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INTRODUCTION

1 Introduction
Social media has become an immense and integrated part of consumers’ everyday life.
It has gained a footing in society and has been accepted as an important marketing tool.
In 2019 it is estimated that there will be 2.77 billion social media users around the globe
(eMarketer, 2019). There is an increased growth in the number of social media users
worldwide, a tendency that can only be projected to continue.
Thus, there is no doubt that these platforms are essential for businesses to consider when
communicating with their target group. However, due to the change of media habits the
receivers are skeptic towards the amount of commercial input they are exposed to. This
has resulted in businesses becoming aware of the use of more trustworthy third-party
endorsers to promote their products and services in order to pass through the vast number
of messages (De Veirman, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017, p. 798).
A way of doing this is through the use of influencers, which by Brown and Hayes (2008, p.
50) is described as: “A third-party who significantly shapes the customer’s purchasing decision,
but may never be accountable for it”. It is an expression of how social media has led online
user-generated content to become a widespread consumer practice, which allows everyand anyone to actively participate in developing and sharing content with others
(Audrezet, de Kerviler, & Guidry Moulard, 2018, p. 1; Hennig-Thurau, Hofacker, &
Bloching, 2013, p. 238). It provides connectivity and engagement between consumers and
brands through a trustworthy source (Childers, Lemon, & Hoy, 2018, p. 1). Influencer
marketing is a result of a distrusting culture and the tendency towards trusting one’s peers
more than a commercial message (Chenecey, 2019). They provide more credible
information, which is more effective than traditional advertising with a purely commercial
intent that can result in resistance to a message.
Influencer marketing is in rapid development with various branches trending. First, the
focus was on the larger influencer who had the opportunity to influence a large amount of
people, enabling reach and volume. However, due to the commercialization of the larger
influencer, the focus has changed towards trust and the smaller influencer has therefore
been brought to light. In recent years, they have increasingly been used by brands to
communicate their messages, despite a smaller reach (Jensen, 2018).
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1.1 Problem area
The smaller influencers are referred to as micro influencers. They are characterized as
having a more engaged audience and credible opinions. Their success has increased but a
new branch has also seen the light of the day namely, virtual influencers. This new
phenomenon challenges the original idea behind influencer marketing in the sense that
fictional characters are now put in the position to mediate commercial messages that they
cannot in fact vouch for. How come then, that such a phenomenon has gained a footing?
Because firstly, the success of micro influencers can be found in their level of authenticity.
The micro influencers are likeminded individuals who portray an unpolished universe
making them seem more relatable and real. They provide followers with curated
recommendations that they can vouch for, enabling authenticity.
Secondly, another reason for the success is the level of identification that micro influencers
provide. As micro influencers are more similar to the general population than a large
celebrity, they become more identifiable. As followers trust their opinion, they will be
more likely to imitate the influencer with whom they can identify, than someone seeming
out of reach.
However, the question is if the new branch of influencer marketing, virtual influencers,
represent authenticity and identification? Virtual influencers are computer-generated
images that operate in the same way as human influencers. However, they are fictitious,
and it is our assumption that they are in large contrast to what micro influencers
represent. Nevertheless, they are increasingly being used for marketing purposes and
have gained a large audience. This success can be questioned considering the reason for
the rise of the micro influencers. Can followers relate to and trust the opinion of someone
who is not real?
This is what the thesis seeks to investigate as there are no prior research or studies within
this particular field.
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1.2 Problem statement
With point of departure in the above problem area, this thesis seeks to answer the
following problem statement:

Comparing virtual influencers with micro influencers, how is authenticity
and identification at play, and how are virtual influencers perceived?
1.3 Sub questions
In order to reach a thorough answer of the above problem statement, the thesis uses the
defined problem area as a point of departure, and will thereby focus on three themes:
Authenticity, identification and virtual influencers. These themes lead to the following sub
questions, seeking to elucidate the different facets of the problem statement:
1. How can micro and virtual influencers build and manage brand authenticity?
2. Seen through the theory of parasocial interaction, how is identification present with micro
and virtual influencers?
3. How is a collaboration with a virtual influencer beneficial and how is it perceived by the
public?

1.4 Objective
Influencer marketing is constantly developing, making it relevant to continue research
within the field and contribute to the literature around it. As we will prove in the
literature review of the thesis, many researchers have dealt with the topic, however,
studies focusing on the new trend of virtual influencers have not been found. Thereby, the
thesis seeks to contribute to this by examining certain aspects of influencer marketing.
Comparing the increased focus on the benefits of micro influencers with virtual
influencers has not yet been covered either, but spurs a great field of research, as the
benefits of authenticity and identification related to micro influencers seem to be a missing
link when thinking about virtual influencers. However, they have still gained a great
access within the field of influencer marketing.
Therefore, our motivation and wonder are based on the increased focus on micro
influencers as the most authentic and identifiable tool within influencer marketing, which
does not immediately correlate with the seeming success of virtual influencers. The
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purpose is thereby, through a comparative analysis, to look at both micro influencers and
virtual influencers in relation to authenticity and identification, as well as to study how
the phenomenon is perceived by industry experts and the public. It will give an insight
into how both influencer types can build and manage authenticity, ultimately
investigating whether both even express authenticity, as well as how and if identification
is present with the two. Furthermore, we intend for our findings to contribute to and
inspire additional research within this new field and to help shed light on a new and
upcoming trend.

1.5 Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela
The comparative analysis is based on the two influencers, the micro influencer, Mikro
Influencer X and the largest virtual influencer so far, Lil Miquela. As the analysis in all its
parts refers to the two influencers, it is essential to be aware of their characters, which thus
will be presented in the following.
Mikro Influencer X
Mikro Influencer X (Mikro Influencer X) is a micro influencer with 4,500+1 followers on
her Instagram profile. She is a Danish 21-year old fashion enthusiast that has a great
passion for fashion, trends and lifestyle. Through collaborations with fashion brands she
typically posts outfit pictures wearing the sponsored clothes. She promotes several beauty
brands like Clinique, Vichy and The Body Shop and is also sponsored by the Danish
jewelry company, Pandora, listed in the C20 Index2.
Aside from her Instagram profile, Mikro Influencer X works full time with graphic design.
Miquela Sousa
Miquela Sousa, better known as Lil Miquela, has 1.5 million3 followers, and according to
her Instagram profile she is 19 years old. She is frequently posting images from her jet set
life in Los Angeles, typically in fashionable settings and has promoted major fashion
brands like Chanel, Prada, Supreme etc.

1

30th of April 2019 / Instagram
A stock index of the 20 most traded shares on the Copenhagen Stock Exchange
3
30th of April 2019 / Instagram / https://www.instagram.com/lilmiquela/
2
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Her virtual existence is explicitly stated in her Instagram bio4 as well as her support for
different societal matters like LGBTQ5 and Black Lives Matter. Besides her identity as an
influencer, she is also a musician and has produced electronic pop hits. Her biggest hit so
far, has reached 3,000,000+ streams on Spotify as well as 1,000,000+ views on YouTube6.
In the media, Lil Miquela is frequently referred to as ‘artificial intelligence’ and in her own
bio on Instagram, she expresses her identity as a ‘robot’. However, Lil Miquela is created
using motion graphics and thus, she does not act by means of artificial intelligence, nor is
she a robot. She is designed by human creators who schedule and carefully plan her
behavior. Although, Lil Miquela is occasionally referred to as a 'robot' in the thesis, we are
aware of this fact.
Brud
Lil Miquela is a virtual influencer, i.e. a computer-generated image, created by the LAbased agency, Brud. Until April 2018 her existence as a robot was not explicit. However, in
a dramatic set-up, Lil Miquela was forced to admit it, when Bermuda, another virtual
influencer created by Brud, hacked her Instagram account, extorting her to uncover the
truth about herself. Two days later, Lil Miquela announces a statement that reveals that
she is not human. Followed by this, Brud publicly claim that they have saved Lil Miquela
from Cain Intelligence7 who had degrading intentions and aimed at turning her into a
servant and sex object. In the statement, Brud apologize and clarify that they have tried to
be honest when asked about her identity. Lil Miquela does not accept this apology and
chooses to go her own way (Schmidt, 2019). She posts the emotional statement: “I will
never forgive them [Brud] (…) I’m still angry and confused and alone”. The dramatic session
comes to an end in July 2018 when Lil Miquela posts an image with herself and the two
founders of Brud with the caption: “I’m back with my family”.
Brud is currently worth at least $125 million due to major funding from investors who
forecast the potential of the development (Shieber, 2019).

