertise and attractiveness. (Lee & Kim, 2020) Several studies 

have been made about the credibility of the source, and in this study the theory is applied to 

social media marketing and food industry. 

                                

                 Figure 1. Source credibility model (modified from Ohanian 1990) 
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1.4  Definition of the key concepts 

To have a clear foundation in this study, it is important to define the key concepts used 

throughout the research. Definitions in this chapter are important for comprehending how 

influencer marketing works and how it impacts how brands are perceived in Finland’s food 

industry. 

Digital Marketing: Digital marketing refers to an approach that is technology driven and 

helps businesses to co-operate with partners and reach potential customers. Value can be 

created fast and with small budget since the reach is limitless and together with partners and 

customers, businesses can create opportunities and communicate effectively with all parties 

involved (Kannan & Li, 2017). 

Influencer Marketing: Influencer marketing describes co-operation between companies 

and social media influencers that have a follower base and can influence their attitudes and 

consumer behaviour. For example, they are able to change their audiences’ thoughts about a 

single product or even an entire brand. Companies are using this as an advantage to improve 

brand awareness and image through collaboration with social media influencer that are close 

to the right customer segment and align with company values and principles (Glenister, 

2021). 

Social Media Influencer: This definition refers to an individual that has managed to gain a 

loyal and committed follower base on a social media platform like Instagram and Youtube. 

Social media influencer differs from a traditional celebrity because they have gained their 

audience by creating certain kinds of content that appeal to their followers. They are often 

much more trusted, and followers are more loyal because they are authentic normal people 

and are easy to approach compared to a traditional celebrity. Their expertise in niche areas 

makes social media influencers impactful (Lou & Yuan, 2019). 

Food Industry: In this study, the food industry refers to companies operating in Finnish 

food industry and their products. It includes for example, singular products, ingredients or 

recipes. 
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1.5  Delimitations 

This thesis is limited by its focus on Instagram as the platform under study. Other social 

media platforms that are also used for influencer marketing such as Youtube and TikTok are 

excluded. On the other hand, by focusing on one particular platform gives more depth to that 

single platform but findings may not be transferable to other platforms.  

Geographically, the research is narrowed to the Finnish food industry, aiming to capture 

insights within this specific market. It gives deeper understanding for Finnish marketers but 

may not be applicable to other countries or cultures.  

Methodologically, the study uses qualitative research methods which ensures deep insights 

and data that has a good amount of details but lacks statistical insights.  

1.6  Research methodology 

The research methodology for this study adopts qualitative methods to gain a deep 

understanding of how influencer credibility and authenticity shape consumer trust and 

acceptance of marketing messages. Perceptions and interactions between followers and 

social media influencers can be studied through a qualitative approach and it offers a deeper 

understanding of participants’ reasoning that quantitative method might not provide. 

This method of choice is able to examine factors like consumer trust, authenticity and 

perceptions of a brand which shape consumer trust and acceptance of the marketing 

messages. (Fossey et al., 2002; Saunders et al., 2016) 

To collect data, this study uses semi-structured interviews, which enable a flexible but still 

focused discussion. Semi-structured interviews allow a deeper exploration to the answers 

from the interviews and adjust and ask follow-up questions to gain more insights over the 

discussed topic (Saunders et al., 2016). Interviews were conducted with a diverse group of 

Instagram users that are following social media influencers or have been exposed to 

influencer marketing on Instagram which will provide different perspectives on the impact 

of influencer marketing and the role of social media influencers in everyday life. 
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Participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure they have relevant 

experiences and insights into using Instagram for influencer marketing. This ensures that the 

data gathered is valid.  

Data from the interviews were analysed using thematic analysis, which helps to identify, 

analyse, and report patterns (or themes) within the data. This improves the understanding of 

participants’ experiences and thought processes between participants and the whole data, 

making it especially useful for filtering insights that can improve the understanding of how 

trust and acceptance are formed (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). 

This study follows key ethical principles to maintain ethical standards as outlined by 

Hirsjärvi & Hurme (2022). Participants were informed about the study and its purpose and 

the confidentiality. Confidentiality and anonymity were strictly maintained, and data were 

handled according to data protection standards. 

1.7  Structure of the study 

This thesis is divided into five chapters. First chapter introduces the topic of the study and 

states the importance of it. It also provides the research questions, key concepts, chosen 

approach of the study and background for it.  

The second chapter jumps into various aspects of digital marketing, beginning with how 

marketing approaches have evolved in response to the change in the digital environment. 

Definition of digital marketing is opened, and strategies such as social media marketing and 

influencer marketing are focused relevant to this research.  

The third chapter explains the research methodology employed in the study, covering 

participant selection, data collection procedures, the qualitative research approach, and 

methods of data analysis.  

The fourth chapter presents the empirical findings, and describes the themes risen in the 

interviews. 

The fifth chapter discusses how the findings align with the study’s initial objectives and 

existing literature. Furthermore, it examines results and how influencer credibility and 

authenticity shape consumer trust and acceptance of marketing messages and also addresses 
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the study’s limitations, offers recommendations for future research, and provides insights 

for marketers in the field. 
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2  Digital marketing 

In this chapter, the definition and development that contributed to shaping the modern shape 

of digital marketing will be discussed. Traditional marketing has lost its position as the main 

strategy and has shifted towards combined strategy and more focused marketing through 

social media platforms thanks to modern technology and development. Chapter dives to the 

history of the marketing and how the weight has been shifting from traditional marketing 

methods to digital version and the rise of digital platforms. Furthermore, outbound and 

inbound marketing as strategies are discussed, explaining how these strategies are applied to 

attract and engage customers more effectively in a modern digital environment. This chapter 

helps to understand the importance of digital marketing in strategic perspective, for example 

how to gain better brand visibility and improved customer engagement.  

2.1  Evolution of marketing 

Marketing is a concept that is focusing on making an exchange whether it is a service or a 

product. When we look back at time and history, we can see that businesses have tried to 

have an influence and understanding when it comes to their customers, and it has been the 

case for centuries. Marketing has always been about advertising goods or services aiming to 

gain more customers (Lusch, 2007; Ryan, 2020). 

In the modern digitalized world, the role of marketing communications has risen enormously 

and has gone through a lot of changes. The playground is constantly evolving regarding the 

marketing channels and trends are fast paced, which is one of the biggest changes. 

Television, papers and radio that are often referred to as the traditional channels, are not as 

strong and focused on today’s world and digital channels have taken a lead over them even 

though they have not totally replaced them yet (Keller, 2009; Isohookana, 2007; Karjaluoto, 

2010). 

Digital development has been fast during the past years, and it has inevitably molded the 

marketing field. Consumers are able to pick up their phone, go to the internet and search any 

product or service anywhere and do their own research over them and this has made 

comparing them to other available options very convenient. This has also shifted marketing 
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to becoming more customer-centric and customers have more power, for example when they 

are giving feedback, it is visible to everyone. This shift has led to more interactive ways of 

marketing and marketing experiences (Molenaar, 2012). 

Development of digital marketing helps businesses to track everything going on with their 

marketing campaigns. With modern tools businesses can keep an eye on every single detail 

of a campaign such as views, clicks and the number of contacts through advertisements. The 

clear and real-time data is crucial and game changing since companies can modify the 

campaigns themselves easily in real-time and keep costs low and efficiency high (Keller, 

2009; Karjaluoto, 2010). Traditional marketing methods are often based on one-way 

communication and do not let the consumers decide whether to accept the marketing 

message or pass it. The dynamics have changed since the digitalization of the marketing 

channels ensuring two-way communication, enhancing customer engagement (Winer, 

2009). 

Popularity of digital marketing is mostly due to its adaptability and affordability, and it is 

adopted especially amongst small and medium-sized businesses. This is because they are 

aiming for reaching larger audiences and targeted audiences with low costs. Content is 

reachable for the audience around the clock and around the world which equals larger 

reachability and engagement levels (Todor, 2016; Baltes, 2015). This helps businesses to 

maintain relationships and build new ones with the customers, and this is all thanks to social 

media and different platforms that are making it possible to share content to anyone, 

anywhere. (Jefferson & Tanton, 2015) 

Through traditional marketing profits were usually gained solely on sales which was 

acquired through maximization of customer acquisition. (Ahmad & Buttle, 2002; Parkin, 

2016) Now the focus has shifted because of the digital environment and brands can't rely 

solely on the traditional methods to acquire and maintain customers since their interactions 

and habits have changed enormously in stores and online. (Opreana & Vinerean, 2015) In 

the past, marketers used traditional methods and created strategies to influence consumers’ 

perceptions of what they needed. Digital marketing does not try to mold customers’ needs 

but emphasises that those needs must be understood and fulfilled to maintain customers and 

acquire new ones, placing the customer in the center of marketing strategies (Ahmad & 

Buttle, 2002; Lusch, 2007; Parkin, 2016; Terho et al., 2012). 
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Business centricity approach is now behind us, and the change has been enormous. 

Customer-centricity has become a new standard and due to technology and digital 

innovations, marketing has now new goals and modes of operations where understanding 

the needs and expectations of customers is at the centre of everything (Bettencourt et al., 

2014; Chaffey & Smith, 2023; Grönroos & Ravald, 2011; Lusch, 2007). 

2.2  Digital marketing definition 

Digital marketing is done on digital channels by promoting brands, products or services. 

(Anbumani, 2017) It is done mainly in two different ways, with either inbound or outbound 

marketing. Inbound marketing attracts customers by offering them content that is useful and 

valuable for them. Customer becomes intrigued over the brand, product or service because 

the content fulfills their needs or solves an issue, which leads to engagement with the brand, 

and this is why inbound marketing is also called as “pull-marketing” (Hawlk, 2018; Opreana 

& Vinerean, 2015; Halligan & Shah, 2014). Outbound marketing is more direct approach to 

reach wanted audiences or customers by, for example, paid promotions or advertisements. 

This way brands will get high visibility, but it is not that directed, and communication is 

more one-directional (Hawlk, 2018; Opreana & Vinerean, 2015; Halligan & Shah, 2014;). 

Inbound marketing focuses on offering valuable and useful content for their customers that 

fulfill their needs and interests. Businesses are trying to build connections and share 

information through videos and articles which add interaction and strengthen long-term 

relationships. Through search engine optimization, email campaigns and social media 

engagement, inbound marketing emphasises targeted marketing and unique customer 

encounters (Hawlk, 2018; Opreana & Vinerean, 2015). 

