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Abstract. The power of social media influencers (SMIs) as effective endorsers
for destinations and tourism products have been widely acknowledged. Despite
being characterised as content generators by prior research, little has been done
to examine how consumers perceive content produced by SMI, a key compo-
nent of destination marketing campaigns. Moreover, parasocial relationship
between SMI and the follower has been proven to enhance the persuasive impact
of SMIs. Hence, this study aims to shed light on how consumers would assess
the SMI and the content the SMI produced, as well as the effect of parasocial
relationship on processing SMI destination marketing campaigns. Findings
(N = 501) have highlighted that argument quality of SMI content has a stronger
direct impact on campaign attitude, destination image and travel intention, as
compared to source credibility. With the application of the Elaboration Likeli-
hood Model (ELM) as a framework, this study illuminates consumers’ inter-
action with the SMI destination marketing campaign and extends prior studies in
understanding the importance of SMI content and parasocial relationship as a
significant tool for future destination marketing.

Keywords: Social medial influencer � Destination marketing � Parasocial
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1 Introduction

Social media provided users with a convenient and instantaneous platform to share
their content in various forms – text, images and videos [1]. Along with the rise of
social media, the emergence of social media influencers (SMIs), and its use in mar-
keting across various industries have been in the spotlight in both theory and practice.
Studies have suggested the efficacy of SMI marketing in achieving various marketing
outcomes such as enhancing brand awareness and purchase intention [2, 3].

This potential has been recognised by marketers and practitioners in the tourism
industry, to leverage the power of SMIs for destinations and related products [4, 5].
Existing SMI literature in tourism has examined the effectiveness of SMI marketing on
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destination image and travel intention with the application of various concepts such as
self-congruity and source credibility [6, 7]. Unlike celebrity endorsers, SMIs produce
entertaining and informative content woven with their personalities and preferences,
building a strong parasocial relationship with their followers, which exert an influence
on their audience’s decision making [3, 6, 8]. Yet, most studies on influencer marketing
have focused on the attributes of the SMI based on source credibility [3, 6, 8], or
evaluated the campaign as a whole [7, 9]. There is a research gap with regards to the
content (i.e. argument quality) the SMIs have produced [10]. Since existing studies
have suggested that trust for the SMIs and their content informativeness have a positive
impact on consumers’ travel decision journey [11, 12], and a positive effect on des-
tination marketing [13], it is vital to investigate how parasocial relationship between the
SMI and the follower would affect consumers’ processing (based on source credibility
and argument quality) of the SMI destination marketing campaign.

Considering the above, this study constructs a research mechanism that aims to
(i) examine how self-congruity and parasocial relationship associate with perceptions
of SMIs’ argument quality and source credibility, and in turn (ii) how SMIs’ argument
quality and source credibility shape tourists’ attitudes, destination image, and travel
intention. The findings illuminate consumers’ interaction with the SMI destination
marketing campaign and extend prior studies in understanding the importance of SMI
content as a significant tool for destination marketing amid the pandemic and beyond.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Social Media Influencers in Tourism and Destination Marketing

In recent years, there has been a rise in research on SMI marketing in tourism and
hospitality. Gretzel [4] led the study of influencer marketing in tourism, highlighting
the importance of SMIs as travel information sources and played a significant role in
tourists’ decision-making process. Empirical studies on SMI destination marketing
campaigns such as Xu and Pratt [7], illustrated that SMI-destination congruence and
SMI-consumer congruence positively affect consumers’ attitudes toward the adver-
tisement, which subsequently positively affects their attitude toward the destination and
travel intention. Ong and Ito [9] elucidated the significance of SMI marketing cam-
paign experience in forming consumers’ attitude toward the campaign and destination
image, which impact consumers’ travel intention to the destination endorsed.

The latest studies investigating the impacts of SMIs on travel consumer behaviour
have focused on the source credibility of the SMI based on the source credibility
model. Jang et al. [6] illustrated source characteristics of SMI, such as the number of
followers and engagement rate of SMI, as respective indicators of SMI’s expertise and
attractiveness which consequently positively impacts the effectiveness of the SMI
campaign. Despite various studies having discussed that content of SMI is effective in
forming consumers’ image toward the marketed destination [12, 13], or positively
affecting travel decision-making [14], little has been done to investigate the effects of
the content produced by SMIs. Thus, this study would like to introduce a framework to
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expound on how attributes of the SMI and content produced by the SMI would impact
the travel decision-making process of consumers.