4

5
6
7

Biography: A short description introducing the Instagram profile
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer
30th of April 2019 / Spotify / YouTube
A fictitious Artificial Intelligence (AI) consulting firm
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1.6 Clarification of concepts
In the following, a clarification of concepts will be outlined. This intends to introduce the
reader to the dissertation's perceptions of the different categories within influencer
marketing.
1.6.1 Influencers
The different categories of influencer marketing are frequently being referred to in the
thesis. In the industry various definitions prevail, however this thesis relates to the
following concepts:
1.6.1.1 Micro influencer
A micro influencer has between 500 to 10,000 followers. Typically, micro influencers focus
on a specific niche and they often have a homogeneous audience and stronger ties to their
followers due to the perception of them as opinion leaders of a subject matter. The micro
influencer is known for having fewer followers, but that the content provided is more
valuable (Andersen, 2018).
1.6.1.2 Macro influencer
A macro influencer has between 10,000 and 100,000 followers. They can be anything from
opinion makers, journalists or celebrities, and they have created a larger or smaller
business by making content on social media. Macro influencers are not necessarily known
to the broader population, but are quite influential names in their field (Andersen, 2018).
1.6.1.3 Mega influencer
A mega influencer has +100,000 followers. It is said that their followers rely less on their
content, as it is often more staged than normal, and at the same time they live a glamorous
life, which few can mirror and relate to (Andersen, 2018).
1.6.1.4 Virtual influencer
A virtual influencer is a computer-generated image that operates on social media channels
in the same way as human influencers. They are typically designed by an agency who
creates their content and facilitates collaborations with brands.
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1.7 Delimitations
The problem area of the thesis has naturally caused a number of selections as well as deselections. Specific theories from the literature review have been selected to shed light on
the topic in relation to authenticity and identification. This selection will affect the findings
and should therefore not be regarded as absolute for this problem area, as other theories
could have benefitted by other means.
The thesis is only investigating micro influencers and virtual influencers, which both are
branches of influencer marketing. Thus, macro, mega or other branches of influencer
marketing are eliminated.
In order to answer the problem statement, one specific micro influencer and one specific
virtual influencer have been selected, however other influencers from the same categories
could also have been relevant but are de-selected due to the scale of this thesis. Thus, it is
important to acknowledge that the same study could lead to different results if it was done
by other researchers, using different influencers. Though, the purpose is not to create a
definitive result, but to contribute to knowledge within this new research field and to
create a broader understanding of the chosen branches of influencer marketing.
Influencer marketing is still a new phenomenon that keeps evolving and it takes place on
various platforms. This thesis, however, is taking its point of departure in Instagram since
the selected influencers daily operate on this specific social media platform. Mikro
Influencer X has a blog and Lil Miquela has a YouTube channel that could also have
benefitted the research, however, Instagram has been the main focus, as the platform is
ideal to study due to the public commentary and the visual focus.
The focus is on a comparative analysis between micro and virtual influencers, which is
evident throughout the thesis. However, in the third sub question, the focus is mainly on
virtual influencers, as this phenomenon is new and has received no attention in prior
research, whereas the perception and benefits of micro influencers is presented
throughout the first and second sub questions.
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Side note
The thesis examines i.a. emotions and the language through both qualitative and
quantitative research methods. This is seen through expressive statements, which in some
cases may be offensive due to the use of a foul language. These are not omitted or
censored, as it emphasizes the specific emotion or message.
Finally, the quotes from Danish sources have in the thesis been translated to English,
which has been done in the most precise manner.

1.8 Structure of the thesis
Initially, the problem area, problem statement and objective of the thesis was introduced.
In addition, the clarification of concepts and the delimitations of the thesis were defined.
Hereafter, a literature review, working as the foundation of our thesis, will be introduced
together with the theoretical framework forming the basis for answering the problem
statement. Subsequently, the theory of science will be ascertained, leading to the different
methods used. Based on the theory and methods of the thesis, a comparative analysis of
micro and virtual influencers will be initiated, seeking to answer the problem statement
based on the three previously defined sub questions. The findings from the analysis will
then be discussed and the thesis will be rounded with a conclusion answering the problem
statement. This will then be put into perspective, by addressing future prospects.
Below is an illustration of the dissertations’ structure as just described, and its different
overall components.
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Part 1

Introduction

Preface, problem area, problem
statement, objective, clarification
of concepts, delimitations

Part 2

Theory

Literature review
Theoretical framework

Methodology

Theory of science, mixed methods,
qualitative and quantitative
research methods

Part 4

Analysis

Authenticity
Identification
Virtual influencers

Part 5

Discussion

A discussion of the analysis

Conclusion

Conclusion with answer to the
problem statement of the thesis,
future implications

Part 3

Part 6

Figure 1: The structure of the thesis
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THEORY

2 Theory
This section consists of a literature review and the theoretical framework. The literature
review is divided into the thesis’ main topics: authenticity, identification and virtual
influencers, followed by a sub conclusion. It provides the thesis’ foundation and presents
the identified gaps, enabling the evidence for the contribution of our research.
Next, the thesis's theoretical framework is presented. The applied theory that forms the
basis for the study will be introduced. The section will function as a starting point for the
analysis, where relevant theories are selected to elucidate the thesis’ subject area.