Outbound marketing takes a different approach as it is not focusing on building connections 

but to gain high visibility and strengthen it through advertisements and wide reach. It relies 

on awareness factors rather than providing focused and tailored content to only certain 

customers (Bleoju et al., 2016; Holden et al., 2021). Marketing message that interrupts 

customers’ routines gains attention. That being the case, the change in consumers attitudes 

towards online advertisements has weakened the power of outbound marketing and it is not 

always able to gain significant website traffic or customer engagement. This is one of the 

reasons that a lot of companies have shifted to inbound marketing that is better in line with 
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modern preferences (Holden et al., 2021; Dakouan, 2019). There is also a possibility when 

combining these two marketing methods to reach customers more effectively and it provides 

a foundation for a wider use of social media as a key marketing tool. (Opreana & Vinerean, 

2015) 

2.3  Social media marketing 

The way companies build customer relationships and handling their marketing has changed 

enormously because of social media. (Jefferson & Tanton, 2015) Okazaki et al. (2015) also 

noted that the number of brands that are shifting towards social media to maintain and 

strengthen customer relationships is increasing every day.  This social media marketing 

(SMM) method takes advantage of the new phenomena to gain leverage on the market and 

achieve brand awareness and strong communication. (Tuten, 2008) Consumers are actively 

participating in marketing with posts and creating various content through social media 

which improves the impact of marketing campaigns greatly. (Hartmann & Apaolaza-Ibáñez, 

2011) 

It has become a norm of our everyday lives and people are using multiple different platforms 

on a daily basis with ease. (Lau, 2017) The use of social media in personal and in business 

environments has changed how marketing and markets operate. (Nambisan & Baron, 2007) 

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) bring up three central ways that social media has changed the 

way markets operate. Firstly, customers and companies have more ways to interact and build 

connections. Secondly, interactions between companies and customers have changed into a 

mutual influence where both parties have leverage. Lastly, there is huge amount of data that 

can be leveraged to understand customer base, which can be harnessed to improve customer 

engagement and relationships (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Chen et al., 2011; Libai et al., 

2010). 

Product reviews that consumers are sharing through social media and websites have given 

the consumers larger role in changing brand image, to better or worse. (Hamilton et al., 2016) 

New opportunities have risen over the past decade for companies to increase their brand 

awareness since interactions have been developing to be deeper and more personal with their 

customers. (Gao et al., 2018; Naylor et al., 2012; Rapp et al., 2013) Different platforms such 

as Instagram, Facebook and Youtube have significantly expanded the possibilities for 
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communication which makes the interaction between customers and companies effortless. 

(Hutter et al., 2013; Schivinski & Dabrowski, 2015; Islam, Rahman & Hollebeek, 2018) 

When consumers are participating more actively in social media and interacting with 

companies and other consumers, it is even more important for brands to maintain an active 

profile on these digital platforms.  In modern digital environment brands need to dynamic 

and willing to change that they can keep up with expectations of modern customers as 

previously with traditional marketing methods did not require these efforts (Tiago & 

Veríssimo, 2014). 

2.4  Influencer marketing  

The playground of marketing has changed significantly in the digitalized world, and social 

media has risen to be a central tool for the interaction between consumers and brands. 

Influencer marketing, in which brands are doing strategic cooperation with the most popular 

people in social media, has become a big reason behind the change in consumers' preference 

towards digital marketing and the fading of the traditional marketing methods (Álvarez-

Monzonzillo, 2023). Credibility and wide reach being huge factors why influencers are so 

efficient. By taking advantage of it, marketers can increase their customer base and improve 

their brand image through influencers and consumers interactions (Lou & Yuan, 2019; N. J. 

Evans et al., 2017; Giles, 2018). 

Even though influencer marketing as a phenomenon is not new, its importance has grown 

along with the development of technology, and money allocated towards it is increasing 

daily. Relationships and interactions between the brand and consumer are in the middle of 

this marketing strategy and it is often measured based on customer engagement. Businesses 

are able to increase their brand awareness and sales with the help of influencers in exchange 

for compensation and due to multiple different social media platforms, influencers can easily 

promote brands products that they are collaborating with through them (Vrontis et al., 2021). 

Influencer marketing is becoming more and more popular every day, which clearly indicates 

that it has a huge role in modern-day marketing. Due to increased competition, it is crucial 

for brands to differentiate from others, gain as much reach as possible and reach the target 

audience, are the main reasons why influencers marketing has strengthened its role in 
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marketing (Álvarez-Monzonzillo, 2023; Isosuo, 2016). The diverged field of media 

emphasises the importance of viral and subtle advertising formats, and influencer marketing 

is seen as a modern version of the traditional celebrity advertisements. (De Veirman et al., 

2017; Scott, 2015) 

Consumers are searching for product reviews and recommendations more and more over 

social media and from influencers and therefore the role of consumer-created content in 

marketing has become extremely important. It started with bloggers, who have transformed 

over time into social media influencers, which shows how consumer-created content can 

help consumers to learn more about the brands and their products (Halvorsen et al., 2013; 

Campbell & Farrell, 2020). 

Influencers marketing has also gained footing in marketing environment due to the raising 

trust issues regarding traditional marketing methods. Most consumers trust influencers' 

recommendations rather than the marketing messages coming directly from the brand itself 

(Jin, Muqaddam, & Ryu, 2019; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). 

Mallipeddi et al. (2022) emphasise this trend by showing how social media enables direct 

interaction between brands, influencers, and consumers, and at the same time provides more 

personal and engaging marketing experiences. 

Using influencers strategically and choosing the right influencers to collaborate with can 

decrease marketing costs and can affect consumer purchase behaviour, decision making and 

attitudes towards brands. This has forced companies to start adapting to the environment and 

taking influencer marketing as part of their marketing strategies (N. J. Evans et al., 2017; 

Vrontis et al., 2021). The broad reach of social media provides marketers with the possibility 

to guide consumers' purchase behaviour through the interaction of their customers, which 

highlights the central position of influencer marketing in the modern world's digital 

marketing. (Hutter et al., 2013) 

Influencer marketing represents a significant change in the way brands create reach and how 

they find the target audience. The integration of the influencers into marketing strategies 

enables direct consumer connection, which improves the credibility and authenticity of the 

brand. More personal messaging and targeted marketing has taken over the traditional 

methods (Sternthal et al., 1978; Koay et al., 2022). The role of influencer marketing is going 
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to be at the center of future marketing and consumer interaction. (Mallipeddi et al., 2022; 

Hutter et al., 2013) 

Influencer marketing provides a lot of opportunities for businesses, but there are also 

challenges that come along. Barari (2023) says that, especially when talking about cosmetic 

products and the content that influencers are creating, it can raise negative feelings such as 

anxiety and sadness and decrease the well-being of consumers. These types of feelings can 

occur because of personal recommendations that might encourage consumers to reach 

unrealistic standards. (Barari, 2023) This phenomenon is highlighted in Seekis and Barker's 

(2022) study, where it was noticed that beauty content on social media can increase the 

interest and willingness to go through cosmetic procedures. 

The impact of influencers also reaches the food industry, where influencers often advertise 

unhealthy eating options and products. Coates et al. (2019) studied two famous YouTube 

influencers amongst the younger population, and over 90% of the recommendations in their 

videos included food products that were mainly unhealthy. These unhealthy products were 

often presented in a positive light as part of marketing campaigns, which can increase the 

choice of poor dietary options and unhealthy products. (Coates et al., 2019) 

There are also concerns about the ethicality of influencer marketing. Guthrie (2019) states 

that some social media influencers are conducting misleading practices and it is decreasing 

the trust in their audience. Followers are often seen as an indicator of how much influencer 

has impact, and platforms like Instagram prioritize paid content over organic visibility. Some 

influencers pay for fake profiles to follow them to stay competitive in the highly 

performance-based industry (Garland, 2018). Study from Latimer (2018) also highlights 

these challenges and shows how difficult it can be to achieve authentic visibility. 

Trust is created with genuine interactions between influencers and their audience but as 

digital development is increasing and artificial intelligence is improving to be more 

humankind, it also improves social media bots to become more human and trustworthy and 

the problem increases. It is thus important not to forget the development of new tools to 

detect fraudulent profiles and bots as it is becoming more difficult day by day (Barari, 2023). 
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2.5  Social media influencer 

A new type of influencer, the social media influencer, has emerged because of social media. 

These social media influencers are usually normal people for example bloggers, content 

creators and personalities that have gained their follower base through sharing personal, 

humoristic or informative content, that is appealing to their audience on different platforms 

such as Instagram or Youtube (Ki & Kim, 2019; Ki et al., 2020). Their relevance for 

marketers and brands is huge since social media influencers are able to affect their followers 

in multiple ways that traditional marketing is not able to. (Khamis, Ang & Welling, 2017; 

Lou & Yuan, 2019) 

Social media influencers differ from traditional celebrities in that celebrities have gained 

their followers through fame and not personalized content. This has made it possible to create 

more personal marketing messages, and content creation has become more targeted (Jin, 

Muqaddam & Ryu, 2019). Many influencers have become financially successful by turning 

their social influence into a valuable asset. (Álvarez-Monzoncillo, 2023) 

Social media influencers create personal content and that makes them relatable and more 

trustworthy, thus they are often seen as friends. (Ki et al., 2020) Traditional celebrity 

collaborations are not able to create as strong connections and trust as influencers since their 

content is not personalized and targeted. (Abidin, 2016; De Veirman et al., 2017) 

Influencers are also seen as opinion leaders and role models, especially in groups that does 

not have significant representation. Their content is often interactive and engaging, which 

draws more followers towards them and makes them credible trendsetters in their fields of 

expertise (Freberg et al., 2011; Cheung et al., 2022). 

Influencers are often categorised based on their follower count into four categories: nano-, 

micro-, macro-, and mega-influencers, each offering different benefits for marketers to use 

in their strategies. (Ruiz-Gomez, 2019; (Hawley & Ismail, 2024) 

Nano influencers (less than 1,000 followers) focus on local content and build close 

relationships with their communities, making them ideal for smaller local markets. (De 

Veirman et al., 2017; Puro, 2022) 
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Micro influencers (1,000–10,000 followers) often specialize in specific niches and are 

experts in those markets, which improves their credibility and acceptance of marketing 

messages. (Hawley & Ismail, 2024; Puro, 2022) 

Macro influencers (10,000–100,000 followers) have built their popularity mainly on social 

media and influence trends through their massive visibility and reach. (Ruiz-Gomez, 2019; 

Puro, 2022) 

Mega influencers (100,000–1,000,000 followers) are typically celebrities or the largest 

content creators. They offer massive visibility, but they are not able to create close and 

authentic connections with their followers and have close interactions (Hawley & Ismail, 

2024; Puro, 2022). 

When choosing an influencer to brands marketing campaign not only the follower count is 

relevant but also the quality of their content and the authenticity. Cooperation with a smaller 

influencer is more cost-effective and allows brands to reach their target audiences (Breves 

et al., 2019). 

