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Abstract
Purpose – Social media influencers (SMIs) have become an important source of influence that affects
consumer behaviours in their decision-making processes. As such, this justifies scholarly attention in
understanding how SMIs transfer their meanings to endorsed brands and drive consumers’ positive
behavioural intentions. With the intention to fill this knowledge gap, this paper aims to examine the impact of
SMIs’ credibility, as manifested by trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise, along with the moderating
effects of materialism, on followers’ purchase intention.
Design/methodology/approach – Self-administrated online surveys were used to collect data from
Instagram users. A total of 191 usable data were collected and analysed using partial least square structural
equation modelling.
Findings – The results show that SMIs’ trustworthiness and expertise are significant predictors of
followers’ purchase intention. Moreover, the moderating effect of materialism on the relationship between
attractiveness and purchase intention is significant. Notably, the influence of attractiveness on purchase
intention is greater when materialism is high.
Originality/value – This research contributes to the SMI literature by examining the influence of SMIs’
trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise, along with the moderating effect of materialism, on followers’
purchase intention.

1. Introduction
Marketers increasingly use social media platforms to promote product-related information
to consumers, given their tremendous ability in reaching consumers (Cheung et al., 2020a;
Koay et al., 2020). The global social media penetration rate is reportedly at 45% (Statista,
2019), with an estimated 3.6 billion active users who consumed more than 130min on social
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media platforms every day (Statista, 2018, 2019, 2020a). Nowadays, social media users with
specific interests and expertise can use the interactive features of social media platforms
serving as social media influencers (SMIs) of brands to promote product-related information
to consumers on various social media platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter, Weibo,
Instagram, YouTube, XiaoHongShu and TikTok (Jin et al., 2019; Ortiz-Ospina, 2019). SMIs
can create their own channels, pages and communities to share entertaining and trendy
content about products and brands. Presently, many social media platforms allow SMIs to
not only share their views, lifestyle and ideas on their accounts but also interact with their
followers privately or publicly (Cheung et al., 2020b). Moreover, SMIs can create and
maintain social networks and communities worldwide without geographical boundaries
(Torres et al., 2019).

The emergence of SMIs has fundamentally changed the way businesses connect with
their customers and prospects (Hughes et al., 2019; Jin and Ryu, 2020). Recent studies
reported that more than 75% of marketers are nowadays relying on SMIs to share product-
related information while more than 65% of global brands have planned to allocate more
budgets in SMI marketing, with spending expected to reach US$373m by 2027 (Hughes
et al., 2019; Ki et al., 2020). Given its importance, researchers have begun to focus specifically
on investigating the impact of SMI marketing on companies’ financial performance, with a
particular focus on how SMIs transfer their meanings to the endorsed brands (Ki et al., 2020;
Wiedmann and von Mettenheim, 2020). Hughes et al. (2019) revealed the significance of
SMIs’ credibility in explaining consumers’ engagement intention, as manifested by the
number of likes and comments on Facebook pages. Similarly, Lou and Yuan (2019)
discovered the importance of SMIs’ trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise in driving
consumers’ brand perceptions. Likewise, Koay et al. (2020) confirmed that SMIs’ knowledge
and attractiveness play a considerable role in driving consumers’ purchase intention. More
recently, Weismueller et al. (2020) reported that SMIs’ attractiveness, trustworthiness and
expertise directly predict followers’ purchase intention while De Veirman and Hudders
(2019) highlighted that SMIs’ credibility is positively associated with consumers’ brand
attitude. Overall, prior studies demonstrated how SMIs transfer their meanings to the
endorsed brands, and hence, create positive perceptions in consumers’ minds. Accordingly,
this study argues that followers of SMIs are more inclined to purchase products or services
endorsed by SMIs who are perceived as attractive, trustworthy and expert.