2.1 Literature review
To create an overview of the state of knowledge on authenticity and identification in
relation to influencer marketing, we conducted a thorough literature review spanning
publications in leading academic and managerial journals.
In our search for literature the intention was to cover literature from 2009-2019. This time
span was chosen, as influencer marketing as a new phenomenon has received much
attention in recent years due to social media platforms that had only just started to operate
(Instagram was launched in 2010). However, we quickly learned that in order to cover the
terms authenticity and identification the time span had to be extended.
The search consisted of the keywords ‘authenticity’, ‘identification’ and ‘influencer
marketing’. However, searching for single keywords resulted in a substantial number of
papers, thus the articles have been selected by relevance. Moreover, citations and peer
reviews have been verified in Scopus as well as through background research on the
scholars, helping us to validate the literature. The keywords were also combined, as we
wished to investigate authenticity and identification in relation to influencer marketing.
For this purpose, the “AND”/”OR” function was used for an adequate search.
Business Source Complete (EBSCO), World Advertising Research Center, Science Direct,
Google Scholar and Libsearch (CBS Library) were used in the search process. The collected
articles provided us with an abundance of reference lists that enriched us with even more
relevant literature, causing an understanding and overview of prior research.
The literature review seeks to cover the existing research within the field of influencer
marketing, related to authenticity and identification, in order to identify the rationale for
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conducting future research. Our main assumption is that influencer marketing is highly
related to authenticity and identification, which are contradictory elements in the newest
influencer marketing trend, i.e. virtual influencers.
2.1.1 Authenticity
The term ‘authentic’ is derived from the Latin Authenticus meaning ‘worthy of acceptance,
trustworthy, not imaginary’ etc. (Beverland, 2009), and the term has received increased
attention in the marketing and branding literature. Arnould & Price (1993) and Grayson &
Martinec (2004) found that service staff are perceived authentic if they demonstrate a
genuine interest in consumers. Furthermore, Fine (2006) states that artists are considered
authentic when ignoring commercial considerations. However, authenticity is subjective,
socially constructed and can be viewed from several angles, nevertheless scholars agree
that the term refers to the search for what is real (Arnould & Price, 2000; Beverland,
Farrelly, & Quester, 2010; Charmley et al, 2013; Thomson, 2006).
According to Beverland (2009) building brand authenticity is essential in order to increase
brand value, and in today’s postmodern society consumers are pursuing authenticity
more than ever. Arnould & Price (2000) argue that three characteristics have reshaped the
notion of identity and authenticity in the postmodern society, i.e. globalization,
deterritorialization and hyperreality. By globalization the authors argue that the increase of
cross-border trading and migration has led to an uncertainty of individuals finding their
place globally. Deterritorialization refers to the exposure of different cultures, which
deprives the connections to places and associated rituals that helps form identity. Finally,
hyperreality is the increasing difficulty of distinguishing real from fake. This development
complicates the traditional sources of identity and authenticity, but according to
Beverland (2009), brands can fill that gap, claiming that brands allow people to reconnect
to a sense of time, place and shared culture, bringing together individuals through brand
communities. Conversely, Chenecey (2019) argues that we live in a post-truth world and a
distrusting ‘skip-ad’ culture, which is causing a serious challenge to brands in general.
Chenecey (2019) claims that the trust in brands has been falling for decades, thus he
argues that brands need to rebuild authenticity, i.e. an important element that often seems
to be evaporating as a core brand pillar.
“Where there’s so much crap customers are craving authenticity” (Hall, 2004, p. 42). This
postmodern need for authenticity is expressed through the increased use of endorsers. As
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Chenecey (2019) states: “(…) we believe each other far more than we believe branded messages”
(p. 77). With the emergence of Web 2.0 and social media, the endorsers can act as a
mouthpiece speaking the brands’ messages. Like any other brand, the human brand can
benefit from the management of associations and attributions that consumers have with
the endorser. Moulard, Garrity & Rice (2014) have studied the perceived authenticity of a
celebrity’s human brand and defines it as “the perception that a celebrity behaves according to
his or her true self” (Moulard et al., 2014, p. 174). The authors found that the antecedents of
celebrity authenticity are based on stability, the degree to which the celebrity is perceived
as unwavering, and rarity, the degree to which the celebrity is seen as uncommon.
This field is further researched by Kowalczyk & Pounders (2016), who investigated
celebrity authenticity in relation to social media. In prior decades, consumers’ engagement
with celebrities was based on information in traditional media, and consumers took the
role of a passive audience. Technology has altered the connectivity between consumers
and celebrities, and social media has provided them with a platform to engage with each
other. Kowalczyk & Pounders (2016) found that authenticity fosters an emotional bond
between the consumer and the celebrity. Additionally, the authors state that celebrity
authenticity and emotional attachment are directly related to Word of Mouth (WOM) and
purchase likelihood.
The emergence of social media has not only given celebrities a voice but has also provided
consumers with a voice, making user-generated content a prevalent practice
(Audrezet, de Kerviler, & Moulard, 2018). As users gain increased numbers of engaged
followers on their social media platforms, they may develop into influencers, who are
often perceived more relatable than celebrities since they represent commonality (Abidin,
2015). These influencers are increasingly being approached by brands to promote products
or services as they serve as independent third-party endorsers (Freberg et al., 2011).
Audrezet et al. (2018) argues that this brand encroachment challenges the authenticity of
the influencers. Thus, the authors present two authentic strategies, namely passionate and
transparent. Based on these strategies, Audrezet et al. (2018) propose a framework of
authenticity management comprising four paths: absolute, fairytale, fake, and disembodied
authenticity. These paths can serve as guidance for how to protect influencer authenticity
(Audrezet et al., 2018).
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All prior research points to the fact that authenticity is a phenomenon that we seek to
uphold and manage; not only as a marketing tool but also humanly in a world where
globalization, deterritorialization and hyperreality make the authenticity endeavor even
bigger.
2.1.2 Identification
Identification can be explained as the process by which one ascribes the qualities or
characteristics of another person. Identification takes place in connection with emotional
relationships, and the ability to identify with other people is an important prerequisite for
the individual's learning and social adaptation (Vagner & Olsen, 2017).
Kelman (1958) introduced his theory of identification, explaining that attractive speakers
influence an audience through the identification process, i.e. an audience member would
feel similar or would like to be similar to the speaker and wishes to create a positive
relationship with him/her. The way in which people seek to maintain and enhance selfdefined relationships is by aiming to adopt attitudes, values, beliefs and behavior of
others.
Basil (1996) also studied the identification process, however he looked into the field of
celebrities, suggesting that identification is a viable explanation for the effectiveness of
celebrity endorsers. His study indicated that a spokesperson with whom the audience
identifies mediates message effects. This is also supported by Brown & Basil (2010)
suggesting that ordinary individuals develop close emotional and psychological bonds
with famous people they admire and then seek to emulate their lives.
2.1.2.1 Parasocial interaction
Identification in relation to mass media has been examined by Horton & Wohl (1956).
Their study was one of the earliest to prove that media personalities create the illusion of a
personal relationship between performer and viewer, better known as parasocial
interaction (PSI). PSI is defined as “the illusion of a face-to-face relationship with a media
performer” (Horton & Wohl, 1956, p. 215) and provides a sort of intimacy from a distance,
where the recipient experiences having a personal relationship with the media person.
With greater identification and engagement, the audience can experience a near real-world
social relationship, even though the actual relationship is one-sided (Horton & Wohl,
1956). Furthermore, David C. Giles (2002) argues that two main factors for PSI share
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similarities with social interaction: companionship and personal identity. The recipient must
perceive the mediator as realistic, authentic and be attracted to the person, as well as
perceive a form of friendship before PSI can occur (Giles, 2002; Stern, Russell, & Russell,
2007). Kelman (1958) emphasizes that parasocial interactions are “self-defined”
relationships in which the object of identification may be completely unaware that others
are emulating their beliefs and behavior (Kelman, 1958).
2.1.2.2 Parasocial interaction in social media
Due to the predigital era where consumer–brand relationships were one-sided or
parasocial and precluded mutual exchange, above-mentioned research on PSI is mostly
related to mass media, i.e. TV and radio. Today, social media reduces the perceived
distance between brands and consumers (Labrecque, 2014). Social media has transformed
the way people communicate, collaborate and connect with each other (Hennig-Thurau et
al., 2010) and PSI in this relation will in the following be further explained.
Marketers have noted consumers’ desire for identification and closeness with brands
(Thomson, 2006), and they are increasingly exploiting the capability for connecting with
customers through brand alliances on social media (Kupfer, Pähler vor der Holte, Kübler,
& Hennig-Thurau, 2018). Ballantine & Martin (2005) examined digital friendships in online
forums and found that readers in an online forum get an impression of intimacy when the
other person shares information about their privacy (Ballantine & Martin, 2005).
Labrecque (2014) highlights that PSI in its traditional sense was described as one-way
communication. Yet, the development of PSI is not limited to mass media; it can also be
fostered through online environments that brings the spectator closer to a mediated
persona, i.e. a brand or celebrity. While social media differs from traditional PSI
environments in the sense that a two-way communication between an individual and the
persona is technically possible, consumer-brand interactions in these environments often
mirror one-way conversations. According to Labrecque (2014), PSI theory should be used
as a theoretical lens for designing successful social media strategies, as the sense of feeling
connected with the brand goes beyond the interaction itself and drives increased feelings
of loyalty intentions and willingness to provide information to the brand (Labrecque,
2014).
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Altogether, PSI theory can be used to help explain a brand’s success in developing strong
ties with consumers through social media. It serves as a widely used marketing tool and
recent research findings have concluded that younger viewers often consider PSI to be
highly similar to their social relationships (Daniel, Crawford Jackson, & Westerman, 2018).
Additionally, PSI exhibit significant and positive relationships to purchase intention
(Sokolova & Kefi, 2019), which explains the developing trend.
2.1.3 Influencer marketing
Looking at influencer marketing, a widely recognized definition of an influencer today is
the one by Brown and Hayes (2008), who defines an influencer as follows: “A third-party
who significantly shapes the customer’s purchasing decision, but may never be accountable for it.”
(Brown & Hayes, 2008, p. 50) This covers the known tendency that consumers often use
informal or social sources when seeking information or considering purchase decisions – a
social phenomenon that has been acknowledged to be important very early on in the
study of consumer behavior (Goldsmith & Clark, 2008, p. 308).
2.1.3.1 The history of influencers
Influencers have long been seen as an element of marketing. Our decisions have always
been impacted by other people, whether being family, friends or other opinion-formers in
our circle of acquaintances. The use of influencers has in principle been studied and
examined through decades by Katz (1957), Rogers (1983) and Feick & Price (1987), just to
name a few. Influencers have long been known as opinion leaders, which by Feick and
Price, was defined as “individuals who acted as information brokers intervening between mass
media sources and the opinions and choices of the population.” (Feick & Price, 1987, p. 84). They
are motivated to talk about products because of their involvement with them (Feick &
Price, 1987, p. 84), and their influence derives from knowledge and expertise (Feick &
Price, 1987, p. 85). In his article, Katz (1957) elaborates on opinion leaders in connection
with the two-step flow of communication, based on the political campaign research of
sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld and colleagues (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944), and the
thought of ideas flowing from mass media to opinion leaders, who in turn pass on what
they read and hear to the less active sections of the population. Katz accounts for influence
being related to the personification of certain values, competencies and strategic social
locations, and for how this influence is successfully transmitted because the influencee
wishes to be as much like the influential as possible (Katz, 1957). The two-step flow of
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communication is a critical component in the study of influence and decision making,
because it highlights the importance of interpersonal communication networks and
implies a heightened attention towards opinion leaders (Childers et al., 2018, p. 3).