Younger generation especially is longing for a lot of different content on a daily basis and 

since the demand is increasing, also, the need for influencer content is increasing, creating a 

huge boost for influencer marketing. Influencer marketing was worth over 15 billion dollars 

in 2022, which clearly indicates how huge the market is and it is increasing fast. Brands have 

a chance to create meaningful connections and interactions with their customers by correct 

collaborations and reliable and personalized content to boost their brand image and 

trustworthiness (Álvarez-Monzoncillo, 2023; Campbell et al., 2020). 

2.6  Source credibility theory 

According to the source credibility theory, the impact of an influencer on the audience is 

closely linked to how credible, knowledgeable, and trustworthy they are perceived to be. 

(Hovland & Weiss, 1951; Ohanian, 1991) When the source is seen as credible, it has more 

influence over the attitudes, behaviour and beliefs of the audience and makes the message 

more acceptable. (Hovland & Weiss, 1951) According to Kelman (1961), credibility is based 

on how knowledgeable and trustworthy the information provider is perceived to be. 
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Pornpitakpan (2004) states that the most important dimensions of credibility are expertise, 

credibility and attractiveness. Source credibility theory shows that influencers that are seen 

as experts and credible are more likely to have a bigger impact on their audience. (Hovland 

& Weiss, 1951) Additionally credibility and acceptance of the marketing messages can be 

increased if influencer is attractive to the audience and has similarities with them. When the 

influencer and the audience have qualities similar to each other, peer recommendations can 

empower credibility (Munnukka et al., 2016). 

If we look at the theory further and take ethnicity and gender into consideration, there can 

be differences in follower count and how credible influencer is seen. This highlights the need 

for several different perspectives when assessing the effectiveness of influencers (Wilkie et 

al., 2022). 

2.6.1  Credibility, expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness 

Influence defined by Masuda et al. (2022) means the change of someone’s behaviour or 

attitude, especially in social media where influencers are influencing enormously on their 

audiences’ actions and opinions. How audience is perceiving the influencers’ credibility and 

trustworthiness is the main thing to keep an eye on. Perception of honesty and 

trustworthiness is the indicator of how well influencers are able to change the attitudes and 

behaviour of their followers. Attractiveness and expertise also mirror how credible 

influencer is seen (Masuda et al., 2022; Dwivedi et al., 2018). 

In marketing, credibility refers to the trustworthiness of the message and the person behind 

it. Credibility strengthens when the influencer is seen as trustworthy and relatable which 

improves the ability to build trust amongst their audience (Masuda et al., 2022; Lou & Yuan, 

2019). This connection that is called as “the similarity of attitudes” is created when followers 

feel that they are sharing values, thoughts, attitudes and qualities with the influencer. This 

kind of connection can create parasocial relationships – one-sided relationship from 

followers’ side that will strengthen over time if influencer keeps interacting with followers 

regularly (Masuda et al., 2022). Trustworthiness and similarity increase the influencers’ 

ability to have an impact on their follower’s purchase decisions. (Masuda et al., 2022; Lou 

& Yuan, 2019) 
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The messages that come from influencers that are seen trustworthy and reliable mold the 

beliefs and actions of a consumer more efficiently because people prefer accepting messages 

from trusted people. (Lou & Yuan, 2019) When influencer shows their expertise and 

trustworthiness, their credibility increases which adds the probability that their followers 

will accept their recommendations. (Masuda et al., 2022; Dwivedi et al., 2018) 

Experts are often seen more trustworthy, and their opinions and messages are accepted 

easier. (Horai et al., 1974) Expertise refers to the amount of knowledge or skills a person has 

in some areas, and it affects how well that person is able to shape the behaviour and attitudes 

of a consumer. Previous studies show that if the source has expertise in certain fields, it will 

affect positively on brands image and affect purchase behaviour (Till & Busler, 2000). If the 

person that is giving the recommendation is seen as knowledgeable or experienced, 

consumers take their recommendations more likely into account especially in niche markets. 

(Van der Waldt et al., 2009; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020) 

In influencer marketing, expertise has a pivotal role in gaining success. Influencers that know 

what they are talking about are more likely to be seen as credible and trustworthy amongst 

their followers and their expertise will strengthen credibility and also have effect on 

consumer behaviour (Daneshvary & Schwer, 2000; Ohanian, 1990). Schouten et al. (2020) 

highlights that expertise has a huge impact when it comes to the followers’ perceptions of 

the credibility of the influencer, which shapes their purchase decisions. 

Expertise can be shown in many ways, from education to practical experience or follower 

perceptions of influencers knowledge. (Ohanian, 1990) Significant is that the audience’s 

perception of the expertise is often more important than actual knowledge. (Erdogan, 1999) 

This perceived expertise is especially important in purchase decisions where followers 

believe that the influencer has knowledge about the sponsored product or service. (Schouten 

et al., 2020) 

Additionally, relatable influencers that are not celebrities can be as influential as those that 

are seen as experts. Consumers often feel a greater connection to peer recommenders, and 

they are seen as experts because of the relatability which can make their recommendations 

more powerful than celebrities. In this context relatability and shared experiences are 

empowering expertise (Munnukka et al., 2016). 
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Expertise is not limited to knowledge alone, but it also includes qualities that affect receiving 

the message. Factors such as age, social status and shared values are shaping how the 

audience perceives the expertise of an influencer (Hovland & Weiss, 1951). 

Trustworthiness is the key trait in influencer marketing since it affects the perceived 

reliability and honesty. Followers are more likely to trust in influencers’ recommendations 

when they are sensing sincerity, which not only promotes purchase decisions but also long-

term brand loyalty (Nugroho et al., 2022). In many situations, trustworthiness can even be 

more important than expertise, especially when it comes to products that do not need special 

skill or knowledge. For example, in beauty and fashion industries the authenticity of the 

influencer affects more than the knowledge about the product (Masuda et al., 2022). 

Trustworthiness can be defined as consumers trust in that influencer is sharing accurate and 

reliable information. When followers feel that the influencer is trustworthy and honest, this 

trustworthiness forms a pivotal foundation to the persuasiveness of the message and without 

it the impact is significantly weakened (Miller & Baseheart, 1969). 

In addition to trustworthiness, attractiveness is impacting greatly in influencers’ credibility. 

It is not only about physical appearance but also lifestyle, personality and level of 

intelligence that are forming the attractiveness as a whole. On visual platforms such as 

Instagram and TikTok, attractiveness is in the main role, but deeper connection to the 

audience is gained through combination of similarity and personality (Erdogan, 1999). 

The importance of attractiveness varies depending on the product type. For example, with 

beauty and fashion products physical attractiveness is crucial but in technology products or 

household goods, expertise and trustworthiness are more important (Till & Busler, 2000). 

Even though attraction increases influencers attractiveness, it is not always pivotal for 

credibility unless the product is related purely to physical appearance. (Erdogan, 1999; Till 

& Busler, 2000) 

Studies indicate that if an influencer is seen attractive, they are more likely to gain approval 

and trust from the audience, and it helps the audience to accept influencers’ message. 

(Joseph, 1982) This influence can encourage followers to make purchase decisions 

especially when influencers’ attractiveness resonates with the societal ideals or desired 

qualities. (Lorenzo et al., 2010) 
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2.6.2  Parasocial relationships and influence 

Parasocial relationships (PSR) are in the center when we think about how influencers are 

affecting their followers’ purchase behaviour and attitudes. PSR refers to a one-sided, 

imagined relationship which is formed as the followers are actively participating and 

interacting towards the influencers’ content for example by posting comments. PSR is 

missing two-way interaction in full but still followers feel like that the influencer is like a 

friend, and they know the influencer. This creates feeling of similarity and friendship over 

time and builds trust, and therefore followers are more likely to accept influencers messages 

and agree with their opinions (Masuda et al., 2022). 

Parasocial relationships are especially important in influencer marketing, platforms such as 

Instagram and TikTok where influencers and their audience are often interacting in different 

ways that feel personal. To create more meaningful and deeper connections with followers, 

influencers need to have continuous and transparent interactions with followers (Reinikainen 

et al., 2020). Studies show that the stronger the parasocial relationship is, more likely the 

followers are taking influencers advice including making purchase decisions based on 

influencers advice. In addition, parasocial relationships improve credibility of the influencer 

because followers start to see them not only as marketers but also as trustworthy people or 

maybe even as friends (Masuda et al., 2022). 

2.6.3  Authenticity 

According to Djafarova and Rushworth (2016), authenticity has risen to be one of the most 

important traits in influencer marketing since consumers value more and more authenticity 

and content that is relatable instead of traditional, more pushy marketing methods. If an 

influencer is authentic, their marketing messages can be more influential than traditional 

marketing methods. Those influencers that have their values and beliefs aligned with their 

content build more trust and relatability than those that are easily recognizable as content 

creators who are solely doing them to gain financial benefits. This trust and relatability lead 

to more authentic feeling and influencers’ recommendations are more acceptable which has 

more influence on followers’ decision making and purchase behaviour (Djafarova and 

Rushworth, 2016; Hall, 2016). 
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Transparency is another key element of authenticity and influencers that openly announce 

commercial collaboration with for example hashtags such as “#ad” or “#sponsored” are seen 

more trustworthy. Instead of weakening the effectiveness of influencer marketing, 

transparency can lead to increased credibility by highlighting honesty. Consumers appreciate 

this type of openness and transparency since it gives the consumers the opportunity to make 

more informed purchase decisions (Ismail & Evans, 2016). This leads to strong and long-

lasting relationships with the followers and can be seen as commitment and continuous 

interaction. (Lou & Yuan, 2019) 

2.6.4  Other factors affecting credibility 

Besides the key elements of credibility, there are also other elements that can affect how 

followers see the influencers and one of these is similarity. This similarity can be based on 

shared culture, values, interest or life experiences. Trust is formed more easily if followers 

recognize that they have similarities with the influencer and the lifestyle and products in the 

content are valuable for them as well (Kelman, 1961). 

Also, number of followers is a factor that cannot be ignored because if the influencer has 

more followers, they are seen more credible than those that do not have that large follower 

base since popularity often is connected to acceptance and trust. (Jin & Phua, 2014) The 

number of followers alone is not decisive, also social and cultural factors make a difference 

because there are cultural differences in the key traits of an influencer, and some are more 

appreciated in other cultures than in others, which can affect how followers react to the 

content. In some cultures, for example, expertise is a more important factor than credibility 

and in other cultures the most valued trait could be similarity (Masuda et al., 2022). 
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3  Methodology 

The methodology used in this study is explained in this chapter; it is a qualitative approach 

meant to understand the dynamics of the Instagram influencer marketing space within the 

Finnish food industry. It discusses general research design, ways of collecting data, and 

analytical tools that are used to understand information once it's collected. Building on an 

understanding of the qualitative nature of research, this chapter puts forward the rationale 

for semi-structured interviews as the main tool for collecting primary data, keen on capturing 

detailed insights on consumer experiences and their interactions with influencers. It also 

discusses thematic analytic procedures, credibility, and reliability of the thesis. 