Notwithstanding, the aforementioned meaning transfer process is theoretically to be
moderated by consumers’ materialism. Materialism is conceptualised as the importance
people attach to worldly possessions which occupy an integral place in their lives and are
known to be the key sources of their satisfaction and dissatisfaction (Belk, 1985; Richins and
Dawson, 1992). Moreover, materialism plays a vital role in driving consumers’ positive
attitude towards SMIs, which, in turn, strengthens their perceptions of the endorsed brands
(Jin and Ryu, 2020). Arguably, materialistic consumers are more easily stimulated by
marketing stimuli, and thus materialism is conceptualised as a positive moderator in driving
consumers’ behavioural intentions (Chang et al., 2018; Islam et al., 2018). A study by Heaney
et al. (2005) found that materialism has a significant positive association with the
consumption of status-related products. This is because materialistic consumers are driven
to acquire worldly possessions in pursuit of their happiness (Chan et al., 2015). Besides,
Islam et al. (2018) reported that social media users who like to compare themselves with
celebrities are more materialistic, resulting in compulsive buying. Based on social
comparison theory, individuals evaluate themselves in terms of attitudes, abilities and traits
in comparison with others (Festinger, 1954). SMIs serve as cues that trigger followers’
mental mechanisms of upward social comparison. Individuals who actively engage in
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upward social comparison tend to display a higher desire to gain more possessions and
consumption (Ogden and Venkat, 2001). Followers with higher levels of materialism are
more willing to trust the information provided by SMIs, and thereby being more likely to
engage with the endorsed brands (Jin and Ryu, 2020).

Although prior studies have applied the source credibility model to understand the
influence of SMIs on followers’ purchase intention (Lou and Kim, 2019; Weismueller et al.,
2020), the moderating effects of materialism on the relationship between SMIs’ credibility
(trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise) and followers’ purchase intention are yet to
be explored. As such, the present study aims to address the aforementioned knowledge
deficiencies by examining the influence of SMIs’ credibility on their followers’ purchase
intention, along with the moderating effects of materialism. Specifically, this study argues
that the influence of SMIs’ attractiveness, trustworthiness and expertise on purchase
intention will be stronger, if not heightened, for followers who have high levels of
materialism, predicated on social comparison theory. Hence, this research aims to address
the following research questions:

RQ1: Does SMIs’ credibility (trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise) predict
followers’ purchase intention?

RQ2: Does materialism moderate the relationship between source credibility
(trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise) and purchase intention?

This paper is organised as follows. The relevant literature on SMI marketing, source
credibility and materialism and the development of hypotheses are discussed in Section 2.
Following that, the methodology and data analysis are explained in Section 3 and 4,
respectively. Finally, in Sections 5 and 6, the theoretical contributions, practical
implications, limitations and future recommendations are expounded.

2. Literature review
2.1 Social media influencers
SMIs are understood as social media users who are famous in a niche area with many
followers and can convince their followers to follow their endorsements in the decision-
making processes (Lou and Yuan, 2019). In the past, the classification of SMIs was restricted
to only those who became popular through their social media activities, excluding
traditional celebrities who found fame from acting and/or singing (Khamis et al., 2016).
However, nowadays, there is no distinct boundary to differentiate between an SMI and a
traditional celebrity, as a person can possess both identities. For instance, Kylie Jenner is not
only an acclaimed American TV star but also a popular Instagram influencer with over 202
million followers (Statista, 2020b). Hence, SMIs include anyone, ranging from a blogger, a
traditional celebrity or an online entrepreneur, who disseminates information related to
products, health and lifestyles on social media platforms (Zhou et al., 2020). Some examples
include fashion enthusiasts who advocate their lifestyles and promote the image of beauty
brands (Jin et al., 2019), mainstream celebrities who present their selfie pictures with
endorsed brands (Jin and Ryu, 2020), bloggers who educate consumers to use products
offered by brands (Arrieta et al., 2019) and vloggers who share their opinions on products on
various social media platforms, such as YouTube, Weibo, Facebook and Instagram (Lee and
Watkins, 2016).

Amongst the various social media platforms, Instagram stands out as the preferred
choice for SMIs to communicate with consumers due to its high engagement rate per post
(Jackson, 2019) and the high conversion rate (Sahu, 2020). SMIs disseminate updates and
information about brands, share entertaining content, interact with consumers on Instagram
and strengthen consumers’ brand attitude (Jin and Ryu, 2020). Needless to say, the content
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shared by SMIs is useful for both international and local brands because SMIs are regarded
as credible experts in their areas of interest (Jin et al., 2019). Furthermore, the interactive
content shared by SMIs is regarded as meaningful stimuli in driving consumers’ brand
knowledge because SMIs transfer their meanings to the endorsed brands in the form of
visually attractive posts and videos, thereby creating favourable brand images in
consumers’ minds (Torres et al., 2019). As such, SMIs are acknowledged to be one of the
most influential sources that drive consumer-brand engagement outcomes based on
measures such as the number of followers, likes, comments and shares (Hughes et al., 2019;
Jin andMuqaddam, 2019; Jin et al., 2019), warranting scholarly attention in SMIs’ credibility.