2.1.3.2 Celebrity endorsement
Before today’s trend of influencer marketing, a prevalent strategy of using opinion leaders
to advertise or promote a product or service has been through the use of celebrities (Singh
& Banerjee, 2017, p. 494–495). As described by Daniel et al. (2018), companies make use of
this mechanism when they want to improve brand recognition and trustworthiness while
promoting attitudes and attachment towards a particular brand and celebrity. For this to
be effective, the celebrity must be attractive to the viewer, credible, likeable and express a
match between his or her public persona and the product or service advertised (Daniel et
al., 2018, p. 101), as well as consistency between professional and personal life (Singh &
Banerjee, 2017, p. 505).
As Khamis, Ang, & Welling (2017) accounts for, consistency is difficult to sustain, which is
one of the major challenges with celebrity endorsers. The risk every brand takes when a
celebrity has been engaged in promotion, is that the celebrity must maintain a charade of
consistently desirable, aspirational attributes in alignment with the brand that he or she is
promoting (Khamis et al., 2017, p. 193).
2.1.3.3 Influencers in the time of social media
While advertisers and brands have used paid endorsers for many decades as proven
above, influencer marketing today provides connectivity and engagement between
consumers and brands via digital and social media platforms that were previously
unavailable (Childers et al., 2018, p. 1). Contrary to celebrities who are well-known via
traditional media, influencers on social media are “regular people” who have become
“online celebrities” by creating and posting content on social media within specific areas
of which they have expertise (Lou & Yuan, 2018, p. 3). They are perceived as more
influential, credible and relatable than the traditional celebrity endorsers (Djafarova &
Rushworth, 2017, p. 1).
Social media has undoubtedly led online user-generated content to become a widespread
consumer practice, which allows every- and anyone to actively participate in developing
and sharing content with others (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 1; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2013, p.
238) and the reality is that social media is a largely consumer-run environment (Childers
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et al., 2018, p. 2). There is an increased active participation and a strong level of networked
interconnectedness, where consumers have much more power than they had in traditional
marketing (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2013, p. 238).
With the takeover of social media, influencers are described as third-party endorsers who
shape attitudes through various social media platforms (Daniel et al., 2018, p. 101), and are
referred to as “people who have built a sizeable social network of people following them”
(De Veirman et al., 2017, p. 798). Furthermore, “they are seen as a regard for being a trusted
tastemaker in one or several niches” (De Veirman et al., 2017, p. 798). They can be defined as a
type of microcelebrity, who through textual and visual narrations of their everyday lives,
accumulate a following that are influenced through advertorials for products and services
(Abidin, 2016, p. 1). Because of high authenticity and credibility, which ultimately leads to
easier acceptance of a message and engagement, brands increasingly choose to focus on
these influencers as an approach to get them to endorse their products among their
followers (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 1; Childers et al., 2018, p. 1–2; Daniel et al., 2018, p. 102;
De Veirman et al., 2017, p. 798). Endorsements like these are perceived as credible WOM,
as they are presented seamlessly along with nonpaid content and the daily narratives that
these influencers are already posting on their Instagram accounts (Abidin, 2016, p. 1–2;
Childers et al., 2018, p. 3; De Veirman et al., 2017, p. 798). Specifically, Instagram is a
widely used social media platform that brands are looking to when it comes to getting
influencers to market their products, however the academic research related to this media
is limited (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017, p. 1). On Instagram, a collaboration between
brands and influencers can take the form of sharing sponsored content, posts and product
placements, hosting an event, making an appearance, as well as documenting an event or
experience (Evans, Phua, Lim, & Jun, 2017, p. 139). However, similar for all instances, for
the influencer to be effective he or she should be viewed as attractive, credible,
trustworthy, possessing expertise and exhibit some form of congruency with the product
or service (Childers et al., 2018, p. 11).
2.1.3.4 Benefits
With the way influencers are used today, certain benefits are evident when companies
decide to use influencers as a marketing tool.
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First, messages from influencers are perceived as one of the few forms of real, credible and
authentic communication (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 2; Childers et al., 2018, p. 12; Lou &
Yuan, 2018, p. 3-4). Influencer marketing as we see it today offers advertisers and brands
the benefits of creating authentic content and driving brand engagement (Abidin, 2015;
Childers et al., 2018, p. 2; Kupfer et al., 2018), as it shows real people using products and
services in real time (Childers et al., 2018, p. 8).
Second, followers tend to develop an impression of friendship with the influencers they
admire, as followers trust influencers and are willing to replicate their behaviors and
adopt their choices of products (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 2). This trustworthiness, as well as
perceived similarity, expertise and attractiveness of the influencer positively influences
their followers’ trust in their branded posts (Lou & Yuan, 2018, p. 9–10). This is essential
since consumers are much more likely to positively perceive and react to messages that
come from trusted sources in their network, rather than an advertiser’s sponsored posts,
impacting brand attitudes and purchase intentions positively (Childers et al., 2018, p. 1;
Evans et al., 2017, p. 140; Lou & Yuan, 2018, p. 21).
Third, brands can actively build on influencers’ networks and social media presence to
spread messages (Gensler, Völckner, Liu-Thompkins, & Wiertz, 2013, p. 250; Kupfer et al.,
2018, p. 40). Influencer marketing enables brands to extend their reach and target different
audiences online including smaller, niche groups (Childers et al., 2018, p. 4), where they
can build trust and credibility with new or potential audiences (Childers et al., 2018, p. 8).
Fourth and last, influencers have the potential to affect brand reputation, as they are more
likely to be asked for advice and reassurance than the company or brand itself (Daniel et
al., 2018, p. 102), and these active and influential individuals can help in co-creating brand
stories (Gensler et al., 2013, p. 242; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2013, p. 238).
2.1.3.5 Disadvantages
As with everything else, there are also certain disadvantages in using influencer marketing
that companies should be aware of in order for them to make the most of the relationship.
First, with empowered consumers, who actively participate via social media, anything
they say or do is immediate and often visible to a large number of other consumers. This
means that they can change the intensity and meaning of a brand’s original message
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(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2013, p. 238). Where this can be a great opportunity for brands,
depending on the objective, it can most definitely also harm a brand as negative actions
can escalate rapidly, and companies can lose partial control of marketing activities. If
messages by the empowered consumers largely contradict the stories generated by the
brand itself, a brand may lose its authenticity (Gensler et al., 2013, p. 251).
Second, it is essential for companies to make sure to incorporate labels or cues to clearly
identify the persuasive attempt of an advertisement, and thereby protect consumers from
being misled (Evans et al., 2017, p. 140). Consumers need to be made openly aware that
they are engaging in commercial communication, in order for them to decide whether or
not they want to engage in such communication (Gürkaynak, Kama, & Ergün, 2017, p. 17).
Marking content as advertising can lead to heightened skepticism and resistance (Evans et
al., 2017, p. 139–140), as it can be difficult for consumers to know whether an influencer
genuinely uses and likes the products he or she is posting, or whether there is a
commercial relationship between a brand and the influencer, and that such relationship is
the only reason for the post of a product (Gürkaynak et al., 2017, p. 17). Thus, consumers
may not perceive messages as subjective, but rather as influenced by a third party
sponsoring the message for a financial gain (Carr & Hayes, 2014, p. 38), which is critical as
the original credibility of an influencer is attributed to the perceived neutrality of an
opinion (Carr & Hayes, 2014, p. 48).
Third, there is a challenge in finding and selecting the most suitable influencer, and it is
important to consider the influencer’s amount of followers, the influencer’s
followers/followees’ ratio, as well as the product type when developing an influencer
marketing strategy (De Veirman et al., 2017). Companies should be aware of choosing
influencers who exclusively cover some consumers, as these are more valuable than those
who cover consumers also covered by other influencers (Katona, 2013, p. 1).
2.1.3.6 Electronic Word of Mouth
“Word-of-mouth is the most valuable form of marketing ever invented – we believe each other far
more than we believe branded messages” (Chenecey, 2019, p. 77).
The type of influencers we see today, can be seen as practicing the long-known term,
WOM. However, with the internet and social media, people are able to engage in
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electronic Word of Mouth (eWOM) communication by sharing their opinions on, and
experiences with, goods and services with a multitude of other consumers (HennigThurau, Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004, p. 38). More specifically eWOM can be defined
as “any positive or negative statement made by potential, actual, or former customers about a
product or company, which is made available to a multitude of people and institutions via the
internet.” (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p. 39). The desire for this behavior, is rooted in the
desire for social interaction, the concern for other consumers, the desire for economic
incentives and the potential to enhance one’s self-worth (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p.
39). Where Hennig-Thurau et al.'s (2004) study was based on eWOM communicated via
web-based consumer-opinion platforms, eWOM is exactly what is also taking place now
on social media, where influencers express their opinions, which can then affect the beliefs
and attitudes of the people who follow them (Carr & Hayes, 2014, p. 38). Instagram
campaigns can be seen as a newer form of eWOM campaigns, where advertising messages
circulate from influencer to consumers, and then from consumer to consumer (Abidin,
2016, p. 4). eWOM can take place as unpaid, organic communication by consumers who
voluntarily act as brand advocates, however nowadays, brands are, as mentioned,
increasingly utilizing paid eWOM to amplify brand messages, whereof influencer
marketing is a powerful mechanism (Evans et al., 2017, p. 138). eWOM communications
are seen to be more influential on individuals due to their noncommercial nature, which
has the ability to leave a more lasting touch point with consumers (Childers et al., 2018, p.
2). Thereby, WOM is essential for companies to consider and address, as the most valuable
customers are those whose WOM brings in the most profitable new customers, regardless
of how much they buy themselves, as described by Kumar, Petersen, & Leone (2007, p. 1).
2.1.4 Sub conclusion
Key findings revealed that authenticity serves as a marketing tool and is strictly managed
by marketers. More specifically, the postmodern society has raised a globalized, rootless
and individualized generation who is being overburdened with commercial messages.
Scholars have even come so far to name it ‘a distrusting culture’ which is why authenticity
has never been more important in relation to branding. Authenticity is closely related to
identification and this part of the literature review revealed that this element also serves as
an important marketing tool. The identification process has been examined by a variety of
different scholars who all find that it mediates the message effectively. The review showed
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that the consumer’s desire for identification and closeness is heavily exploited by
marketers who seek to connect with customers through brand alliances on social media.
Consequently, social media influencers serve as a lucrative communication channel as it
reduces the distance between brand and consumer. In this relation the term parasocial
interaction (PSI) was investigated since it is defined as an illusion of a personal
relationship with a media personality. Both authenticity and identification are proved as
important factors in relation to influencer marketing. Key findings prove that influencers
have long been seen as an element of marketing through opinion leadership, referring
back to the two-step flow of communication, through WOM and celebrity endorsement.
However, with new digital platforms and an emphasis on the need for trustworthy,
credible and authentic messages, consumers and companies tend to turn to “regular
people” for recommendations and advertising. It can be seen as an expression of eWOM,
where influencers express their opinions on social media, ultimately affecting the beliefs
and attitudes of the people who follow them. Various benefits and disadvantages come
with this trend – all of which both companies and consumers need to take into
consideration. Regardless, it is an inevitable trend in constant development that none of us
can disregard.
However, the importance of authenticity and identification in relation to influencer
marketing using influential “regular people”, contradicts the new trend of virtual
influencers. The need for authentic individuals with whom one can identify, is far from
fulfilled when initially thinking of virtual influencers – a trend within influencer
marketing that has received no attention in academic research. Nevertheless, this trend is
growing rapidly with increased interest from the public – a tendency and gap we wish to
investigate in relation to the current knowledge about and need for authenticity and
identification.