3.1  Research design 

A research plan is an organized plan which defines how the study is conducted. Research 

plan covers setting research objectives, identifying the data sources and deciding the data 

collection and analysis methods. It covers all the necessary parts that are needed to be able 

to build strong framework for the study (Saunders et al., 2016). 

In qualitative research the weight of the study is in interpretation of the participants’ point 

of views and understanding how they see different aspects which differ from quantitative 

approach in which objectivity is emphasised, and broader generalizations are given. 

(Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2022) Qualitative research gives more freedom and is flexible, enabling 

contextual analysis from specific cases which deepens the understanding of the phenomena 

and factors affecting it. The results are often provided in the form of a text unlike in 

quantitative research, the data is provided in numeric form (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018; 

Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2022). In qualitative research one of the central features is its nature 

which includes reflection and flexibility in every step of the way. Each specific step is 

shaping another since activities such as data collection, analysis, shaping the theory and 

research questions can be done at the same time (Maxwell, 2012). 

In this research, qualitative research method is used to examine how influencer credibility 

and authenticity shape consumer trust and acceptance of marketing messages in Finland’s 

food industry. The approach provides deep insights from complex behaviour patterns and 
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attitudes (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2022). The qualitative approach works well with the objectives 

of this study, which are focusing on consumer experiences and finding out the key factors in 

influencer marketing. Because qualitative research explores experiences, interpretations and 

understanding of them, it is therefore especially suitable for this study (Puusa & Juuti, 2011). 

The goal of the approach is to be able to understand complex phenomena that are difficult 

to measure. The choice of this approach is based on the need to gather detailed views and 

thoughts from consumers of their own experiences which address gaps that are identified in 

previous studies. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2022)  

3.2  Data collection methods 

In this study, semi-structured interviews are used to not just gather information and facts but 

also find out the reasoning behind them. This type of interview guides interviews to share 

their personal experiences and thoughts which is crucial for understanding the phenomena 

and gain deep insights (Galletta, 2013). 

Semi-structured interviews are also often called thematic interviews, which is popular 

method in qualitative research. This approach includes choosing a certain theme beforehand 

which guides the interview questions and helps the conversation to flow smoothly and gives 

direction for the conversation. Quantitative research methods have clear patterns and 

structure, but semi-structured interviews are flexible, and conversation is more natural and 

freely flowing, which enables to gather deeper and richer data (Vilkka, 2005). 

When studying complex phenomena like consumer acceptance and trust, emotional 

commitment and relationships between consumer and influencer, this type of approach in 

the interviews is effective. These kinds of factors are hard to measure with quantitative 

methods. Semi-structured interviews lay a framework for the interviews but give space for 

personal experiences and thoughts to help to collect data from the participants (Hirsjärvi & 

Hurme, 2022; Eskola & Suoranta, 1998). 

Instagram was chosen as the platform for this study because it is highly visual, and recipes 

can be written easily in the description of a post or in the comments. Instagram is also 

effective when it comes to marketing messages amongst food influencers. Participants that 

were chosen for the interview are Instagram users that are either exposed to influencer 
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marketing in the Finnish food industry or are actively interacting with these kinds of 

influencers, for example by liking posts or commenting on them. Participants were reached 

out by the author when author was going through Instagram, and all the participants had 

either liked or commented on influencers posts that were related to this study. Ten 

participants were chosen for the interviews, and they were contacted via direct messages on 

Instagram. The first ten participants that agreed to come to an interview were chosen, and 

no further interviews were held because the data from existing interviews reached a point of 

saturation. The interviewees were not all following the same influencers or singular 

influencer necessarily and they were not chosen based on who they were following. 

Interviews had 15-30 minutes allocated for them so interviews would not feel rushed and 

there would be time to go through all the questions without a hurry.  

This approach ensured that each participant was able to share comprehensive views without 

feeling rushed, which improves the depth and quality of the gathered data. All interviews 

were conducted in Finnish to gather more in-depth data as the participants were from Finland 

and having an interview in their native language enabled more natural and broad answers.  

As the original interviews were conducted in Finnish (Appendix 2), they were afterwards 

translated into English for this study. During the translation process, efforts were made to 

maintain the integrity of the interviewees' statements while ensuring clarity and readability. 

Unnecessary elements such as filler words and natural speech repetitions were taken out to 

present clear quotes that best reflect the interviewees' intended meaning. 

 

 Age Gender Duration of the 

interview 

Interviewee 1 27 Female Approximately 20 

minutes 

Interviewee 2 22 Male Approximately 18 

minutes 

Interviewee 3 34 Female Approximately 23 

minutes 

Interviewee 4 40 Male Approximately 19 

minutes 
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Interviewee 5 26 Female Approximately 16 

minutes 

Interviewee 6 31 Female Approximately 21 

minutes 

Interviewee 7 25 Female Approximately 15 

minutes 

Interviewee 8 35 Male Approximately 15 

minutes 

Interviewee 9 24 Male Approximately 20 

minutes  

Interviewee 10 37 Female Approximately 21 

minutes 

 

Table 1: Interviewee demographics 

3.3  Data analysis methods 

Thematic analysis has been chosen as an analysis method to study qualitative data. This 

chosen method gives flexibility and is suitable to study complex phenomena. It recognizes, 

interprets and analyses patterns that are repeating, which can also be called as “themes”, 

from the data. This method’s objective is to provide clear and rich analysis of the results 

from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). 

Different tools were used to help identify and to understand different connections and form 

the themes by ensuring clearer view of the data. Through the analysis the structure of the 

themes is evolving and become more specified, divided into categories and combined. Some 

themes might be also deleted if they are not relevant to the data and they do not match with 

other themes. Themes are named and defined and supported by examples from data which 

help themes to stand out from others and align better. Lastly, these themes guide how the 

data is presented and ensure that all the connections are clear and fully understood between 

different parts of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this study, Excel was used to work 

with data and find the key words and sentences and grouped into themes based on their 

similarities.  
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3.4  Reliability and validity 

In qualitative research, reliability and validity are connected to credibility and 

trustworthiness of the data. Reliability refers to the trustworthiness of the study and validity 

how credible the results of the study are and how well they match the phenomenon that is 

studied (Carmines & Zeller, 1979). There are also some challenges that qualitative research 

face which are most often related to researchers’ bias. Bias might appear if researchers’ 

personal thoughts affect the collection of the data and analysis of it. Bias can be difficult to 

eliminate totally but qualitative research underlines that it is important to understand and 

recognize this factor and how it impacts the study (Maxwell, 2012). 

In this thesis reliability was strengthened by using a certain interview core to ensure that all 

participants were asked the same core questions but still allowing flexibility for follow-up 

questions if needed. Also, participants were all selected with the same criteria, they were all 

active Instagram users who were following food influencer content. Validity was improved 

by reading the data carefully multiple times to group similar themes and direct quotations 

were included in the thesis to increase transparency. 

As the interviews were held in Finnish and translated into English by the author, translation 

was made carefully to ensure the original meaning of the responses and maintain authenticity 

of the gathered data. 
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4  Findings and analysis 

This chapter reveals the key findings from the interviews emphasizing how Instagram is 

used as a tool for finding inspiration for food and how influencers are shaping their 

preferences and habit towards food and cooking. Analysis is divided into different themes 

covering the use of Instagram amongst participants, criteria for choosing a certain influencer 

to follow, authenticity of the influencers, how trust and engagement is built and how personal 

values affect the acceptance and trust of the marketing messages. 

4.1  Instagram as a tool for culinary inspiration 

4.1.1  Instagram use and activity 

In the interviews, participants discussed their use of Instagram and how often they visit the 

platform. Multiple interviewees pointed out that Instagram is a big part of their daily 

activities, especially on their free time. 

"I use Instagram pretty often—let’s say a few times a day. I usually check it when I’m bored 

or have some free time, for example, in the evening." (Interviewee 1) 

"Honestly, I check Instagram at least five times a day. It has become kind of a habit at this 

point." (Interviewee 5) 

"I go through Instagram a lot when I’m taking a break from studying. It’s just something I 

do to clear my head." (Interviewee 7)  

Participants also said that Instagram is not only a way to keep in touch with friends and see 

their posts but also to seek inspiration around food and cooking. Accessibility of all food 

content and food influencers to discover new recipe ideas with ease makes Instagram a great 

platform to browse for food-related content. 

"I follow a lot of creative influencers, but I also really like following food influencers—

especially vegan ones since I have a plant-based diet." (Interviewee 5) 
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"I check Instagram every day, usually during breaks between classes. I follow friends, but I 

also follow some food influencers for meal ideas." (Interviewee 9) 

While most participants use Instagram for general social interactions, the focus on food-

related content was clear for those seeking meal inspiration, healthy living tips, or cooking 

hacks. For some, Instagram serves as their go-to platform for discovering new trends and 

meal ideas. 

"Most of the time, I’m on Instagram in the morning or before I go to bed. I scroll through 

food influencer pages for new meal ideas. I think I check it a few times a day, at least." 

(Interviewee 3) 

"My Instagram is mostly filled with fitness and food content, and that’s what I mostly follow 

on Instagram. I follow influencers for workout motivation and healthy meal ideas." 

(Interviewee 4) 

It was also mentioned that Instagram is visually pleasing which makes the food related 

content interesting and engaging. 

"I really love following food photography pages. It’s just fun to see how people present their 

dishes in creative ways." (Interviewee 8) 

Overall, Instagram was described as both a social and inspirational tool. Its ease of access 

throughout the day makes it a superior platform for discovering new ideas, staying updated 

with trends, and connecting with food influencers who align with their cooking interests. 

4.1.2   Influence of food content on cooking habits 

The interviews showed that food influencers play a crucial role in shaping food routines and 

cooking habits. Many of the interviewees addressed that once they got into following food 

influencers on Instagram, their cooking habits changed and also their meal choices. 

Participants were more willing to try new recipes and meals and did not stick only to their 

usual meals. 