2.2 Source credibility
Credibility is a critical element in celebrity endorsements that influences the effectiveness of
the marketing message and subsequent consumer attitude and behaviours (Herbig and
Milewicz, 1996; Pornpitakpan, 2004; Schimmelpfennig and Hunt, 2020). According to
Ohanian (1990), source credibility refers to “the positive characteristics of a communicator
that affect their receiver’s acceptance of a message” (p. 41). The perceived credibility of a
source determines the recipient’s acceptance of the source’s message (Bannister, 1986;
Suzuki, 1978). According to Ohanian (1990), source credibility can be segregated into three
distinctive dimensions, namely, attractiveness, trustworthiness and expertise, that can
determine an endorsement’s success (Ohanian, 1991; Solomon, 2020). While earlier studies
adopted Ohanian’s (1990) source credibility model in the context of movie and music
celebrities, it has been extended by recent studies (Pick, 2021; Saima and Altaf Khan, 2021;
Weismueller et al., 2020) to examine the importance of SMIs’ credibility in shaping
consumers’ behaviours.

In the context of SMIs, trustworthiness is conceptualised as the extent to which a
follower believes the SMI is reliable, as manifested by the perception of the SMI’s honesty,
dependability, sincerity and trustworthiness (Lou and Yuan, 2019). In contrast,
attractiveness is understood as the extent to which a follower perceives the SMI as elegant,
sexy and beautiful (Balabanis and Chatzopoulou, 2019). Expertise is understood as the
extent to which a follower perceives the SMI as experienced, knowledgeable, qualified and
reliable (Ki et al., 2020). These three dimensions are useful in predicting the effectiveness of
messages communicated by various sources.

2.3 Trustworthiness
The perceived trustworthiness of SMIs plays a considerable role in driving consumers’
behavioural intentions (Yuan and Lou, 2020). When an SMI is perceived as trustworthy,
followers tend to view that the information provided by the SMI regarding the product
endorsements as believable (Cheung et al., 2008). Moreover, an SMI who continuously shares
informative content will strengthen emotional attachment with his/her followers and
positively influencing them to acquire the recommended products or brands (Ki et al., 2020).
Brands associated with endorsers who are perceived as trustworthy have higher levels of
brand credibility and brand attitude, resulting in higher levels of purchase intention (Wang
and Scheinbaum, 2018). Therefore, in this study, we propose that SMIs who are perceived as
trustworthy will be persuasive in their endorsements, resulting in a higher purchase
intention. For this research, purchase intention indicates followers’ willingness to purchase
products endorsed by an SMI. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1. Trustworthiness has a significant positive influence on purchase intention.
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2.4 Attractiveness
An SMI who is visually attractive is more likely to result in a higher acceptance of the
endorsed product (Lim et al., 2017). Physical attributes and characteristics of an SMI, as
manifested by wisdom, beauty, wholesomeness, psychographic features and
sportsmanship, are inextricably linked with perceived attractiveness in consumers’ minds
(Onu, 2019). As such, the effectiveness of the endorsements in driving consumers’
behavioural intention relies on the degree of the endorser’s attractiveness (McGuire, 1985;
Till and Busler, 2000; Yuan and Lou, 2020). Extant studies reported that high levels of
perceived attractiveness will lead to a positive attitude towards the SMI and subsequently
resulting in purchase intention (Lim et al., 2017; Wiedmann and von Mettenheim, 2020). In
particular, Lou and Yuan (2019) found that SMIs who are attractive are more effective in
driving consumers’ brand trust, which, in turn, strengthening consumers’ purchase
intention. Similarly,Weismueller et al. (2020) found that the perceived attractiveness of SMIs
is directly associated with followers’ purchase intention. Therefore, the following hypothesis
is proposed:

H2. Attractiveness has a significant positive influence on purchase intention.