2.2 Theoretical framework
2.2.1 Authenticity
In this section, theories related to authenticity will be elaborated. Specific theories also
mentioned in the literature review will be explained in detail in order to enable an analysis
of ways for influencers to build and manage authenticity.
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2.2.1.1 Michael Beverland
In his book, “Building Brand Authenticity: 7 Habits of Iconic Brands” (Beverland, 2009),
Michael Beverland addresses the importance of building brand authenticity in order to
increase brand value in a postmodern society, where consumers are pursuing and
searching for authenticity more than ever. He states that brand authenticity is a better
predictor of purchase intentions than brand love, trust and credibility, and how authentic
brands are more likely to attract a higher share of big spending consumers and gain WOM
support (Beverland, 2009, p. 3–4). Building authenticity requires adopting seven habits, i.e.
story telling, appearing as artisanal amateurs, sticking to your roots, loving the doing, market
immersion, being at one with the community and indoctrinating staff into the brand cult
(Beverland, 2009, p. 7), each of which will be explained in detail below.
1. Story telling
First habit of authentic brands is story telling. Authentic brands are collections of stories
that, instead of being devoid of conflicts, flaws and intrigues, are built through
multilayered stories with rich characters (Beverland, 2009, p. 7), where consumers are
encouraged to tell their own stories about a brand (Beverland, 2009, p. 32). Stories are
powerful because they bring people together and provide a shared context that allows
people to connect, and brands play a part as they allow the existence of personally
relevant identity narratives (Beverland, 2009, p. 33). Stories are perceived more authentic
than other forms of information because they mirror how we communicate things about
ourselves, others, events, places, experiences and cultures, and they allow us to move ‘off
script’, revealing more personal secrets (Beverland, 2009, p. 34). Authentic brands have a
high lasting power and are a product of all the stories they create, receive or co-create over
time (Beverland, 2009, p. 36). Similar for all authentic brands is that they represent
collections of idiosyncratic stories that collectively produce a powerful mystique or aura
over time, coming from a blend of ten consistent themes and stories (Beverland, 2009, p.
37). These ten stories all add layers of richness to a brand’s meaning, and represent an
open, pluralistic and emergent process (Beverland, 2009, p. 60-61).
2. Appearing as artisanal amateurs
Second habit of authentic brands is their seeming amateurism when they are compared
with other mainstream players. Where mainstream brands talk of efficiency and quality
production, authentic brands often revel in craft traditions, presenting themselves as
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passionate artisans deeply committed to their subject matter, making appearing as artisan
amateurs a central habit of authentic brands (Beverland, 2009, p. 65). This description
combines the passion of an amateur, who engage in activities because of personal passion,
with the skill of an artisan, which refers to unique goods produced by hand (Beverland,
2009, p. 66-67). Eight sub-themes are described by Beverland as reinforcing the perception
of artisanal amateurism, and together, they generate perceptions of authenticity because
they provide a direct comparison to more professional and staged brands, enhance claims
of quality and lastly, relate the brand back to the perception of a golden age (Beverland,
2009, p. 68).
3. Sticking to your roots
Third habit of authentic brands is about sticking to the roots. Stories are told that reinforce
the roots of the authentic brands – these may either be explicit, in terms of marketing
communications, or implicit, in terms of actions (Beverland, 2009, p. 87). Sticking to a
brand’s roots is not the same as simply repeating past practices or staying on message but
is about evolving. Authentic brands reflect their roots in both their stories and actions
through seven strategies, all depending on their industry, product, history and
sociocultural context, while at the same time allowing for the collective evolutions of the
brand’s meaning over time (Beverland, 2009, p. 87-88). By being connected to time, place,
cultures and values, authentication is achievable, and the uniqueness of a brand’s roots
provides the basis for storytelling and emotional connection (Beverland, 2009, p. 102).
4. Loving the doing
Fourth habit of authentic brands is about loving the doing, and in order to build an
authentic brand, one must have some substance to sell, which requires that one must love
the doing.
The love of production is central to brand authenticity as it enhances perceptions of
quality commitments and sincerity, and at the same time, it helps authentic brands
outperform others in their class (Beverland, 2009, p. 105). The owners of authentic brands
are seen as being sincere because they are motivated by their passion rather than money or
fame (Beverland, 2009, p. 105-106). This love for the doing can be demonstrated in six key
ways, which together enhances a brand’s ultimate authenticity (Beverland, 2009, p. 106107).
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5. Market immersion
Fifth habit of authentic brands is market immersion. Beverland states how authentic brands
never ask customers about innovations, but instead, they gain inspiration from their
surroundings to inspire breakthrough innovations. This market immersion allows brands to
ensure that they address real customer concerns or problems, and that they thereby stay
relevant (Beverland, 2009, p. 123). Market immersion reinforces brand authenticity because
the breakthroughs are derived from informal research, intuition and inspiration
(Beverland, 2009, p. 123), and this immersion into the market can be achieved through five
different tactics (Beverland, 2009, p. 124).
6. Being at one with the community
Sixth habit of authentic brands touches on the importance of being part of a wider
community to brand authenticity. Even when a brand is global, authenticity is local and
authentic brands play up connections to local communities by providing the basis for local
conversations while still staying connected to their home place (Beverland, 2009, p. 143).
Authentic brands play up their local heritage both in terms of their factual roots to their
home space, and in the new roots they put down in far-off lands. It is the brands that have
built, or allow for, connections to physical place and cultural space that provide
consumers with the means of authentication (Beverland, 2009, p. 144). Authentic brands
build links to communities using five different strategies (Beverland, 2009, p. 145).
7. Indoctrinating staff into the brand cult
Seventh and last habit of authentic brands is about indoctrinating staff into the brand cult.
Authentic brands are backed by staff described as fanatics or devotees, and they are
immersed in the values of the brand to encourage innovation and high performance.
Authentic brands gain the outcomes of cults, which is devoted staff that is passionate
about what they do, while also ensuring an openness to new ways of thinking and doing.
This level of passion and living the values of the brand can be done through seven
practices relating to employees (Beverland, 2009, p. 160).
To sum it all up, the seven habits of authentic brands are by Beverland explained as a
mindset. He states how habitual behaviors are reflective of deeply held values that are
lived every day (Beverland, 2009, p. 176-177). Simply telling consumers that you are
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authentic is not enough, you have to show them through the seven habits (Beverland,
2009, p. 178).
However, seen in relation to this thesis, the theory has its limitations. Beverland’s theory is
originally intended for brands in their original form, making some of the habits and their
sub-themes in the theory inadequate in certain aspects, when it comes to applying them to
human brands like influencers. Take for example the seventh habit, indoctrinating staff into
the brand cult. This habit makes sense for brands in their original form, as the staff of these
have to live the values of a brand, in order for the brand to be fully authentic. However,
with e.g. micro influencers, no staff is a part of their brand. They might have support from
agencies dealing with influencers, but to say that they have staff immersed in their brand
is not applicable. Beverland states that this habit must be present in order for a brand to be
authentic, however, it cannot be applied to human brands. This also applies to several of
the habits’ sub-themes, which are too rigid to be applied.
These shortcomings do not make the human brands any less authentic – it is solely due to
the nature of the theory and it being quite stringent. The human brand allows for more
nuances, and as an influencer, fully fitting into every sub-theme of the seven habits is not
necessary in order to express authenticity.
In spite of this, the theory can still be successfully applied, as it states the necessary means
to be authentic. As with original brands, this is equally important with the human brands,
as they need to build a level of authenticity to be effective and successful. With certain
adjustments and using the general habits and their sub-themes as point of departure to
think outside the box, the theory certainly also applies to the human brand and as a means
to investigate whether or not they are authentic.
Another parameter confirming the idea that Beverland’s theory can be successfully
transmitted, is his notion that authenticity is subjective, socially constructed and given to
an object by the receiver. With a human brand like influencers, the receiver will be the
follower of the influencer. One of the subjective forms of authenticity is self-expression
(Beverland, 2009, p. 16). In this view, objects that express an inner personal truth are
authentic, which aligns perfectly with the idea of human brands and influencers, and
especially micro influencers, who typically only get involved with a limited amount of
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brand deals, indicating an expression of an inner personal truth when they finally do get
involved.
2.2.1.2 Alice Audrezet et al.
In their article, “Authenticity under threat: When social media influencers need to go
beyond self-presentation”, Audrezet, Kerviler and Moulard argues that brand
encroachment challenges the authenticity of influencers. Social media influencers are
increasingly being approached by brands to promote their products, jeopardizing the
authenticity of these individuals whose followers value their intrinsic motivations and
noncommercial orientation (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 1). Followers are attracted to content
that originates from genuine opinion and other “ordinary” consumers, which is more
trustworthy than marketer-initiated communication (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 2).
The authors state how social media influencers’ messages are viewed as a rare form of
real, authentic communication, and how collaborations with brands may put this
authenticity into question if influencers get sidetracked by commercial opportunities to
promote brands or products they would not normally be interested in (Audrezet et al.,
2018, p. 2).
Thus, the authors present two strategies to manage authenticity: passionate and/or
transparent authenticity, which is what influencers rely on when incorporating product
placements within their content. A passionate authenticity strategy corresponds to a set of
means that a social media influencer develops in order to ensure a fundamental, satisfying
creation process, in harmony with his or her true self. A transparent authenticity strategy, on
the other hand, corresponds to a set of means that is developed to provide a truthful and
thorough representation of the partnership and personal opinions in order to maintain
integrity. Influencers tend to either combine the strategies or exclusively resort to one of
them, but when not engaged in either of them, a lack of authentication occurs (Audrezet et
al., 2018, p. 7).
Based on these strategies and depending on how the influencer uses them, the authors
propose a four-path framework for how social media influencers can manage authenticity
for themselves to resolve the tensions created by brand encroachment into their content.
These four paths being: absolute, fairytale, disembodied and fake authenticity (Audrezet et al.,
2018, p. 1).
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Absolute
Absolute authenticity management relates to a situation where partnering with a brand
provides the social media influencer with an opportunity to express intrinsic passion in a
highly transparent manner. A partnership with a brand is accepted as long as passion is
preserved and transparency is ensured, and this path of authenticity management
represents the optimal management of authenticity (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 7-8).
Fairytale
The path of fairytale authenticity management corresponds to a situation where the
influencer preserves his or her passion but with limited transparency. The influencer is
enthusiastic about the product and brands, but the influence from the brand is not
specified. Thus, passion compensates for the lack of transparency about commercial
orientation. Additionally, constant and consistent enthusiasm for every brand mentioned
has the potential for questions to rise about whether the influencer is exaggerating his or
her passion (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 8).
Disembodied
Disembodied authenticity management is when the influencer transparently discloses
partnerships with brands, but without the expression of passion or interest. This path can
be associated with a commercial approach without passion, which can result in a lack of
enthusiasm among followers (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 8).
Fake
The path of fake authenticity management corresponds to a situation where the influencer
neither discloses the partnerships with brands nor expresses any intrinsic passion
(Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 8).
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Figure 2: Four paths in the authenticity management framework
2.2.2 Identification
In this section, a theory related to identification will be elaborated. Giles’ (2002) theory,
also mentioned in the literature review, will be explained in detail in order to enable an
analysis of how identification is present with influencers.
In the research process, signs of parasocial interactions (PSI) were identified through
nethnographic studies. Thus, theory on PSI will in the following be amplified in order to
investigate whether PSI occurs with micro and virtual influencers.
The theory is chosen as it addresses the varying degrees of PSI based on the varying
nature of media figures. Most importantly, it considers the possibilities for social contact
with media figures. As already stated in the literature review, PSI is defined as “the illusion
of a face-to-face relationship with a media performer”(Horton & Wohl, 1956, p. 215). It provides
intimacy at a distance where the recipient experiences having a personal relationship with
the media person.
2.2.2.1 David C. Giles: Parasocial Interaction
Based on existing research at the time, Giles' (2002) version is a condensed model of prior
PSI studies consisting of two components of PSI.
The first component of the model deals with the consumer’s social encounters with the
media character (Giles, 2002, p. 293). It is presented as a table that describes different types
of relationships, moving from social to parasocial relationships (appendix 1).
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The first column describes the encounter in the relationship ranked in terms of group size,
i.e.: Dyadic, Small Group, Large Group, Encounter with Media Figure, First-order PSI, Secondorder PSI and Third-order PSI. The second column describes the location and distinguishes
between proximate and distant. The subsequent columns go into depth with the constraints
and potential relationship types, which are distinguished through formality and informality.
Interactions through dyadic, small and large group encounters can be characterized as social
and will thus not be applied in the analysis. The analysis will instead focus on the stages
of encounter with media figure as well as first-order PSI, second-order PSI and third-order PSI.
Encounter with media figure can be characterized as both a proximate and a distant
relationship. The proximate encounter could be through a fan club convention with a
chance of meeting. The distant encounter could be within a phone-in show through a
personal letter from the recipient (Giles, 2002, p. 294). These, however, are the examples
from Giles' (2002) article, but one must take into account that the theory is developed in a
previous decade and was originally intended for mass media like radio and TV. This is a
limitation and has to be taken into account throughout the analysis. However, it is still
possible to draw parallels to present examples. The fan club convention can be juxtaposed
with the followers on blogging tools like Instagram, and the personal letter can be
compared to the DM-function, i.e. a Direct Message to a media character/influencer
directly.
First-order PSI concerns the type of encounter where the media character addresses the
recipient directly, e.g. a greeting through the camera, like a host. The relationship is thus
distant and parasocial, however there is a chance of contact (Giles, 2002, p. 294).
Second-order PSI refers to encounters where the media figure to some degree is inauthentic,
i.e. a character portrayed by an actor and where there is no doubt of the fictional
representation. Yet, the character’s physical counterpart is responded to as a real person.
The relationship is thus distant and parasocial and it is only possible to make contact at a
representative level, e.g. with the actor (Giles, 2002, p. 294).
Third-order PSI refers to encounters with fantasy and cartoon figures who have no real-life
counterpart. These are distinguished from first- and second-order encounters as a social
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relationship with the figure is not possible. Hence, the relationship is purely parasocial
and there is no chance of contact (Giles, 2002, p. 294).
The second component of the model involves the stages that a consumer undergoes in the
meeting with a media character and ultimately creates a parasocial relationship (Giles,
2002, p. 293).
The steps in the model aim to identify the process through which an encounter with a
media character may develop into PSI (Giles, 2002, p. 296). The model is based on three
basic functions; it describes the stages of PSI, it illustrates the relationship between the
different stages and hence displays the behavioral outcomes of any episode of interaction
with a media figure. In the following, the stages of Giles' (2002) PSI model will be
introduced.