2.2 Hypothesis Development

Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM). Prior literature has used dual-route processes
such as the ELM to explain consumers’ information processing of an advertisement
[15, 16]. The ELM posits a two-route processing model, the central and the peripheral
routes, in predicting persuasive messages [17]. The central route of persuasion occurs
via one’s cognitive effort of processing argument quality of the messages, undergoing
thorough consideration of the relevant information [18]. Alternatively, the peripheral
route takes place under processing affective features of messages, such as source
credibility [15, 18]. Unlike the source credibility model which has been employed by
previous works to assess the impact of SMI on destination marketing, the organization
of information processing into two distinct routes of persuasion by the ELM allows us
to understand how consumers assess the SMI content, or the SMI respectively.

Self-Congruity. Defined as “the match between consumers’ self-concept and the
user’s image of a given product, brand, store, etc.” [19, p. 955], the self-congruity
theory postulates that consumers are driven by their psychological motivation to
express themselves by purchasing a product or service that is a match between their
self-image with the product-user image of a product or service [20]. Looking at self-
congruity as a form of motivation of human behaviour [21], consumers may seek a
match in the way they process information before elaborating the campaign based on
either the argument quality of the campaign or the source characteristics of the SMI.

Based on the ELM, argument quality is defined as how one sees the persuasive
strength of the persuasive argument or content embedded in the message [17, 22, 23].
Interestingly, there are very few researches that made use of argument quality to
investigate the consumers’ perception of SMI marketing advertisements. Since argu-
ment quality is a measurement of the persuasive strength of the content produced by the
SMI, it should be used as a means of evaluating the SMI destination marketing
campaign. With prior studies having illustrated the relationship between self-congruity
and source credibility based on the congruence of self-SMI image [24], it is possible to
deduce that consumers who preferred to make use of more cognitive effort, and are
more involved in scrutinizing the information, would have formed a congruence
between self and the SMI content and undergo the central route of information elab-
oration, focusing on the quality of the information provided [17, 25].

On the other hand, in the framework of ELM, individuals tend to take the peripheral
route when they have less motivation, making use of lesser cognitive effort to evaluate
the information [17, 26]. By undertaking the peripheral route, consumers tend to
evaluate based on peripheral cues, such as the brand image or source credibility [17].
Extant studies have approached SMIs’ source credibility by considering attractiveness,
expertise, and trustworthiness [27–29]. Of these, Yoon and Kim [27] have pointed out
that self-congruity at an early phase of advertisement perception is able to influence
consumers’ perception of SMI credibility. If the consumer seeks self-consistency as
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someone who travels to a destination marketed by a SMI based on the source cues of
the SMI, it is likely to provide a shortcut for the consumer’s information elaboration
process, taking the peripheral route.

Therefore, with the above, this study would like to hypothesise that:
H1a: Self-Congruity positively affects perceived argument quality.
H1b: Self-congruity positively affects perceived source credibility.

Parasocial Relationship between SMI and Followers. Defined as a unilateral rela-
tionship that a media audience developed for a media character [30–32], the parasocial
relationship between the SMI and the follower is developed through their everyday
online interactions, culminating trust for the SMI and reliance on the SMI as a credible
information source that influences followers’ consumption decision-making [11, 13,
31]. Recently, the concept of parasocial relationship on social media between the SMI
and their followers have been examined [3, 8, 29, 33]. Shan et al. [33] have suggested
that perceived image congruence between the SMI and the consumer as the initiation of
the parasocial relationship. The study further proved that self-SMI congruence is a
strong indicator of the strength of parasocial relationship [33]. Thus,

H1c: Self-congruity positively affects Parasocial Relationship.
Existing studies such as Breves et al., [8, 24] have illuminated that parasocial

relationship is equivalent to the halo effect, enhancing source credibility, especially on
trustworthiness, which in turn positively affects brand credibility and purchase inten-
tion. Similarly, Yuan and Lou [29] also illustrated that parasocial relationship posi-
tively mediates source credibility on consumers’ interest in SMI-marketed products.
That is, followers are more likely to form a stronger parasocial relationship with SMI
whom they consider attractive and similar to themselves and this parasocial relation-
ship, in turn, leads to greater interest in the products promoted by the influencers.
Hence, it can be inferred that a stronger parasocial relationship with the influencer,
followers would tend to perceive the SMI as attractive, an expert, and trustworthy.