2.5 Expertise
Consumers’ purchase intention and purchase behaviour are positively associated with
celebrities’ perceived expertise (Pornpitakpan, 2004). Applied in the social media context,
consumers are more willing to buy products endorsed by SMIs who have certain levels of
knowledge and experience about those endorsed products (Weismueller et al., 2020).
Likewise, when consumers believe that the online reviews are provided by reviewers who
are credible and experienced, they tend to perceive those reviews as useful which could
positively influence consumers’ decision to buy the reviewed products (Filieri et al., 2018;
Weismueller et al., 2020). Moreover, Lou and Kim (2019) reported that followers are more
likely to develop a positive parasocial relationship with SMIs who are perceived as an expert
on his/her area. Thus, we postulate the following hypothesis:

H3. Expertise has a significant positive influence on purchase intention.

2.6 Materialism
Materialism has evolved to become a prominent feature of modern societies, manifesting
itself in various forms such as envy, selfishness and possessiveness (Wang, 2016).
Materialism refers to the belief that acquiring and possessing money together with worldly
assets leads to happiness and success (Belk, 1985; Richins and Dawson, 1992). Materialistic
individuals tend to acquire products in the belief that the products will improve their well-
being and satisfaction in life (Ahuvia and Wong, 1995). Previous studies revealed that
materialistic consumers are more prone to purchasing luxury products (Wella Yanti et al.,
2019) and genuine-looking counterfeit products (Davidson et al., 2019) to exhibit their
wealth, status, uniqueness and to impress others (Browne and Kaldenberg, 1997).

Social comparison theory states that individuals evaluate themselves regarding
attitudes, abilities and traits compared to others (Festinger, 1954). The frequent use of online
social networking has elevated the intensity of comparisons with their friends or SMIs, as
social networking sites enable users to portray the best images of themselves (Verduyn
et al., 2020). Social comparison with media celebrities is also shown to be positively related to
materialism, which subsequently results in compulsive buying (Islam et al., 2018). SMIs are
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often idolised by their followers, and therefore, these followers are more likely to purchase
based on SMIs’ product or brand recommendations in an attempt to reduce the gap of a
particular attribute between the self and their idolised SMIs (Chan and Prendergast, 2008; Ki
and Kim, 2019). SMIs typically are role models to their followers and can incite social
comparisons, thereby stimulating their followers’ interests in material possessions (Lou and
Kim, 2019). For instance, SMIs post-pictures of themselves wearing the clothes that they
endorse. As such, followers may become motivated to buy the same clothes in an attempt to
look as attractive as the SMIs (Ki and Kim, 2019).

Extant research revealed that there is a positive association between materialism and
individuals’ attraction to celebrities and athletes (Green et al., 2014). In addition, a study by Lou and
Kim (2019) found that materialism promotes social comparisons amongst followers, which
subsequently triggers purchase intention. Hence, we deduce that the influence of trustworthiness,
attractiveness and expertise on purchase intention is stronger for followers who are materialistic as
they aremore likely to imitate the SMIs. Thus,we hypothesise as follows:

H4. Materialism moderates the relationship between trustworthiness and purchase
intention, such that the relationship is stronger when materialism is high.

H5. Materialism moderates the relationship between attractiveness and purchase
intention, such that the relationship is stronger when materialism is high.

H6. Materialism moderates the relationship between expertise and purchase intention,
such that the relationship is stronger when materialism is high.

The research model is presented in Figure 1.

3. Methodology
3.1 Participants and procedures
A quantitative research design was used to validate the hypotheses proposed in this
research. Specifically, data were collected via self-administrated online surveys. The

Figure 1.
Research model
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questionnaire was made up of two sections. Section 1 included items intended to measure
trustworthiness, attractiveness, expertise and purchase intention using seven-point Likert
scales. Section 2 captured respondents’ demographic information. A cover page was
appended on the first page of the questionnaire stating the purpose of the study. The
respondents were informed that the information would not be exposed to external parties.

To ensure that our scales achieved a satisfactory level of reliability and validity, a pilot
test was conducted by distributing the questionnaires to 30 Instagram users to identify
potential errors. A preliminary reliability test was conducted on all the variables. Cronbach’s
alpha (CA) values for all the variables (trustworthiness: CA = 0.965, attractiveness: CA =
0.826, expertise: CA = 0.957, materialism: CA = 0.859 and purchase intention: CA = 0.921)
passed the threshold of 0.7, indicating that all the variables had good internal consistency.