Figure 3: Stages in the development of a parasocial relationship
In the upper oval part of the model, described as the viewing episode, the recipient is
exposed to an interaction with the media character. Through a cognitive process the
recipient forms a perception of the person based on an existing knowledge of the person,
and knowledge of the person from others, i.e. person judgment and person knowledge (Giles,
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2002, p. 296). Based on this, the model presents different outcomes. The recipient can for
instance express affinity for the person, without the interaction going any further than the
viewing episode. Otherwise, the recipient can identify with the media figure, after which
the recipient's behavior potentially can develop into imitative behavior (Giles, 2002, p. 296).
This imitative behavior might be either enhanced or impaired depending on other
encounters with the media person. Giles (2002) states that PSI only takes place when the
recipient is exposed to the media person several places, e.g. by seeing the person in other
contexts or by discussing the figure with others. The attitude of others about the media
person can be of great importance to the recipient's perception of the media person,
especially if these attitudes conflict with the recipient's original view on the media person
(Giles, 2002, p. 297).
The last two stages are possible outcomes of PSI: imagined interaction and make attempt to
contact. At the stage of attempted contact, the recipient attempts to contact the media
person. Prior to this stage, the recipient has imagined the interaction with the person
based on the preceding stages in which the recipient considers the advantages and
disadvantages of contacting the media person (Giles, 2002, p. 298).
The meeting with a media figure is today more available due to the increasing access to
contact someone through social media. We are taking into account that the stage of
attempted contact in Giles' (2002) model were intended for TV media. Thus, it was much
more complex in the predigital era to attempt contact compared to the nature of the
relationship between influencer and follower, which is more interactive and allows contact
at another level. Despite this limitation, Giles' (2002) model is considered generic and
useful in this context. Therefore, the model will be applied in order to investigate the
identification process and PSI between influencer and follower, with a micro and a virtual
influencer. The model is useful for elucidating whether identification and PSI are
important elements in relation to influencer marketing, and the results will make us able
to conduct a comparative analysis of the different types of influencers.
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METHODOLOGY