Yet, little has been done to understand how followers’ parasocial relationship with
the SMI would affect the argument quality of the SMI marketing campaign. While
extant studies have highlighted that parasocial relationship is likely to enhance the
source credibility of the SMI, parasocial relationship can also enhance argument quality
[3, 11]. Based on the ELM, when elaboration involvement with the product or service,
or in this case, the parasocial relationship with the SMI, followers may also undertake
the central route of processing via argument quality. Hence, we propose:

H2a: Parasocial Relationship positively affects perceived argument quality.
H2b: Parasocial Relationship positively affects perceived source credibility.
Additionally, previous studies also indicated that processing peripheral cues can

generate increased motivation, ability, or even consistency to consumers’ actual self-
concept, leading to more comprehensive information processing via the central route
[18, 34]. Recent studies have also investigated the possibility of a two-step processing,
where that peripheral route-persuasion is undergone first for consumers who are more
likely to look out at source cues of the SMI in the campaign, followed by a central
route-persuasion for in-depth scrutiny of the campaign content [17, 25, 35]. This is
evident in current works where source credibility of the SMI would positively affect
how consumers process the content of the SMI [3, 8]. As such, we propose:
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H3: Perceived source credibility positively affects perceived argument quality.

Affective Evaluation and Behavioural Intention. With a higher argument quality
perceived by the consumer, it would mean that the information is persuasive and
informative, generating positive attitudinal dispositions toward the SMI campaign [23].
Similarly, consumers would tend to perceive the marketing campaign as positive if it
comes from a source that is perceived as credible, knowledgeable, and attractive [27,
28]. In the current study, the audience of the SMI destination marketing will evaluate
the campaign based on argument quality and/or source credibility, which forms an
attitude toward the campaign. Prior studies also revealed that after the exposure of the
campaign, the consumers would form an attitude toward the campaign, which thereby
affects the brand attitude and purchase intention [7, 9].

The appropriate use of SMI as endorsers of destination marketing, or having a good
SMI-destination congruity is influential to the forming destination image [7]. As evi-
dent from previous studies, SMIs are significant in enhancing the campaign experience
of destination marketing, which result in forming a positive attitude toward the cam-
paign and positive attitude and/or image formed of the destination marketed, becoming
important predictors for travel intention [7, 9]. Looking at the current state of a global
pandemic, there is no sight of when international leisure travel will happen, with even
the possibility of travel fear [36]. Therefore, this study would like to understand how
consumers, while still amid the COVID-19 pandemic, would travel after the pandemic
is over. Based on prior literature, it can be hypothesised that:

H4: Perceived argument quality positively affects the (a) attitude toward the SMI
campaign, (b) destination image, and (c) post-COVID-19 travel intention.

H5: Perceived source credibility positively affects the (a) attitude toward the SMI
campaign, (b) destination image, and (c) post-COVID-19 travel intention.

H6: Campaign attitude positively affects consumers’ destination image of the
marketed destination.

H7: Consumers’ destination image of the marketed destination positively affects the
post-COVID-19 travel intention of the marketed destination.

Therefore, this study would like to propose the hypothesised model (Fig. 1), to test
the causal and dynamic paths in processing and perceptions toward the SMI destination
marketing campaign.

Fig. 1. Research model.
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3 Methodology

3.1 Data Collection and Analysis

A web-based questionnaire was distributed in May 2021 to followers of SMIs with the
help of a local market research firm in Singapore. Singapore was chosen as it is one of
the world’s top outbound tourist source nations, [37], as well as one of the key markets
that Japan has been actively marketing through SMIs to attract inbound tourists to
second-tier destinations within the country [38, 39]. SMI destination marketing cam-
paign usually involves various contents produced by the SMI, targeting consumers
aged 18 to 35 [7, 10]. Recently, Instagram has been the social media platform where
DMOs leveraged SMIs as it allowed imagery and textual content to reach out to the
target audience of SMIs. Thus, a stimulus of a SMI destination marketing campaign
promoting Japan on Instagram was adapted, featuring Singapore’s top travel SMI, Xin
Lin Khaw (@xinlinn).