The target population of this study is social media users. Specifically, the sampling frame
is Instagram users. Using a purposive sampling method, the respondents were sampled
based on two criteria. First, they must be an Instagram user and second, they must at least
follow one Instagram influencer who frequently endorsed products and/or brands on their
Instagram account. Subsequently, the respondents were requested to provide the name of
the Instagram influencer, which would later be used as an anchor reference to answer the
following questions contained within the questionnaire, a technique that past studies have
commonly applied (Ismail, 2017; Koay et al., 2020). These two criteria would help to ensure
that the respondents had sufficient and related knowledge to participate in this research. A
research assistant promoted the online survey link through her social media accounts and
online discussion platforms. Data collection took place between 30 September and 24
November 2020.

A total of 191 valid responses were received through the Google survey platform. The
average age of the respondents was 24.18 years. Amongst the 191 participants, 123 were
female and 68 were male. Regarding ethnicity, 24 (12.6%) respondents were Malays, 132
(69.1%) were Chinese, 33 (17.3%) were Indians and 2 (1%) were denoted as others. The
majority of the respondents (72.8%) held a bachelor’s degree. It is important to note that we
did make any distinction between a celebrity Instagram influencer and a non-celebrity
Instagram influencer.

3.2 Measures
3.2.1 Source credibility. The scales used to measure the three dimensions of source
credibility (trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise) were adapted from Ohanian
(1991), consisting of a total of 15 items. Trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise were
each measured with five items on a seven-point Likert scale (1-strongly disagree and
7-strongly agree). A sample item to measure trustworthiness was “the (Instafamous) is
dependable”. A sample item to measure attractiveness was “the (Instafamous) is beautiful”.
A sample item to measure expertise was “the (Instafamous) is knowledgeable”.

3.2.2 Materialism. A five-item scale by Wan et al. (2008) was used to measure
materialism, which is a shortened scale that originated from Richins and Dawson (1992).
The respondents were requested to answer five questions regarding materialism on a seven-
point Likert scale. An example item included “some of the most important achievements in
life, including acquiringmaterial possessions”.

3.2.3 Purchase intention. Purchase intention was evaluated using a three-item scale by
Che et al. (2017). We instructed the respondents to indicate their agreement on statements
regarding their intention to purchase products and/or services endorsed by the
(Instafamous) on a seven-point Likert scale. A sample item was “It is likely that I will buy
products or services advertised by the (Instafamous) in the near future”.
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4. Data analysis
SmartPLS version 3.2.8 software was used to perform partial least squares structural
equation modelling (PLS-SEM) to analyse the data for this research (Ringle et al., 2015).
Given that this research’s primary aim was to inspect the moderating effects of materialism
on the relationship between source credibility and purchase intention, which is exploratory
in nature, PLS-SEM was deemed suitable and fitting. Moreover, PLS-SEM is also suitable
for estimating small sample size models with high levels of statistical power. In addition,
Sarstedt et al. (2020) stated that SEM should be used instead of the PROCESS macro when
estimating models with latent variables. For this reason, the PROCESS macro was not used
in this research.

4.1 Common method variance
As our data were self-reported by the same respondents using a single survey, the results
might have been prone to common method variance (CMV), causing researchers to make
incorrect conclusions (Min et al., 2016; Podsakoff et al., 2003). Hence, it is important to check
whether CMV is a serious threat in this research. First, we conducted a full collinearity test
(Kock, 2015) and created a dummy variable with random numbers to perform the test before
regressing it on all variables, including trustworthiness, attractiveness, expertise,
materialism and purchase intention. The variance inflation factor (VIF) values were less
than the recommended value of 3.3 (Table 1) (Kock, 2015), indicating no issue of CMV.
Second, we performed the measured latent marker variable approach to detect CMV (Chin
et al., 2013), where we compared the coefficient of determination (R2) of purchase intention
between a model with (R2 = 0.560) and without (R2 = 0.506) a marker variable represented
by a shortened social desirability scale by Fischer and Fick (1993). The difference was less
than 10%, which was very small, implying that our data were not contaminated by CMV
and posing a minimal validity threat to our research findings.