3 Methodology
In this section the methods of the thesis will be introduced. First, the structure of the thesis
will be addressed, followed by the scientific standpoints: positivism, social constructivism
and hermeneutics. Second, mixed methods will be accounted for, followed by an
assessment of the qualitative and quantitative research methods of the thesis. For each of
the methods validity and reliability will be described.

3.1 The structure of the thesis
In this thesis we have chosen to work deductively, which constitutes the structure of the
thesis (Ankersborg, 2011, p. 86). With the deductive approach, we use already existing
knowledge within the field. By using selected methods we then contribute to this
knowledge, through studies that ultimately seek to answer the problem statement
(Ankersborg, 2011, p. 87). Therefore, this thesis is based on already existing theory of
authenticity and identification. By means of qualitative as well as quantitative methods,
we will unfold the existing theory in order to be able to give a new perspective on the field
of influencer marketing.
As we work from the deductive approach, the thesis is structured according to the classic
deductive structure: Abstract, table of contents, introduction, theory, methodology, analysis,
discussion, conclusion, future implications, bibliography and appendixes (Ankersborg, 2011, p.
86). When we choose to use the deductive structure, we are aware that we risk searching
for traces in the empirical evidence that confirms the theory, and we will thus focus on
being critically reflective of the theory in our production of knowledge (Ankersborg, 2011,
p. 88).

3.2 Theory of science
Scientists have different world views and scientific standpoints, which affect the way in
which empirical data is treated. Consequently, this paragraph explains the scientific point
of view of this thesis in order to understand the implications and how we, as researchers,
see the world and perceive knowledge. It is therefore important to define the ontological
considerations this thesis takes its departure in, as it determines the generated knowledge.
The following section will describe positivism, social constructivism and hermeneutics,
which together constitute the scientific position of the thesis, and how they in a
combination contribute to the understanding.
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3.2.1 Positivism
The positivistic approach to science was explicitly formulated in the 1820s
by August Comte (1798-1857), who is considered the father of positivism (Brier, 2006, p.
144). Positivism can in short be described as the pursuit of securing knowledge. It is
closely related to physics and believes that there is an absolute, definitive truth (Thuren,
2008, p. 18-19). Ontologically, positivism is realistic and perceives reality as material,
consisting of objects and individuals that can be observed and perceived logically.
Epistemologically, the standpoint is considered to be objective, i.e. basing the
investigations on observable facts. This is done by means of the methodology, which is
quantitative (Nygaard, 2012, p. 28). These empirical truths that positivism seeks to find,
can either be said to be true or false (Thuren, 2008, p. 24).
Positivism is selected as the scientific point of view, as the purpose is to investigate how
different types of influencer marketing are perceived and how they create value. This has
been investigated through the use of quantitative methods, observing ‘reality’. The data
from this research method was then treated logically and systematically, which resulted in
numerical findings. These have been used to confirm or deny assumptions and to
generalize perspectives in order to reach a definite truth. The dissertation's analysis and
conclusion will be marked by these numerical results in order to answer the problem
statement.
However, since the thesis seeks to investigate a complex phenomenon that is perceived
subjectively, the positivist paradigm cannot provide answers or elucidate qualitative
insights. As this is necessary to answer the problem statement of the thesis, social
constructivism and hermeneutics is combined with the abovementioned scientific
standpoint.
3.2.2. Social constructivism
The social constructivist approach is in strong opposition to positivism, as a truth on
reality cannot be found. This is because reality is a construction made by humans. ‘Truth’
is simply what a social community happens to agree upon, and as the founders, Berger
and Luckmann (1967), argued, the ‘truth’ within different social communities and cultures
varies greatly (Nygaard, 2012, p. 36). Ontologically, social constructivism is relativistic, as
the objects of science are typically created by scientific observation (Nygaard, 2012, p. 29).
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The idea of what is real and true depends definitively on the social, cultural and linguistic
perspective put on reality (Nygaard, 2012, p. 36). Epistemologically, the standpoint is
considered to be subjective, as objective knowledge is impossible due to science being
bound to distorted social constructions (Nygaard, 2012, p. 29) and everyone interpreting
reality differently (Nygaard, 2012, p. 36).
Social constructivism is selected as the scientific point of view, as the purpose is to
investigate how influencer marketing, with a focus on micro and virtual influencers, is
perceived by especially the followers of these - with authenticity and identification in
mind. This has been investigated through the use of qualitative methods, observing how
social constructs are created. Additionally, it has been investigated through analyzing the
examined people’s linguistic choices. This was done in order to get an insight into how
they talk about influencers, and how perceptions are then constructed in a social context.
It was based on the assumption that the existence of influencer marketing and digital
media are embedded in a historical and cultural context. Influencer marketing has arisen
based on the desire of influencers inviting people into their lives, and their followers’
interest in keeping up with them and interacting with their content. This type of
interaction is only possible due to the role of digital media, which are marked by today’s
society and the culture we construct and live out online.
It is noteworthy to mention that the findings must be found within a subjective
epistemology, where objectivity is absent, and it can thereby be difficult to separate
ourselves as researchers from the researched (Nygaard, 2012, p. 37). However, we have
aimed at maintaining objectivity in relation to society’s discourses, and towards ourselves
as researchers. This is done to avoid that our own backgrounds and biases are reflected in
the thesis, disturbing our analyses and conclusions.
3.2.3 Hermeneutics
The hermeneutic approach gained a footing as a method within social sciences under the
influence of sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) and philosopher Hand-Georg Gadamer
(1900-2002). Just as with social constructivism, hermeneutics is in strong opposition to
positivism, as it is emphasized how humans cannot be studied as objects acting according
to laws of causation. Humans act according to motives, intentions and most importantly a
specific pre-understanding of the world (Nygaard, 2012, p. 31). Ontologically,
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hermeneutics is restricted realistic, as the object of science has to be seen in relation to the
human’s pre-understanding of this. The primary object of hermeneutics is thereby other
people’s understanding (Nygaard, 2012, p. 28). In hermeneutics, our access to reality is
bound to a specific pre-understanding, which resembles constructivism, but at the same
time, it can be nuanced so it approaches reality, resembling realism (Nygaard, 2012, p. 3132). Epistemologically, the standpoint is subjective, as knowledge is always bound to a
particular subjective understanding of the world, leading recognition to be composed of
expanding ones’ understanding (Nygaard, 2012, p. 28).
Hermeneutics is selected as the scientific point of view, as the purpose was to get an
insight into the world of influencer marketing. This has been investigated through the use
of qualitative methods like interviews and nethnography, covering other’s horizons of
understandings, with the goal of a mutual understanding between us and the respective
people, as well as learning something new (Nygaard, 2012, p. 28). Through this, it was
possible to experience a fusion of horizons, as our horizon of understanding could merge
into the studied informants’ horizons of understanding (Nygaard, 2012, p. 33-33). Focus
was on their perceptions of and knowledge on influencer marketing, and on getting an
insight into their way of viewing the world.
It is thereby also noteworthy to mention how, when using the hermeneutic approach, our
thesis is also based on our own horizon of understanding. However, our preunderstandings do not have to be seen as a limitation, but on the other hand as an active
part of the knowledge produced.

3.3 Mixed Methods
Qualitative data is thorough and allows the researcher to investigate the research field indepth. The data, however, is not generalizable but provide nuanced and varied results. On
the other hand, quantitative methods make it easier to generalize as the method includes a
large number of respondents (Lungholt & Metelmann, 2013, p. 42). This dissertation
makes use of both qualitative as well as quantitative data, i.e. mixed methods.
Mixed methods is by Olsen (2003) defined as the use of different forms of data or methods
to analyze the same phenomenon in order to strengthen the study (Olsen, 2003, p. 94).
Consequently, this thesis has been using different methods in order to shed light on the
research field from several angles:
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•

1 focus group interview

•

6 individual expert interviews

•

2 quantitative content analyses

•

1 online survey

In this manner, qualitative and quantitative research methods have been mixed, which
increases the reliability and validity of the study. This triangulation made it possible to
investigate the perception of influencer marketing from agencies, scholars, networks and
communities. The different approaches and attitudes towards influencer marketing
enriched the thesis with more generalizable results, which would not have been possible if
the research field had only been examined through one research method. The combination
of the methods also offset the limitations of each individual method, which enhances the
quality of the overall study (Patton, 2002).
The notion of triangulation can also include the performance of carrying out interviews
with more than one informant (Olsen, 2003). Thus, we conducted individual interviews
with several informants, whereof some were exposed to very similar questions. In this
manner, it was possible to secure whether the informants' answers supported or
contradicted each other, which increased the ability to generalize based on the results
(Patton, 2002).
Overall, the different research methods supplement each other and create the basis for the
most lucrative and veracious results of this research.