Instruments were developed from existing literature with the use of a seven-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Items measuring self-congruity
and perceived source credibility of SMI were adapted from Yoon and Kim [27], while
items for perceived argument quality were derived from Filieri and McLeay [26]. The
affective evaluation scale and measures for behavioral intention were adapted from Ong
and Ito [9], and Xu and Pratt [7]. Measurement item for parasocial relationship were
developed from existing literature [29, 31, 32].

SPSS was first used for descriptive analysis, then partial least squares structural
equation modelling (PLS-SEM) was applied to test the measurement model and
structural model. PLS-SEM is appropriate for predictive research and has flexible
abilities in handling complex models, small sample sizes, and non-normal data [40].
Given this study is predictive, PLS-SEM was selected. Utilizing SmartPLS (version
3.2.9), the measurement model and structural model were assessed with the PLS
algorithm and bootstrapping (5000 subsamples), respectively.

4 Results

4.1 Descriptive Statistics

A total of 501 valid responses were obtained after a month of data collection. Out of
501 respondents, 255 are female, 243 are male, and three respondents identified as non-
binary. The sample is also representative of Singapore’s multiracial composition, with
78.2% Chinese, 11.8% Malay, 6.6% Indian, and 3.4% Eurasian/Others. 7.6% of the
respondents are aged 18–19, 41.9% aged 20–25, 16.6% within the 26–30 age range,
17.0% who are 30–35, and 17.0% who are 35 and above.

4.2 Measurement Model

The measurement model was evaluated by internal consistency reliability, convergent
validity, and discriminant validity of the constructs. As presented in Table 1, the
indicator loadings ranged from 0.765 to 0.958, greater than the threshold value of 0.708
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Table 1. Measurement model for constructs.

Construct and item Mean SD Loading

Self-congruity (SCO) (Cronbach's a = 0.950, CR = 0.964, AVE = 0.869)
Travelling to a destination recommended by an SMI is
(1) consistent with how I see myself 3.986 1.547 0.922
(2) consistent with how I like to see myself 4.142 1.589 0.933
(3) consistent with how I believe others see me 3.804 1.562 0.934
(4) consistent with how I would like others to see me 3.904 1.629 0.939
Parasocial Relationship (PSR) (Cronbach's a = 0.938, CR = 0.956, AVE = 0.843)
(1) If there is a content related to the SMI on any media, I
would read it

4.561 1.543 0.917

(2) When the SMI shows me how he/she feels about the
destination, it helps me make up my own mind about the
destination

4.579 1.527 0.924

(3) I can rely on information I get from my favourite SMI 4.565 1.472 0.904
(4) The SMI makes me feel comfortable, as if I am with a
friend

4.503 1.529 0.928

Source Credibility (SC) (Cronbach's a = 0.959, CR = 0.965, AVE = 0.778)
This SMI appears to
(1) be attractive 4.956 1.430 0.765
(2) be reliable 4.585 1.331 0.917
(3) be sincere 4.579 1.400 0.897
(4) be knowledgeable 4.465 1.465 0.914
(5) be experienced 4.423 1.459 0.913
(6) be expert 4.178 1.473 0.89
(7) reflect my own interests 4.343 1.473 0.887
(8) have common interests with me 4.439 1.475 0.862
Argument Quality (AQ) (Cronbach's a = 0.950, CR = 0.995, AVE = 0.751)
The information I get through the SMI campaign
(1) is relevant as it matches my needs 4.407 1.506 0.907
(2) is appropriate for satisfying my needs 4.443 1.469 0.827
(3) is easy to read 4.938 1.362 0.828
(4) is easy to understand 5.004 1.374 0.859
(5) is correct 4.605 1.349 0.844
(6) enables me to objectively understand the destination 4.305 1.550 0.889
(7) provides me with information that I couldn’t get elsewhere 4.212 1.592 0.907
Campaign Attitude (CA) (Cronbach's a = 0.950, CR = 0.968, AVE = 0.909)
This campaign is
(1) interesting 4.747 1.436 0.950
(2) good 4.683 1.356 0.958
(3) likable 4.860 1.346 0.952

(continued)
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[40]. The values of Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR) all exceeded 0.70,
indicating sufficient construct reliability [40]. The values of average variance extracted
(AVE) are between 0.751 to 0.909, surpassing the threshold of 0.50 and building up the
convergent validity. The heterotrait–monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT) was
applied to appraise the discriminant validity. Results have shown that the highest value
of the HTMT score is 0.790, below the recommended value of 0.85 [41]. Thus,
satisfactory discriminant validity was achieved.