"I used to make the same meals week after week like pasta or sandwiches, but after I started 

to follow food influencers, I started to try out different meals like quick stir-fry meals or easy 

recipes." (Interviewee 9) 
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"Yeah, definitely. I was stuck making the same meals all the time, but since I started following 

food influencers, I’m definitely more willing to experiment with new things." (Interviewee 

10) 

Influencers give their followers access to new recipes which are suitable for their lifestyles 

and that are quick and simple but still different from their normal meals. One of the 

participants revealed that the recipes posted by food influencers help them to save time on 

meal preparation and save money. Another of the participants also said that food influencers 

have helped integrating time-saving techniques, such as meal prepping, into their routines 

which they adopted after seeing it posted by a food influencer. Influencers are not only 

encouraging experimentation but also solving practical challenges, such as how to prepare 

meals that are both nutritious and appealing to picky eaters. 

"I like following influencers who do affordable meals and meal prep ideas. I’m quite busy 

during the week, so learning how to prep meals ahead has helped me a lot in my everyday 

life." (Interviewee 9) 

Convenience was mentioned on multiple occasions as a reason for replicating food 

influencers’ content. The food related content is often tailored to be as easy, quick and as 

practical as possible for the followers to try them out easily and even if the skills in the 

kitchen are limited. Participants who did not spend a lot of time in the kitchen and did not 

feel like cooking is for them, admitted that they try recipes shared by food influencers 

occasionally and try out new things.  

"Well, I am not a good cook, but if I see something that looks simple enough, I might give it 

a shot." (Interviewee 6) 

"Yes, it has. I never thought that I would get into meal prepping, but once I saw an influencer 

doing it, and I tried it out. Honestly, it’s been a good add-on to my routine for the week." 

(Interviewee 10) 

The influence of food influencers reached past mere entertainment or inspiration—they 

constantly shape the everyday food decisions that their followers make. Whether it is through 

encouraging experimentation, giving tools to tackle practical meal challenges, or introducing 

time-saving techniques, food influencers have become a crucial resource and impacting the 

everyday decision making amongst the followers and those that have been influenced. 
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4.2  Criteria for following influencers 

The findings indicated that participants used a lot of different criteria which were used to 

determine which food influencer or influencers to follow, and those criteria varied widely 

among participants. Key factors mentioned by the participants often were simplicity, 

relatability, visual appeal and expertise and these factors also were crucial factors when it 

came to participants’ engagement and interest towards specific food influencers. It became 

evident from the interviews that followers can be quite selective and preferences, personal 

interests, and values play a big role in it.  

Relatability as one of the factors when choosing which food influencer to follow was 

mentioned as well as the more authentic and approachable the food influencer is, if the posts 

were transparent and included bad experiences amongst the good, more likely participants 

were to follow and engage with the food influencer and comment on the posts. If the food 

influencer felt real, it also made them feel more authentic and it lowered the bar to test out 

for a new recipe for example. 

"I like it when influencers are more like normal people, I do not mind celebrities. It makes 

them feel more relatable." (Interviewee 2) 

"There is this one influencer I follow who is not that serious. He shows all the mistakes he 

makes and jokes around, which makes it all feel more real. It feels more real because he’s 

not trying to be perfect, just sharing what works for him. It makes him more relatable." 

(Interviewee 6) 

Influencers that shared personal stories and moments where everything did not go as 

planned, maybe an unsuccessful cooking experience, made the participants value them more. 

This type of transparency led to trust and to a feel of connection, making the participants 

feel like they can do it as well and that it is okay to fail sometimes and not be perfect as it 

may seem often in Instagram posts. 

One key reason behind following a certain food influencer was simplicity and multiple 

participants stated that they prefer food influencers that had simple recipes that are easy to 

follow and make and did not require huge amounts of different and strange ingredients. 

When a participant mentioned a busy schedule or lack of time, the value of simplicity was 

especially the reason behind the choice of certain food influencer. 
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"I follow influencers with simple recipes. If I see a recipe that needs multiple ingredients 

and if there are some I have never heard, I will not try it.” (Interviewee 5) 

"I follow accounts that do simple and easy meals. For example, I follow one guy who does 

a lot of 15-minute meals, and I have tried many of them." (Interviewee 2) 

The need for quick and simple meals amongst participants meant that if food influencer 

posted content that was practical, it was more likely to be followed. This focus was 

particularly important for those participants that were balancing their busy schedules with 

the willingness to prepare their meals themselves. Also, if the recipe or meal contained 

ingredients that were usually found at everyone’s home, these types of content creators were 

followed more often and showed the importance of simplicity. 

On the other hand, there were also participants that said that they look for expertise in the 

food influencer to gain more information about nutritional choices and help the follower 

with their own goals regarding eating habits. If the posts were educational, they were more 

likely to follow certain food influencer rather than other food influencer that posts only 

simple recipes and non-educational content. Participants said that they followed food 

influencers with a background of sports industry and knowledge of nutrition. 

"I follow a lot of fitness-focused influencers who post healthy food content. I’m always trying 

to find posts that have high-protein meals that fit with my workout goals." (Interviewee 4) 

"If an influencer has an actual background in nutrition, I’m way more likely to trust them. I 

don’t want to follow just anyone who claims to know about healthy eating. I’m drawn to 

people who not only share recipes but also talk about the benefits of certain ingredients and 

how they impact our health.” (Interviewee 7) 

This expertise was especially appreciated when making informed dietary choices. 

Participants valued food influencers who simplified complicated nutritional information, 

providing practical guidance that helped them adopt healthier eating habits. 

Visual appeal was also mentioned often in the interviews since participants felt that if the 

photos and videos are appealing, they are more likely to follow certain food influencer. The 

creative and practical aspect of cooking combined with high-quality photos and beautiful 

representation was sometimes even as important as the recipe itself. Food influencers that 

had visually appealing feed were more likely to gain more followers. 
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"If the food photos are really good, I’m more likely to follow. I like beautiful pictures of food, 

especially desserts." (Interviewee 8) 

The decision to follow a certain food influencer was driven by a combination of different 

factors where the key factors relatability, simplicity, expertise and visual appeal played the 

leading role. Aligning these characteristics with participants’ personal values, needs and 

interests, had a significant impact when it comes to how effective the food influencer was 

and how easily the marketing message was adopted. 

4.3  Perceptions of authenticity and sponsored content 

4.3.1  Authenticity 

The perception of authenticity was a crucial factor that largely impacted on how participants 

engaged with food influencers. The sense of authentic feeling, relatability and transparency 

was linked towards authenticity of an influencer. Influencers that shared authentic posts such 

as personal stories and discussed honestly about their challenges in their own experiences 

were seen more authentic and “real”. Influencers who mixed personal experiences with their 

content, such as explaining the origins of a recipe or admitting mistakes, were perceived also 

more trustworthy. This openness strengthened the connection between influencers and their 

followers. 

"I trust more easily influencers when they share personal things. It makes them more 

authentic and relatable, like real people, rather than just trying to sell something." 

(Interviewee 1) 

"Yeah, I would say that I can usually tell when someone is being authentic. If their message 

stays consistent and they don't randomly start promoting random products, I’m more likely 

to trust them." (Interviewee 7) 

Authenticity became even more important when it came to cooking videos or tutorials. 

Participants appreciated and valued that food influencers were open about their mistakes and 

by that the content and the food influencer felt more real and approachable. Authenticity 

wasn’t just about the influencer’s content; it was also about their ability to connect with their 

audience on a personal level. Participants appreciated when influencers shared stories from 
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their own lives as it made them feel more relatable. If a food influencer seemed to be 

“perfect” or only makes content that included promotions was a reason for participants to 

lose their interest. 

"Most definitely! The influencers I trust the most are the ones who seem authentic to me. For 

example, one influencer told why they decided to go vegan which was nice." (Interviewee 5) 

"Hmm well, there’s this influencer I follow who shows the reality of her day-to-day life. It’s 

refreshing to see because she doesn’t pretend like everything is perfect." (Interviewee 3) 

The transparency around promoting products also played a significant role in shaping 

perceptions of authenticity. Participants were hesitant of influencers who were mainly 

focusing on promoting products. When an influencer seemed like they were more interested 

in selling than in sharing valuable or authentic content or connecting with their followers, 

they were perceived as less trustworthy. This commercial focus decreased engagement with 

their content. However, many participants acknowledged that sponsored content didn’t 

necessarily reduce the authenticity, if it was presented in an open and transparent manner. 

"If an influencer mentions that something is sponsored but still gives an honest opinion, I’m 

fine with it. But if it’s clear they’re only in it for the money, I stop following them." 

(Interviewee 1) 

"Sponsored posts are fine with me as long as they’re upfront about it. Just don’t try to make 

it seem like it’s not an ad. If I see too many ads or things that don’t feel authentic, I’m more 

likely to unfollow.” (Interviewee 6) 

For these participants, transparency in sponsored posts maintained the influencer’s 

trustworthiness. That said, if the content was commercialized over the top, it was seen as a 

negative thing and led more likely the participants to unfollow certain food influencers that 

seemed to care more about promotional content than creating meaningful, relatable and 

valuable content for their followers. 

"I don’t mind sponsored content as long as it fits their usual style. But when they start 

pushing random products, it feels a bit weird, and I do not like it." (Interviewee 2) 

Ultimately, the perception of authenticity was shaped by a combination of factors, including 

how transparent influencers were about their partnerships, how relatable they were in their 

content, and how consistently they aligned with their followers' expectations. Influencers 
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who kept a good balance between personal and commercial content were perceived as more 

authentic, which in turn increased their effectiveness in promoting products and engaging 

their followers. Authenticity, therefore, is a crucial factor when it comes to building and 

maintaining trust between influencers and their followers. 

4.3.2  Impact of sponsored content 

Sponsored content caused mixed feelings amongst participants. Many of the participants 

accepted them and understood that sponsored content is necessary for the food influencers 

to maintain sponsorships and make a living. How sponsored content was presented was in a 

key role whether participants accepted marketing messages from the food influencer or 

rejected them. 

Transparency was also in a key role regarding the sponsored content. If the food influencer 

was transparent about the sponsored content and sponsorships with brands, participants felt 

like it was more likely that they maintained their interest and trust towards a certain food 

influencer. 

"Yeah, it does. If the influencers are transparent about sponsored content, it really does not 

bother me at all.” (Interviewee 4) 

"Not at all, I appreciate it when influencers are transparent about sponsorships. At least for 

me it makes them feel more honest." (Interviewee 5) 

If the sponsored content was similar to influencers usual content the participants were overall 

more accepting towards it. Promotion of products that were easy to link to the food 

influencers personal life and made sense, participants more easily engaged with the content 

and the food influencer leading to participants even giving the product a go themselves. For 

example, if the food influencer was promoting a kitchen tool that they used regularly and 

was seen in their content, these promotions were seen more trustworthy than products that 

was not used regularly by the food influencer.  

But when the food influencer was promoting too much of irrelevant products that were not 

used regularly or seen in the content, participants quickly lost their trust and interest towards 

that certain food influencer. Participants felt that in those situations the food influencer is 
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only trying to make as much money as possible and they are not interested about their 

followers and making valuable content for them led to losing trust. 