4.2 Measurement model
Evaluating the measurement model’s quality involved the estimation of internal
consistency and examinations of convergent and discriminant validity for all reflective
constructs measured with multi-item scales. Here, we followed the guidelines recommended
by Hair et al. (2017) to evaluate the measurement model. The establishment of internal
consistency of measures is achieved when the values of CA, rho_A and composite reliability
(CR) exceed the value of 0.7 (Hair et al., 2017). As shown in Table 2 below, the values of CA,
rho_A and CR were well above the acceptable value of 0.7, displaying evidence of internal
consistency. Next, the metrics used to assess the convergent validity were the factor
loadings and average variance extracted (AVE). Generally, the factor loadings and the
AVEs should be greater than 0.7 and 0.5, respectively. Table 2 indicates that the conditions
to pass the convergent validity were met (Hair et al., 2017).

Table 1.
Full collinearity test

Constructs VIF

Attractiveness 1.421
Expertise 2.813
Materialism 1.739
Purchase intention 2.248
Trustworthiness 2.426
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The final assessment of the measurement model was discriminant validity. To confirm that
the partial least square (PLS)-model was free from the issue of discriminant validity, the
square root of the AVE of each construct should be higher than the correlation with any
other construct (known as the Fornell and Larcker criterion) (Fornell and Larcker, 1981) and
heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) values should not be greater than 0.9 or else discriminant
validity might be a problem (known as the HTMT criterion) (Henseler et al., 2015). Tables 3
and 4 show that both criteria were satisfied. Furthermore, the bootstrapped confidence
interval of HTMT values did not exceed the value of 1, providing solid evidence that the
violation of discriminant validity was non-existent. The values of standardised root mean
square residual (SRMR) and normed fit index (NFI) were reported to assess the model fit for
each model (Table 5). A model is deemed fit when the SRMR value is lower than the
recommended value of 0.1 and the NFI value is greater than 0.8 (Henseler et al., 2016).

4.3 Structural model
Bootstrapping is a non-parametric procedure (5,000 re-samples) allowing researchers to
generate the t-values and standard error, which are important for evaluating the significance

Table 2.
Measurement model

Constructs Items Loadings CA rho_A CR AVE

Attractiveness A1 0.828 0.894 0.906 0.922 0.703
A2 0.858
A3 0.855
A4 0.886
A5 0.759

Expertise E1 0.910 0.944 0.947 0.957 0.817
E2 0.900
E3 0.909
E4 0.878
E5 0.920

Materialism M1 0.882 0.915 0.931 0.936 0.747
M2 0.867
M3 0.891
M4 0.906
M5 0.768

Purchase intention PI1 0.952 0.956 0.956 0.971 0.918
PI2 0.960
PI3 0.963

Trustworthiness T1 0.847 0.930 0.932 0.947 0.782
T2 0.915
T3 0.902
T4 0.843
T5 0.910

Table 3.
Fornell-Larcker
criterion

Constructs 1 2 3 4 5

1. Attractiveness 0.838
2. Expertise 0.532 0.904
3. Materialism 0.418 0.556 0.864
4. Purchase intention 0.394 0.674 0.593 0.958
5. Trustworthiness 0.523 0.776 0.465 0.660 0.884
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of path coefficients specified in the PLS-model. In Table 5, the results of Model 1 showed
that trustworthiness (b = 0.345, p < 0.001, f2 = 0.091) and expertise (b = 0.408, p < 0.001,
f2 = 0.126) have a significant positive influence on purchase intention, supporting H1 and
H3. However, the relationship between attractiveness (b =�0.003, p> 0.05, f2 = 0.000) and
purchase intention was not significant. Hence, H2 was not supported. For the moderation
analysis, a two-stage approach was used to produce the interaction terms, as this method
provides the highest statistical power as compared to the product indicator and
orthogonalisation methods (Henseler and Chin, 2010). As shown in Table 5 and Figure 2,
materialism does not moderate the relationship between trustworthiness (b = 0.029,
p> 0.05, f2 = 0.003), expertise (b = 0.046, p> 0.05, f2 = 0.008) and purchase intention but
moderates the relationship between attractiveness (b = 0.085, p < 0.05, f2 = 0.027) and
purchase intention. Therefore, we can conclude that H4 andH6 were not supported, but H5
was supported.