4.3 Structural Model and Hypothesis Testing

The structural model was assessed with a series of statistic indexes. The standardised
root mean residual (SRMR) was 0.062, lower than the stipulated criterion of 0.08,
suggesting a good model fit [41]. The inner and outer values of variance inflation factor
(VIF) were less than 10, excluding the issues of multicollinearity [42]. The effect sizes
(f2) of most paths exceeded 0.15, demonstrating medium to large effects [43]. R2 values
of 0.19, 0.33 or 0.67 for endogenous constructs are described as weak, moderate or
substantial [44]. The proposed research model manifested relatively moderate to sub-
stantial explanatory power (PSR: 28.1%, AQ: 70.9%, SC: 53.5%, CA: 57.9%, DI:
68.5%, PCTI: 61.8%). Values of Stone-Gaisser’s Q2 for endogenous constructs were
calculated using the Blindfolding test; with Q2 values exceeding the minimum
requirement of zero (0.234*0.610), implying good predictive relevance [43].

Table 2 shows the results of hypothesis testing. 12 out of 14 proposed paths were
attested to be significant and supported. Only H1a and H5b were not supported. Post-
hoc analysis was executed to uncover any mediating effects on the non-significant
hypotheses. Firstly, the association between SCO and AQ was found to be significant
when mediated by PSR (b = 0.205, t = 4.200, 95% C.I. = 0.115–0.304), and SC

Table 1. (continued)

Construct and item Mean SD Loading

Destination Image (DI) (Cronbach's a = 0.944, CR = 0.964, AVE = 0.899)
The destination is
(1) Favourable vs Unfavourable 4.936 1.312 0.950
(2) Positive vs Negative 5.022 1.289 0.956
(3) Interesting vs Boring 4.904 1.391 0.940
Post-COVID Travel Intention (PCTI) (Cronbach's a = 0.950, CR = 0.964, AVE = 0.869)
(1) I am very likely to visit the destination recommended in the
influencer campaign when international travel resumes

4.645 1.552 0.938

(2) I definitely will visit the destination recommended in the
influencer campaign in the near future

4.487 1.538 0.944

(3) I plan to visit the destination recommended in the
influencer campaign in my next trip

4.441 1.516 0.936

(4) The influencer campaign makes me want to travel to the
destination in post-COVID situation

4.559 1.597 0.912
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(b = 0.173, t = 4.261, 95% C.I. = 0.040–0.111). Similarly, AQ (b = 0.214, t = 4.463,
95% C.I. = 0.131–0.315) and CA (b = 0.077, t = 2.130, 95% C.I. = 0.015–0.157)
were also proved to significantly mediate the relationship between SC and DI.

5 Discussion

5.1 Theoretical and Practical Implications

The Power of Parasocial Relationship between SMI and Followers. Findings have
elucidated that the influences of PSR between SMI and followers are two-fold. Firstly,
the current study has extended research by uncovering that PSR not only positively
affects SC but also directly enhances the persuasive impact of the SMI content through
AQ. Secondly, the non-significant direct effect of SCO on AQ has led to the discovery
of two mediating effects by PSR and SC. The direct and mediating effect of PSR on AQ
also show that PSR between SMI and the follower acts as a positive halo effect that not
only enhances SC of SMI, but also AQ of SMI content. This illustrates the PSR
between SMI and followers enhances involvement, which heightens motivation and
confidence in evaluating the content, before proceeding to the next step of their
decision-making [25, 35]. The influence of PSR on AQ encourages consumers to
undertake the central route of persuasion, resulting in more positive effects on affective

Table 2. Results of hypothesis testing.