"I mean I get that influencers have to make money, but the products should fit their brand in 

my opinion. If it feels forced, I am likely to unfollow." (Interviewee 8) 

"I guess it depends. If the product that is sponsored is something influencer would use and 

fits the content so to speak, it is totally fine. If it is something random, I do not give it any 

attention.” (Interviewee 9) 

Many of the participants also mentioned that they have unfollowed some influencers that 

seemed like they were not interested in providing authentic and useful content. In situations 

where the sponsored content became the top priority for a certain food influencer, connection 

between the follower and influencer was starting to fade quickly. 

The key was the balance between sponsored and personal content, as well as the transparency 

of the influencer, that determined whether they continued to engage with the influencer’s 

marketing messages. 

4.4  Building trust and engagement 

When it comes to engagement, trust was closely linked to it for many of the participants. If 

the food influencer answered questions for example in the comment section regularly, it was 

more likely to build trust between the followers and participants said that influencer seemed 

more reliable and trustworthy. When participants felt that they were heard and seen was 

because of this type on engagement from the food influencers side and it created a feeling of 

a community which strengthened the connection between the participants and a certain 

influencer. 

"Oh, I like it very much when influencers answer comments. When influencers answer it 

makes me feel that they are there, and I appreciate it" (Interviewee 1) 

"I think it is cool if they respond. I don’t really comment much, but I notice when influencers 

reply to other people. It makes them feel more human, I guess, and it shows they care about 

their audience, which is nice." (Interviewee 6) 
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This interaction was a crucial factor for many of the participants when deciding whether they 

continued to follow a certain food influencer or not. The more the influencer engaged with 

the followers and the audience, the more likely followers and the audience were to trust in 

the content and marketing messages of the influencer. If participants felt that the food 

influencer cared about their followers and took time to answer questions or offer insights, 

trustworthiness of the influencer grew.  

"I have asked a couple of questions in the comments, and they have actually replied to me 

also and it shows that they care. I like that a lot." (Interviewee 4) 

It was also notable that participants said that if they were able to recreate the recipes or liked 

product recommendations, they would be more likely to trust the influencer more. It was 

important for the participants to get the positive experiences with the products, or the recipes 

seen in the content since it strengthened the trust that participants have in food influencers 

recommendations, and it made them more likely to continue to engage with the future 

content. 

"There was this olive oil that one of my favourite influencers talked about, and she explained 

why she loves it. I bought it, and it was great. I still use it." (Interviewee 1) 

"Well, I have purchased a couple of products based on influencers recommendations like 

healthy snacks. Some of them have been very good and sometimes I do not like them but if I 

like something I trust the influencer more." (Interviewee 7) 

"To be honest, if I try one recipe and it is amazing, I definitely take it to my everyday life and 

try new ones. It feels like if they got this one right, they probably know what they’re doing." 

(Interviewee 9) 

Not only engagement strengthened the  trust, but also consistency and reliability of the food 

influencer and their content. Practical and relevant content was well-received by the 

participants and they were more likely to accept marketing messages and trying more recipes 

from the previous content or upcoming. 

If the engagement lacked from the influencers’ side, trust became to weaken and if personal 

connection was lacking, participants felt less valued, leading to unwillingness to engage with 

the influencer’s content. 
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4.5  Personal values and shifts in trust 

4.5.1  Personal values: health, sustainability, and family 

Personal values like health and sustainability played a significant role in deciding which 

influencers participants wanted to follow. Many of the participants said that they were more 

likely to follow those influencers that had similar values as their own, especially when it 

came to promoting healthy eating or environmentally friendly products. 

For example, if a participant was focusing on their health, they often searched for food 

influencers that were focusing on healthy eating habits and balanced meals. These 

participants were drawn the most by the content that offered practical advice, for example 

for balanced diet, and in addition to that provided also educational insights when it came to 

ingredients or cooking method.  

" I mostly follow influencers who focus on healthy eating, but I’m also interested in those 

who explain the science behind nutrition.” (Interviewee 7) 

"Health is definitely a priority for me. I follow influencers who focus on balanced meals and 

use whole, fresh ingredients." (Interviewee 3) 

Another key factor for many of the participants was sustainability. Food influencers that 

were promoting sustainability and environmentally friendly products or practices were seen 

more appealing to those who valued sustainability. It was more likely that these participants 

were to engage with the influencer and the content that aligned with their own efforts for 

more sustainable environment. 

"I’m really focused on sustainability, so I follow influencers who talk about reducing waste, 

eating seasonally, and using eco-friendly products." (Interviewee 5) 

" I try to be mindful of sustainability, so I follow people who talk about reducing food waste 

or cooking with seasonal ingredients.” (Interviewee 2) 

Even for some of the participants, if food influencer did not have these values, then they 

would not start to follow and engage with the influencer. If a food influencer began 

promoting products or practices that were not in line with their personal values, participants 

would lose trust and might even unfollow the certain food influencer. If influencers want 
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their marketing messages to be accepted and maintain trust and engagement, it is essential 

to align these values. 

4.5.2  Shift in trust and selectivity 

Many of the participants mentioned that they have become more selective about which type 

of content and influencer they follow. This is mainly because the participants have become 

more informed about different marketing strategies and sponsored content. In the beginning 

some participants might have followed a food influencer based on entirely if the content was 

visually appealing but now, they are looking for authentic and relevant content. 

"I think that in the beginning when I started to use Instagram, I would follow anyone who 

posted pretty food pics. Now I only follow people who post useful content." (Interviewee 9) 

Multiple different participants mentioned that trust towards a certain food influencer has 

decreased over time if influencer has started to increasingly post sponsored content. This 

shift has made the participants more cautious and selective about who they are following 

and engaging with, and this especially was the case if the sponsored content seemed to be 

more important than authentic and valuable content. The influencers that stuck to their own 

values and style even if their follower base grew and they became more popular, were trusted 

more and preferred over the influencers that changed.  

" I think" I’m more selective now. I look for consistency in the content, and I follow 

influencers that are similar to me." (Interviewee 5) 

"When I started to follow food influencers, I trusted them more, but then I saw couple of 

influencers promote random products so now I’m definitely more sceptical." (Interviewee 4) 

This growing selectivity reflected participants’ desire for authenticity and meaningful 

content. As participants’ opinions about influencers changed, they became more critical of 

influencers who seemed to compromise their authenticity for commercial gain. Participants 

wanted to follow influencers who remained consistent and true to their brand, rather than 

those who changed themselves to gain more sponsorships and followers. 
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5  Conclusions and discussion 

The goal of the study was to examine how influencer credibility and authenticity shape 

consumer trust and acceptance of marketing messages in the Finnish food industry. It 

emphasises influencers’ authenticity, trustworthiness, engagement with the followers and 

the role of the posted content when building trust and commitment with their followers. This 

chapter discusses the objectives of the study and how well they were reached, key findings 

of the study, implications, limitations and recommendations for upcoming research. It also 

addresses the main research question: “How do influencer credibility and authenticity shape 

consumer acceptance and trust of marketing messages?” and the following three sub-

questions that guided the research: 

1. How can influencer characteristics be categorised to better understand their role in shaping 

trust and acceptance of marketing messages? 

2. How does perceived authenticity influence consumer trust and acceptance of influencers’ 

marketing messages? 

3. How does the type of content shared by influencers shape followers’ trust and willingness 

to accept marketing messages? 

5.1  Influencer characteristics and follower acceptance 

5.1.1  Authenticity in influencer marketing 

Authenticity in influencer marketing is a crucial factor whether followers think that 

influencer is credible and trustworthy or not, and that determines how followers perceive an 

influencer. Influencers that are normal people are seen more trustworthy than traditional 

celebrities who have gained their follower base based on fame since people who gained their 

followers purely because their personality and content are seen more authentic and relatable. 

This strengthens the view that by sharing personal content and being relatable creates the 

feel of authenticity (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016; Abidin, 2016). 
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De Veirman et al. (2017) argues that influencers’ follower count can also affect credibility. 

If an influencer has large numbers of followers, it can create a feeling that influencer is 

popular but if that influencer is not following many accounts themselves, it can cause 

weakened credibility and trustworthiness thus it is important to balance the social 

participation and engagement. (De Veirman et al. 2017) 

Authenticity is demonstrated also as influencers’ ability to combine sponsored content with 

personal stories. Recommendations that align with authentic life experiences are found to be 

more reliable, for example if an influencer talks honestly about their challenges and how to 

get over them are seen more authentic and reliable (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). This 

study also showed that followers value influencers that are transparent and open about 

sponsored content. 

Influencers’ ability to share trustworthy marketing messages is closely connected to 

authenticity. Influencers that manage to blend their marketing messages naturally to their 

daily content, their followers are more likely to accept the marketing messages, and this 

highlights the importance of authenticity and transparency in influencers’ content and its 

impact on their credibility. 

It is clear that influencers’ authenticity plays a crucial role when maintaining commitment 

amongst their followers and improving their trustworthiness. From these findings we can see 

that authenticity is one of the most important factors in influencer marketing, especially 

when the goal is to build long-lasting relationships and trust with the followers. 

5.1.2  Building trust and engagement through influencer interactions 

At the core of influencer marketing is building trust and as Masuda et al. (2022) found out 

is that the credibility of an influencer is strongly based on trustworthiness and expertise. 

These two qualities are directly linked to followers’ commitment and decision-making. 

Transparency and authenticity also affect followers’ attitudes and commitment and if 

sponsored content is tried to hide, it can trigger distrust. (Wojdynski & Evans, 2020) In this 

study, participants noted that their trust towards a food influencer is strongly based on 

transparency when it comes to sponsored content which leads attitude towards a certain 

influencer to be more positive. 
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Abidin (2016) states that if influencers share in their content personal experiences, share 

activities from their daily lives and interact with their followers actively, it creates a 

connection between the influencer and their followers and builds trust. This was seen clearly 

from the findings of this study as well as participants emphasised the importance of interest 

towards followers, their feedback and comments from influencers side. Participants also 

mentioned that it is important that the marketing messages need to be in line with 

influencers’ own values and image. 

Djafarova & Trofimenko (2019) also highlighted in their study that micro influencers’ 

authenticity and personalized content make them more credible and trustworthy than 

traditional celebrities. It was also confirmed from the findings of this study as participants 

described that their favourite food influencers, they follow are relatable and have a lot of 

similarities to them, thus they feel a lot closer and more reachable compared to traditional 

celebrities. To feel similarity with an influencer increases how much an influencer is able to 

change opinions and behaviour of their followers. 