We also reported the coefficient of determination (R2) values for the assessment of
explanatory power (in-sample prediction) and Stone-Geisser’s (Q2) and PLS predict (Q2

predict) values for the assessment of predictive power (out-of-sample prediction) (Geisser,
1974; Shmueli et al., 2016; Stone, 1974). The R2 values for Models 1–4 were 0.501, 0.567, 0.577
and 0.569, respectively. Also, the Q2 values for Models 1–4 were 0.430, 0.483, 0.489 and 0.484,
respectively, which were greater than zero, suggesting evidence of predictive relevance.
Moreover, PLS predict values including the prediction errors of the PLS-model and linear
regression model were reported in Table 6. Given the prediction errors (in terms of the root
mean squared error – RMSE and the mean absolute error – MAE) of the PLS path model
were lower than the linear regression model (Shmueli et al., 2019), it can be concluded that
our specified PLS-model has a reasonably good predictive performance.

4.4 Importance-performance map analysis
IPMA was performed to obtain further insights into the key sources of the credibility of
SMIs that predict purchase intention. The significance of an independent variable on a
dependent variable is represented by the total effect, whereas the performance of an
independent variable on a dependent variable is measured by the mean score (Ringle and
Sarstedt, 2016). Figure 3 below shows that the performance scores of trustworthiness,
attractiveness and expertise were 80.455, 85.711 and 81.266, respectively. Additionally, the
importance scores of trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise were 0.345, �0.003 and
0.408, respectively. The results showed that all sources of credibility perform well, but only
trustworthiness and expertise are important in predicting purchase intention. Thus, when a
company’s marketing objective is to stimulate followers’ purchase intention, SMIs’
trustworthiness and expertise should be prioritised.

Table 4.
HTMT criterion

Constructs 1 2 3 4 5

1. Attractiveness
2. Expertise 0.570 [0.414; 0.704]
3. Materialism 0.450 [0.293; 0.575] 0.593 [0.479; 0.694]
4. Purchase intention 0.412 [0.289; 0.521] 0.706 [0.612; 0.782] 0.624 [0.494; 0.730]
5. Trustworthiness 0.567 [0.432; 0.694] 0.827 [0.741; 0.886] 0.499 [0.377; 0.605] 0.698 [0.608; 0.771]
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5. Discussion
5.1 Theoretical implications
Consistent with prior studies (Djafarova and Rushworth, 2017; Ohanian, 1990; Weismueller
et al., 2020), support was found for H1, indicating that SMIs’ trustworthiness directly
influences followers’ purchase intention. When followers believe that the information about
the SMIs’ endorsements is dependable, honest, reliable, sincere and trustworthy, they are
more likely to purchase the endorsed products. Next, the relationship between SMIs’
attractiveness and purchase intention was not significant; hence, H2 was not supported.
Despite the seemingly logical explanation to associate endorsers’ attractiveness with
purchase behaviour, such an association is not supported by our empirical data. Further
examining our results revealed that the relationship between attractiveness and purchase
intention is moderated by materialism (explained in the next paragraph). Next, this study
also established that SMIs’ expertise predicts purchase intention, concurring with some of
the past studies (Thomas and Johnson, 2017; Weismueller et al., 2020). This shows the
importance of SMIs to be perceived as experienced, knowledgeable and qualified in
promoting products and brands they are endorsing.

A significant discovery of this study is that our data supported the moderating effect of
materialism on the relationship between attractiveness and purchase intention, which could
explain the insignificant direct influence of attractiveness on purchase intention. The effect

Figure 2.
Moderating effect of
materialism on the
relationship between
attractiveness and
purchase intention

Table 6.
PLS predict

Construct prediction summary
Q2_predict

Purchase
intention 0.466
Indicator prediction summary

PLS LM PLS-LM
RMSE MAE Q2_predict RMSE MAE Q2_predict RMSE MAE Q2_predict

PI2 1.106 0.801 0.433 1.144 0.850 0.394 �0.038 �0.049 0.039
PI3 1.169 0.858 0.421 1.246 0.915 0.343 �0.076 �0.058 0.078
PI1 1.057 0.756 0.461 1.104 0.802 0.411 �0.047 �0.045 0.049
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of attractiveness on purchase intention is heightened for materialistic followers and lessened
for less materialistic followers. As possessions are central, if not pivotal, to materialistic
individuals’ happiness (Richins and Dawson, 1992), materialistic followers are more inclined
to purchase products recommended by SMIs, whom they find attractive. Moreover,
materialistic individuals are more likely to worship celebrities in an attempt to fill the
emptiness in their lives, which is characterised by “striving for self-contained individualism,
autonomy, self-sufficiency and attempts to master the environment for one’s own needs”
(Reeves et al., 2012, p. 675). This study found that materialism does not moderate the
relationship between trustworthiness, expertise and purchase intention. This is feasible
considering materialistic people could be attracted to superficiality and ostentatious
consumption and be less concerned by the trustworthiness and expertise of the source
(Riquelme et al., 2011).