Hypothesis Path b t Value f2 Result

H1a SCO ! AQ 0.021 0.593ns 0.001 No
H1b SCO ! SC 0.335 5.370*** 0.174 Yes
H1c SCO ! PSR 0.530 12.158*** 0.391 Yes
H2a PSR ! AQ 0.387 4.495*** 0.267 Yes
H2b PSR ! SC 0.497 7.406*** 0.382 Yes
H3 SC ! AQ 0.517 6.578*** 0.428 Yes
H4a AQ ! CA 0.632 8.499*** 0.355 Yes
H4b AQ ! DI 0.413 5.119*** 0.150 Yes
H4c AQ ! PCTI 0.271 3.261*** 0.048 Yes
H5a SC ! CA 0.156 2.071* 0.022 Yes
H5b SC ! DI −0.029 0.565ns 0.001 No
H5c SC ! PCTI 0.174 2.522* 0.030 Yes
H6 CA ! DI 0.493 7.597*** 0.324 Yes
H7 DI ! PCTI 0.419 6.345*** 0.192 Yes

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. b = Standardised
regression weight. f2 = Effect sizes. SCO = Self-congruity, AQ =
Argument quality, PSR = Parasocial relationship, SC = Source
credibility; CA = Campaign attitude, DI = Destination image,
PCTI = Post-COVID travel intention. Yes = Supported, No =
Unsupported
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evaluation and behavioural intentions. Similarly, the mediating effect of SC on AQ
proposed the integral role SC plays in cognitive processing: as a filter for consumers,
enhancing the persuasion impact in SMI content [8], before continuing on with the
central route of persuasion. Considering the importance of PSR, destinations should
continue to engage consumers despite the lack of travelling. SMIs could still engage
followers with entertaining content to maintain strong PSR [12, 13, 45]. Destination
marketers could still partner with SMIs by leveraging technology through virtual tours,
online Zoom meetings to share expert tips, and keep followers engaged during COVID-
19, building awareness and loyalty for destinations.

More than Just Influencer Credibility. Findings have illustrated the importance of
AQ with stronger direct effects on tourists’ CA, DI, and PCTI as compared to that of
SC. Similarly, AQ has also been uncovered to be a significant mediator in the rela-
tionship between SC and DI. Both findings highlight the importance of the content
quality of the SMI. Unlike existing studies that have evaluated impacts of SMI based
on the source credibility model, the current study has used the ELM as a framework
that gives us insights into how consumers assess the content and the SMI based on AQ
and SC, respectively. Especially when SMIs are no longer just an endorser, but also a
content creator who is proactive in the co-creation of the storytelling [3, 5, 45], the
visual and textual presentation of the destination in the SMI’s content could elicit
engagement with the campaign more effectively, inducing a positive image of the
marketed destination, as compared to attributes of SC of the SMI [46]. Findings of the
current study also corroborated with Asan’s [13] suggestion that “engaging and aes-
thetic experiences” (p.12) shared through SMI content have a positive effect on des-
tination marketing. Content has become crucial for both content creators (SMIs) and
marketers. Particularly with the increase in the amount of time spent on social media
during the pandemic, consumers would tend to scrutinise more on the quality of
content. Therefore, future studies should expound further on evaluating the marketing
content of SMIs or even new measures to study the effectiveness of content. With the
above, we propose that practitioners should not just focus on indicators of SC (e.g. the
number of followers, attractiveness of SMI) as criteria for selecting the right SMI for
their marketing campaigns [45]. Content quality should be held as an important cri-
terion for choosing the appropriate SMI since good content would develop positive
campaign attitudes, destination image and travel intention to the marketed destination.
Nevertheless, SC is still an essential criterion in evaluating the impacts of SMI desti-
nation marketing, as well as a requirement in SMI selection, as SC directly influences
campaign attitude, travel intention, and enhances persuasion impact of their content.

5.2 Limitations and Future Studies

This study collected its data during COVID-19, which may showcase how the con-
sumers perceive SMI destination marketing in the state of the pandemic. Future studies
could compare the effects of SC and AQ of SMI destination marketing pre-COVID,
during COVID-19, and post-COVID. Moreover, travel intention was tested in this
study on the assumption that international travel has recovered; future research could
explore the role of SMI may play in alleviating tourists’ perceived travel risk.
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