Wojdynski & Evans (2020) also noted that if marketing messages are transparent, it has a 

positive effect on how followers perceive the influencer and transparency can lead to an 

increase in trustworthiness and strengthen commitment. Trust and commitment are based on 

influencers’ authenticity and transparency and findings from the study also highlight that it 

is crucial for influencers to maintain their credibility and be consistent and honest when 

posting sponsored content.  

5.2  Categorisation of influencer characteristics 

5.2.1  Factors influencing influencer selection 

The reason why social media users follow influencers is often based on their ability to 

provide value to their followers through information, entertainment and trustworthiness. 

Interviews highlighted that influencers who are not only promoting themselves or products 

but also share valuable, authentic and practical content are valued more. Lou and Yuan 

(2019) also stated in their study that when influencers’ content is informative and 

entertaining it is more likely to improve the acceptance of marketing messages. This is 

especially seen when social media users are encountering new influencers and deciding if 
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they start to follow or not because they often choose to follow influencers that create content 

that aligns with their own values and interest. (Lou and Yuan, 2019) 

Stronger connection between influencers and their followers can be possible through food-

related content, especially when the content is aligned with followers’ lifestyle. For example, 

if the content is strongly based on healthy meal options, it can be linked to positive influencer 

qualities such as responsibility and healthy lifestyle which can strengthen followers’ 

willingness to follow this type of influencer (Abell & Biswas, 2023). Hamilton et al. (2016) 

says in their study that the commitment of a follower is also based on their experience 

whether the influencer is authentic and trustworthy and it is present even more when 

influencers are interacting with their followers, for example by responding to comments or 

actively participating in discussions. This was also found out from the interviews where 

participants said that active engagement strengthens their trust and willingness to continue 

following the influencer. 

When talking about the appeal of an influencer, similarity with their followers, for example 

demographics or lifestyle, those factors can increase their attractiveness. Similarly, 

influencers who shared their personal values with their followers were seen more interesting 

and appealing, strengthening their attractiveness (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2016). To 

summarize, it can be drawn that criteria for following a certain influencer are closely related 

to influencers’ engagement and how well influencer is creating value for their followers. 

These findings support the view which states that the followers choose which influencer to 

follow based on the influencers’ capability to provide information and entertainment while 

maintaining authentic and trustworthy connections with their followers.  

5.2.2  Influencer selection and personal values 

There needs to be a good match between influencer and a brand to make the influencer 

marketing successful since it affects how consumers see sponsored content. (Lou & Yuan, 

2019) If influencers’ values are aligned with sponsored content and the brand, influencers 

are seen more trustworthy which was also confirmed by the results from this study. For 

example, an influencer that is known for environmental friendliness and that influencer share 

sponsored content about sustainable products or ingredients, was seen highly credible. 
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Study also found that if an influencer is cooperating with a brand that does not align with 

influencers shared values can lead to decrease in the credibility of the influencer. This 

finding connects with Masuda et al. (2022) study, where they highlighted that influencer and 

a brand needs to be compatible in order to improve relationships between an influencer and 

their followers, and therefore it is crucial for influencers to cooperate with brands that fit to 

their values. 

Boerman et al. (2017) stressed that sponsored content and how well the marketing message 

is accepted depends on how well the brands and influencers values and communication 

support one another. In the interviews, many of the participants mentioned that if the 

cooperation between a food influencer and the brand seemed that it is not authentic, it may 

result to decrease in the credibility of that influencer and it was evident in cases where a food 

influencer was not able to fit the sponsored content to be part of their other content. There 

was also skepticism towards a food influencer if the cooperation did not seem natural. 

Garland & Reed (2018) also highlights in their study that cooperation with influencer and 

the brand is not successful if both parties are not aligned in their values. 

Findings from the study show that the compatibility between brands and influencers does 

not only strengthen the influencers’ credibility but also increases the acceptance of the 

marketing messages, thus it is important to choose right partners with care. 

5.3  Role of content type in shaping trust and acceptance 

5.3.1  Role in culinary inspiration 

Instagram has become one of the most important social media platforms and the way 

consumers interact with brands and influencers has changed. Kaplan and Hanlein (2010) 

state that social media, such as Instagram, creates an opportunity for its users to create and 

share personal content and interact with other users in a personal way. Many of the 

participants said that they are following food-related content on Instagram to find new ideas 

and sources of inspiration.  

Okazaki et al. (2015) emphasise that social media platforms like Instagram work as a way 

to connect and interact with others and are tools where users can share their own experiences. 
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Participants enjoy the visuality of Instagram, which allows fast consumption of content and 

attracts them to come back again. Visual appeal is especially important in food-related 

content where visually pleasing content can have an impact on followers’ decision making. 

To gain inspiration and boost self-esteem motivates followers to interact with influencers 

and Instagram is often used as a tool to gain expertise on certain topics and strengthen your 

own identity by sharing food-related content that is self-made. (Hartmann & Apaolaza-

Ibáñez, 2011) 

Findings from the study show that Instagram is not only a platform where users scroll 

through it passively, but it is also a process where users interact with other users by sharing 

content or creating connections. This is aligned with study from Kaplan and Hanlein (2010) 

which shows that social media platforms are enabling social interaction for everyone all over 

the world. 

5.3.2  Food content in shaping consumer trust and acceptance 

Food-related content on social media has a big impact on consumers’ cooking habits. 

Different social media platforms like Instagram are channels where users can share 

information and form connections with other users and when it comes to food-related 

content, this is evident because these platforms enable with a swipe of a finger new ideas 

and sources of inspiration to users and in their cooking habits (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 

Findings also show that as many of the participants mentioned that based on 

recommendations and content from food influencers, they have tried new recipes and 

cooking methods.  

The informative and entertainment value of the influencers’ content increases commitment 

and trust and influences followers’ behaviour. For example, influencers that share detailed 

recipes and guides for making the dish can get their followers to try new dishes on their own. 

This supports the idea that social media is not just a platform for entertainment, but also an 

information platform that brings value for users in their everyday lives. (Lou & Yuan, 2019) 

Masuda et al. (2022) says that if influencer is seen as expert, it can strengthen the trust 

amongst the followers and is likely to affect their consumption behaviour. Findings from 

this study show that if participants felt like the food influencer was an expert, they were more 
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likely to try new healthy dietary options or sustainable and environmentally friendly 

products. This shows clearly that influencers can have an enormous impact on the decision 

making of their followers. Participants also liked if influencer was able to combine 

recommendations with their personal experiences. This made the content feel much more 

relatable and participants were more willing to try new recipes which was also evident in 

Lou & Yuan (2019) study where they stated that to increase the acceptance of marketing 

messages, influencer has to share personal experiences about cooking and food products. 

Food-related content does not only give valuable and informative content to consumers on a 

daily basis but also changes their cooking and dietary habits. Combination of expertise, 

visual appeal, and sharing personal experiences makes food influencers’ content a powerful 

tool to change consumer behaviour. 

5.4  The role of authenticity in shaping consumer trust and acceptance 

5.4.1  Effects of sponsored content 

Sponsored content in social media has changed the way consumers perceive and react to 

marketing. Informative and entertaining value in the content created by influencers 

strengthens followers trust and acceptance on brand cooperations and it is especially seen 

when sponsored content is faded into influencers’ normal daily content (Lou & Yuan, 2019). 

Interviews showed that followers accept marketing messages more likely if sponsored 

content is clearly visible and fits influencers’ values. Boerman et al. (2017) highlights that it 

is crucial for sponsored content to be transparent and it has a big impact on followers’ 

attitudes. Sponsored content that is not transparent and it has been tried to hide is deceiving 

and has negative affect on influencers’ credibility. Openness and transparency are valued 

highly amongst followers regarding sponsored content Boerman et al. (2017) which also 

aligns with findings from this study.  

In influencer marketing the rising competition and rapidly changing algorithms are creating 

a lot of pressure for influencers to build trust through transparency and commitment to 

sponsored content. This can lead to unethical choices made by influencers, for example to 

purchase followers, use bots to gain followers or take part in brand partnerships that might 

not align with their values (Garland, 2018). In these types of scenarios, followers often lose 
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easily their trust towards an influencer, and this came up in interviews as well where 

participants highlighted the value of authenticity. Finding from this study also showed that 

influencers’ values need to be in line with the brands which they are partnering with. These 

findings align with the Study from Mallipeddi et al. (2022) as they stated that the success of 

influencer marketing depends on how well sponsored content aligns with followers’ needs 

and expectations. Combination of personality of an influencer and brands values will build 

stronger relationships with followers on a long-term basis and improve influencer and brand 

image. (Mallipeddi et al., 2022) Transparency, authenticity and value-based messaging are 

key factors in sponsored content, which does not only improve influencers’ credibility but 

also strengthen the relationship between followers and the brand. 

5.4.2  Changing consumer perceptions of influencers 

The relationship between influencers and followers is based on the feeling of similarity and 

it significantly impacts how marketing messages are accepted by followers. Influencers that 

are able to create personal and authentic connections with their followers have more 

influence on followers’ purchase behaviour than traditional celebrities (Djafarova & 

Rushworth, 2016). Findings align with Djafarova & Rushworth (2016) study as participants 

mentioned that they especially liked influencers whose content felt relatable and shared their 

values. Masuda et al. (2022) brought up that parasocial relationship between influencers and 

followers is significant factor affecting commitment and purchase decisions. Findings from 

this study back up that parasocial relationships are important since participants mentioned 

that influencers that are actively engaging with them and show genuine interest in the 

comments and responses are more credible and commitment was more likely. This shows 

that parasocial relationships create an illusion of real connection and feeling of a friendship 

which makes followers commit stronger to a certain influencer. 

According to Koay et al. (2022), influencers’ credibility is based on three key factors that 

are trustworthiness, expertise and attractiveness. Based on the findings from this study, these 

three factors were all evident if participants felt like the influencers’ content and 

communication was transparent and authentic. For example, participants mentioned that 

authenticity and transparency are key traits that strengthened their relationship and 

commitment with the food influencer. This type of relationship between followers and 
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influencers is often based on illusion as influencers are like friends and these influencers that 

can create friendly-like relationships with their followers are the ones that can have the most 

influence on followers and are able to form long lasting relationships. 

5.5  Theoretical implications 

In Ohanian (1990) theory, credibility’s key factors are placed into 4 different sections: 

expertise, attractiveness, similarity and trustworthiness. According to Koernig and Boyd 

(2009), expertise and trustworthiness are key factors that together or independently increase 

effectiveness of marketing. Results from this study support the idea because expertise came 

up in connection with influencers as an important factor that strengthens credibility. 

Especially influencers that have managed to build professional and expert image of 

themselves on certain category such as nutrition or recipes, are more credible in the eyes of 

consumers. 