This study contributes to the SMI literature in two major ways. First, we empirically
examined the influence of source credibility on purchase intention in the SMI context,
drawing samples from Instagram users. In short, SMIs’ trustworthiness and expertise are
important factors influencing followers’ purchase intention except for attractiveness.
Second, this study further advanced the understanding of the influence of SMIs’ credibility
on purchase intention by testing materialism as a moderator, drawing on social comparison
theory. In brief, the insignificant relationship between attractiveness and purchase intention
can be explained by the moderating effect of materialism. That is, followers high in
materialism are more likely to buy sponsored products or services promoted by attractive
SMIs.

5.2 Practical implications
The realisation of consumers spending increasingly more time on social media platforms
has driven organisations to focus on SMI marketing. In particular, many organisations
choose to engage SMIs for advertising given their high number of followers and expertise in
their niche domain. The findings of this research indicate that companies need to judiciously
select an SMI who is perceived as trustworthy, attractive and expert by their followers to
induce an intention to purchase. Before engaging an SMI, companies could undertake a
background check by verifying the perception of the followers towards the SMI in terms of

Figure 3.
IPMA
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trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise. Not all famous SMIs with a high number of
followers may be suitable, particularly if the influencer is not perceived to have expertise in
the company’s products or not deemed worthy of trust. Indeed, companies should
judiciously select suitable SMIs who are consistent with the brands’ business values and
offerings; otherwise, it may not translate to higher purchase intention (Lou and Yuan, 2019).
Ideally, the SMI must be perceived as trustworthy, attractive and expert in that company’s
product domain.

On the other hand, SMIs also need to be very cautious in choosing to endorse brands or promote
products that are compatible with their expert domain; otherwise, their credibilitymay be damaged.
For instance, it may not be suitable for a beauty SMI to endorse a sports brand or promote afitness-
related product. It should also be noted that the influence of SMIs’ attractiveness on purchase
intention is more intense for materialistic followers as compared to less materialistic followers.
Hence, it would be beneficial if companies choose SMIs that have aesthetically pleasing physical
features. However, attractiveness is not limited to physical appearance as attractive pictures, stories
and captions can also captivate the attention of followers. In addition, attractive SMIs are likely to
garnermore public attention and publicity.

6. Conclusion
Overall, the source credibility model is a useful model to explain followers’ purchase intention
with a high R2 value of 0.501. SMIs’ trustworthiness and expertise are important drivers of
followers’ purchase intention except for attractiveness. Furthermore, materialism was found to
have only moderated the relationship between attractiveness and purchase intention. That is, the
influence of attractiveness on purchase intention is subject to the level of the materialism of
followers, such that the degree of influence tends to be stronger formaterialistic followers.

6.1 Limitations and further research
Despite its interesting findings, this study suffers from several drawbacks, which can be
served as a basis for further improvements from future research. A potential limitation of
this study is the lack of confidence in drawing causal inferences, given the cross-sectional
research design. It is suggested that future studies should collect longitudinal data that are
more useful to establish causal relationships. Another possible limitation of this research is
that we did not distinguish between a non-celebrity Instagram influencer and a celebrity
Instagram influencer when asking respondents to give a name of an Instagram influencer
whom they follow on Instagram, which might prejudice the results as their effects could be
different. Future studies could consider this issue. Third, we studied only the impact of
influencers’ credibility on purchase intention in the Instagram channel. Future scholars may
wish to test the research model on other types of SMIs from different social media platforms
such as TikTok and Vero. Different population demographics favour different social media
platforms and each social media platform has its own distinct characteristics. For instance,
the audience group for TikTok is mainly Generation Z, whereas Instagram users are mostly
Generation Y (Fernandocomet, 2020). Finally, the data were collected in Malaysia, which is a
developing country. Therefore, replicating the same model on samples from developed
countries could yield interesting results as people from developed countries might
demonstrate lower levels of materialism (Cho et al., 2016).
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