When it comes to attractiveness, theory highlights its importance as the base to build 

credibility. The impact of attractiveness is shown by how appealing consumers feel 

influencers’ appearance or personality (Choi & Lee, 2019). Previous studies have been able 

to connect attractiveness with influencers’ credibility, this study did not find a strong 

connection between them. Results still show that attractiveness can be a key factor if the 

influencer is seen as a role model since consumers have more positive attitude towards an 

influencer if they have traits that the consumer wish they had. As an example, if an influencer 

has a lifestyle that the follower desires, then attractiveness can play a big role.   

In this study, similarity was highlighted as a key factor that strengthens credibility. 

According to Ohanian (1990) and Abdullah et al. (2020), consumers accept 

recommendations more likely if influencer have qualities similar to them. Results from this 

study support that because participants valued food influencers that were relatable and like 

them and this also increased trust and commitment especially if food influencer and 

participant shared similar values. 

Trustworthiness, which is composed of honesty, credibility and objectivity according to 

Ohanian (1990) was also a key credibility factor in study’s theory. Martinez-Lopez et al. 

(2020) say that consumers often evaluate influencers trustworthiness through expertise and 
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transparency. Participants kept it especially important that influencers share honest and 

transparent content about their life and experiences, good or bad. The study highlighted that 

participants value that influencers align their content with their values.  

This study reveals how social media influencers’ authenticity, interactivity and type of 

content affect consumers’ trust and commitment. Influencers that are transparent with their 

sponsored content and share genuine and honest content are more likely trusted more. For 

example, if food influencer shares simple recipes with clear instructions combined with their 

own personal experiences strengthen followers’ trust and commitment.  

The impact of influencer marketing in the food industry plays a significant role, especially 

when shaping consumers’ habits. Influencers can provide practical solutions such as recipes 

which meet the needs of the followers in time management, simplicity and cost effectiveness. 

Results seem to support similar studies, such as Djafarova and Rushworth (2016) who 

highlight the importance of authenticity in the heart of successful marketing. 

We cannot ignore the issues that are present in influencer marketing in the food industry. 

Overly sponsored content and the missing influencer authenticity can weaken followers’ 

trust as Barari et al. (2023) highlights. This study confirms that as well since in a food 

influencer is too focused on sponsored content and consistency in their content is missing, it 

has a negative effect in commitment and may lead to losing followers. 

5.6  Practical implications 

Influencer marketing in social media has proven to be an effective tool in the food industry. 

Results of this study show that businesses can use influencers’ authenticity, transparency 

and expertise to create successful influencer marketing campaigns. Influencers that offer 

valuable content for their followers by practical recommendations, healthy dietary options 

or environmentally friendly food choices are able to improve engagement amongst their 

followers and build trust and strengthen commitment. It is crucial for businesses to choose 

carefully which influencers they use in their campaigns that share similar values with the 

brand and vice versa. The study reveals that compatibility does not only increase the 

credibility of an influencer but also followers accept marketing messages more likely.  
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In practice this means that businesses need to build long lasting relationships with 

influencers that have similar values to the brand and share authentic content. Businesses can 

also try to optimize the content towards the desired audience, for example, simple recipes 

that are easy to execute attract users that might be very busy and do not have time to prepare 

meals for hours or users that are not that confident in the kitchen. Also, businesses can think 

how to use the expertise of an influencer, for example, knowledge about nutritional benefits 

or influencers that are committed to sustainability can bring a lot of value to campaigns that 

are aimed at specific consumer segments.  

5.7  Limitations and future research 

The key limitations of this study are related to chosen data collection methods and 

demographics. Since the study was focusing on Finnish food industry and only on Instagram, 

results are not straightly comparable to other countries and cultures and social media 

platforms. Also, this study was conducted as qualitative research and it has its limitations, 

for example, although the interviews gave a deeper understanding and information about 

individuals experiences and thoughts, wide quantitative analysis is missing which could 

enrich these results.  

In the upcoming studies it would be useful to study other demographics and cultures in 

addition to different social media platforms to gain more comprehensive overall picture of 

the influencer marketing and its dynamics in social media. Also, it could be useful to use 

questionnaires to gain larger amounts of data and gain more detailed analysis of influencer 

marketing’s effectiveness and impact.  

It would be beneficial to study how influencers’ credibility and followers’ commitment 

change over a longer period and how these changes affect brand image and purchase 

behaviour. As technology such as artificial intelligence and algorithms develop even further 

day by day, it would be very interesting to find out how those factors affect relationships 

between influencers and brands and followers’ experiences. Understanding these factors 

could help businesses to create more efficient and targeted marketing strategies. 
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Appendix 1. 

1. How would you describe your Instagram use and activity? 

-How often do you use Instagram, and what do you usually use it for? 

2. Can you describe the food influencers you follow on Instagram? 

-What draws you to certain influencers over others on Instagram? 

-What do you like most about their content? 

3. How do you perceive the authenticity of different food influencers? 

-In what ways do some influencers feel more genuine or less authentic to you? 

-Can you give an example of an influencer who felt especially authentic or inauthentic, and 

what about their content influenced that perception? 

4. How do you feel when influencers reply to comments or engage with their followers? 

-Does this interaction change how you perceive them? 

-Does their engagement make you feel more connected to them? 

5. How do the posts or videos shared by food influencers make you feel? 

-How does the type of content (photo or video) influence your perception of them? 

-Does the way they share content (e.g., sponsored posts vs. personal ones) affect how you 

view them? 

6. Can you describe a time when a food influencer's recommendation influenced your 

decision to buy a product or try a recipe? 

-What convinced you to take their advice? 

-How did you feel about the product or recipe after trying it? Did it affect how you see 

influencers? 

7. Can you describe a time when a food influencer let you down or didn’t meet your 

expectations? 

-How did that experience impact your trust in them or other influencers? 
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8. How does the number of followers an influencer has or the brands they work with 

affect how you view them? 

-How do you see influencers with small follower base compared to large follower base? 

-How do brand partnerships influence your perception of an influencer? 

9. How do your personal values, like health or sustainability, influence which food 

influencers you follow? 

-Can you share an example of when your values either aligned or conflicted with an 

influencer’s, and how that affected your engagement? 

10. How do you feel when influencers disclose that their posts are sponsored? 

-Does knowing a post is sponsored make you trust their advice less? Why or why not? 

11. How have your opinions about food influencers changed over time? 

-What factors influenced the way your perception or trust in influencers has changed? 

12. What could food influencers do to make their posts feel more genuine or 

trustworthy to you? 

-Can you think of an example of an influencer who does this well? 

13. Is there anything else about food influencers that has influenced your decisions or 

opinions? 

-Any other thoughts or experiences you’d like to share? 
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Appendix 2.  

1. Miten kuvailisit Instagramin käyttöäsi ja aktiivisuuttasi? 

- Kuinka usein käytät Instagramia ja mihin yleensä käytät sitä? 

2. Voitko kuvailla ruoka-aiheisia vaikuttajia, joita seuraat Instagramissa? 

-Mikä saa sinut seuraamaan tiettyjä vaikuttajia toisten sijaan? 

- Mistä pidät eniten heidän sisällössään? 

3. Miten koet eri ruoka-aiheisten vaikuttajien aitouden? 

- Miten jotkut vaikuttajat tuntuvat aidommilta tai vähemmän aidoilta? 

- Voitko antaa esimerkin vaikuttajasta, joka tuntui erityisen aidolta tai epäaidolta? Mikä 

heidän sisällössään vaikutti tähän käsitykseen? 

4. Miltä sinusta tuntuu, kun vaikuttajat vastaavat kommentteihin tai ovat 

vuorovaikutuksessa seuraajiensa kanssa? 

- Muuttuuko käsityksesi heistä tämän vuorovaikutuksen myötä? 

- Tekeekö tämä sinut tuntemaan itsesi läheisemmäksi vaikuttajan kanssa? 

5. Miltä ruoka-aiheisten vaikuttajien jakamat julkaisut tai videot saavat sinut 

tuntemaan? 

- Miten sisällön tyyppi (kuva vai video) vaikuttaa käsitykseesi heistä? 

- Vaikuttaako tapa, jolla he jakavat sisältöä (esim. sponsoroidut julkaisut tai henkilökohtaiset 

julkaisut), siihen miten näet heidät? 

6. Voitko kuvailla tilannetta, jossa ruoka-aiheisen vaikuttajan suositus vaikutti 

päätökseesi ostaa tuote tai kokeilla reseptiä? 

- Mikä sai sinut seuraamaan heidän neuvoaan? 

- Miltä tuote tai resepti tuntui kokeilun jälkeen? Vaikuttiko se siihen, miten näet vaikuttajat? 

7. Voitko kuvailla tilannetta, jossa ruoka-aiheinen vaikuttaja petti odotuksesi? 

- Miten kyseinen kokemus vaikutti luottamukseesi häntä tai muita vaikuttajia kohtaan? 
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8. Miten vaikuttajan seuraajamäärä tai yhteistyöt eri brändien kanssa vaikuttavat 

käsitykseesi heistä? 

- Miten näet vaikuttajat, joilla on pieni seuraajamäärä verrattuna niihin, joilla on suuri 

seuraajamäärä? 

- Miten brändiyhteistyöt vaikuttavat käsitykseesi vaikuttajasta? 

9. Miten omat arvosi, kuten terveys tai kestävä kehitys, vaikuttavat siihen millaisia 

ruoka-aiheisia vaikuttajia seuraat? 

- Voitko kertoa esimerkin tilanteesta, jossa arvosi joko kohtasivat tai olivat ristiriidassa 

vaikuttajan arvojen kanssa ja miten se vaikutti sitoutumiseesi? 

10. Miltä sinusta tuntuu, kun vaikuttajat kertovat, että heidän julkaisunsa ovat 

sponsoroituja? 

- Vähentääkö tieto sponsoroidusta sisällöstä luottamustasi heidän neuvoihinsa? Miksi tai 

miksi ei? 

11. Miten mielipiteesi ruoka-aiheisista vaikuttajista on muuttunut ajan myötä? 

- Mitkä tekijät ovat vaikuttaneet siihen, miten näkemyksesi tai luottamuksesi vaikuttajia 

kohtaan on muuttunut? 

12. Mitä ruoka-aiheiset vaikuttajat voisivat tehdä, jotta heidän julkaisunsa tuntuisivat 

aidommilta ja luotettavimmilta? 

- Voitko mainita esimerkin vaikuttajasta, joka tekee tämän hyvin? 

13. Onko jotain muuta ruoka-aiheisiin vaikuttajiin liittyvää, mikä on vaikuttanut 

päätöksiisi tai mielipiteisiisi? 

- Onko sinulla muita ajatuksia tai kokemuksia, joita haluaisit jakaa? 

 

 