3.4 Qualitative research methods
In the following, the qualitative methods of the thesis will be elaborated: individual expert
interviews and a focus group interview. For each, the purpose, including choice of
informants, process and limitations will be explained in depth. Both individual interviews
and a focus group interview were chosen, as they complement each other and help to
illustrate and bring forward different perspectives from individuals exposed to influencer
marketing in various ways. Qualitative research methods seek to find out what is going on
in people’s minds (Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 89) instead of aiming at quantification
(Kvale, 1998, p. 41), and it thereby focuses on opinion formation and interpretation. It is
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intended to approach the world ‘out there’ and to understand, describe and sometimes
explain social phenomena ‘from the inside’ (Kvale, 2007). This aligns with the theoretical
ground of the thesis, social constructivism and hermeneutics, as the objective is to cover
how the different informants subjectively understand, perceive and construct the value of
influencer marketing and the trends it involves.
Lastly, nethnography will be accounted for, as this is rooted in qualitative methods, and
also provides the basis for the following quantitative methods of the thesis.
3.4.1 Individual expert interviews
The qualitative individual expert interviews take point of departure in Steinar Kvale’s
theory and have been conducted on the basis of his seven stages of an interview inquiry
(Kvale, 2007, p. 35–36). Four of the six individual in-depth interviews were executed in a
structured way through emails in order to obtain the necessary information and keep it
stringent (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010). The remaining two interviews were executed in
a semi-structured way through face-to-face interactions, opening up for new
interpretations, approaches and information (Lungholt & Metelmann, 2013, p. 54), as well
as changes of sequence and forms of questions in order to follow up on the specific
answers given by the subjects (Kvale, 2007, p. 51). Similar for the interviews, all six
informants were encouraged to talk about the subject of influencer marketing (Schmidt &
Hollensen, 2006, p. 29). The goal of all six interviews was to receive open and nuanced
descriptions of different aspects of influencer marketing with point of departure in each
individual’s perspective (Kvale, 1998, p. 41), and to get insight into their perceptions and
thoughts on the topic. In interviews like these, there is a methodological awareness of
question styles, a focus on the interaction-dynamic between the interviewer and
interviewee, as well as a critical awareness towards what is being said (Kvale, 1998, p. 32).
A strength of the interview is the privileged access to the interviewee’s life world, as well
as its subjective nature, based on the interaction between interviewer and interviewee,
which allows a unique and sensitive understanding of the life world (Kvale & Brinkmann,
2009, p. 194). Because of its subjectivity, the quality of the interview relies and depends
heavily on the interviewer, who functions as the primary tool for gathering knowledge
and information. Therefore, it is crucial to constantly check, question and interpret the
findings theoretically (Kvale, 2007, p. 87).
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Purpose
The purpose of the individual interviews was to understand the theme of influencer
marketing and the trends within the field from the perspective of the interviewees (Kvale,
1998, p. 38), who all have different backgrounds related to influencer marketing.
All six interviews helped to shed light on different sides of the same topic and enabled the
extraction of certain tendencies, agreements, disagreements etc. about influencers as a
marketing tool. Together, they all brought forward new insight and awareness, which
ultimately helped shape the thoughts about the topic (Kvale, 1998, p. 41).
Choice of informants
The six informants were chosen based on their insight and experience with influencer
marketing. Two of the six interviews were conducted with the Danish influencer
marketing agencies, BASH Agency and Brandheroes, in order to get an insight into the
industry of micro influencers, as well as the value of influencer marketing seen from the
people working with it at close hand and providing it as a service.
The third interview was with Sofie Desmareth, Advisor and Partner in the consulting and
communication agency RelationsPeople, who was able to give insight into the agency-side
of influencer marketing, as well as the current trend with virtual influencers on the
market.
The fourth interview was conducted with Kasper Støy, a robotics and embodied artificial
intelligence researcher with a PhD, holding a professor position at the Software and
Systems Section of the IT University of Copenhagen. Being the coordinator of the research
group Robotics, Evolution and Art Lab, he helped shed light on the more technical side of
robotics and artificial intelligence and could contribute with an expert perspective on
virtual influencers.
The fifth interview was with ANNE VEST, a Danish luxury women outerwear label, who
collaborated with the virtual influencer Lil Miquela. This provided perspectives on the
trend of virtual influencers and how a collaboration with one brings value.
Lastly, the sixth interview was with Mikro Influencer X , a 21-year-old micro influencer on
Instagram, located in Copenhagen and with a background in graphic design.
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In the following table, the chosen informants for the individual interviews are presented:
Organization

Type of

Interviewee

organization

Interviewee’s
position

BASH Agency

Influencer agency

Kathrine Schlechter

Founder and Agent

Brandheroes

Influencer agency

Kristoffer Krog

Webshop and
Support Manager

RelationsPeople

Consulting firm

Sofie Desmareth

Advisor and Partner

IT University of

University

Kasper Støy

Researcher and

Copenhagen
ANNE VEST

Professor
Fashion brand

Anne Vestesen

Founder and
Designer

Mikro

Micro influencer

Mikro Influencer X

Micro influencer

Influencer X
Table 1: Informants for individual expert interviews
Process
As mentioned, all expert interviews were based on Steinar Kvale’s seven stages of an
interview inquiry; thematizing, designing, interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, verifying and
reporting (Kvale, 2007, p. 35–36)
As a part of the thematizing and designing stages, all of the interviews were structured and
arranged according to Lene Tanggaard and Svend Brinkmann’s interview guide
(Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010), with the purpose, overall question and the division of
research questions and interview questions outlined. The focus was on getting to the core
purpose of each interview in relation to our overall problem statement, and on creating
the basis of our knowledge prior to the interviews. Following, each interview was
conducted by briefing the informant about the purpose of the interview, a question on
anonymity and thereafter following the interview guide. Various question types were
used, and focus was on moving from general to more specific questions (Lungholt &
Metelmann, 2013, p. 57). The semi-structured interviews enabled the use of follow-up
questions, as well as specifying, elaborative and interpreting question types (Kvale, 2007,
p. 60–62). After conducting the interviews and making sure to audiotape the two that were
face-to-face, each interview was transcribed, and together with the recordings, this written
transcription comprised the material that was subject to the following analysis (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2009, p. 45–46). For the email interviews, the answers to the various questions

41

was already written and ready to be analyzed. The most appropriate methods of analysis
were decided on, and the stages of analyzing and interpreting each of the six interviews
began. Throughout the process, the reliability and validity of the method was considered
and discussed in relation to our results.
Lastly, the thesis at hand is a product of the last stage: reporting.
3.4.2 Focus group interview
Focus groups are characterized by a non-directive style of interviewing, and the prime
concern is to encourage various viewpoints on the topic in focus (Kvale, 2007, p. 72). It can
be described as a research technique that collects data through group interaction on a topic
(Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 63), where creative and honest insights often become the
result (Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 74). As opposed to individual interviews, informants
are not alone with the interviewer, and can therefore feel more at ease and free to express
honest opinions. This group aspect also allows the effect of “snowballing” and one
comment triggering another, making the interview ideal to discover new perspectives
(Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 74).
Purpose
The purpose of the focus group interview was not to reach consensus about the topic of
influencer marketing and the trend of virtual influencers, but to bring forth different
viewpoints on the matter. The idea was to explore the collective interaction, as this has the
potential to bring forth more spontaneous expressive and emotional views than with
individual interviews (Kvale, 2007, p. 72). The goal was to get an insight into how
especially virtual influencers were perceived by the average millennial Instagram user,
and to bring forth thoughts and feelings on the topic. Hence, the most prominent objective
was to reveal consumer perceptions and attitudes, which helped generate objectives to be
addressed by subsequent research in the form of quantitative methods (Schmidt &
Hollensen, 2006, p. 64).
Choice of informants
The four informants were chosen based on their age and level of Instagram engagement.
The idea was to involve both high, medium and low-level users of Instagram to get an allaround insight, as well as one informant that was an influencer herself, and therefore,
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Simone was contacted through Instagram. The three other informants were all within own
personal networks, however none of the informants knew of each other.
In the following table, the chosen informants for the focus group interview are presented:
Name

Age

Occupation

Bjørn

21

HA(fil.) student

Christina

24

Cand.merc.(kom.) student

Emilie

26

Cand.merc.(kom.) student

Simone

20

Bachelor Study Programme in Social Sciences
Table 2: Informants for focus group interview

Process
Focus groups can either be relatively structured, with specific questions, or more
unstructured (Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 63). For the purpose of this research, a
relatively structured style was chosen, as it was important to make sure to gather the
necessary information and to cover specific themes within the overall topic of influencer
marketing. However, there was also left room for new perspectives, insights and
discussions. This can also be classified as a semi-structured interview, where the themes
and topics are listed, but the order is somewhat subordinate (Lungholt & Metelmann,
2013, p. 70).
The four steps of a focus group framework as described by Schmidt and Hollensen (2006,
p. 65-72) was used as point of departure for the process. First and foremost, the purpose of
the focus group and the problem we wished to address was prepared and clearly stated.
As a part of this, in the preparation phase of the focus group interview, a semi structured
interview guide was designed, as it was expected that the informants’ responses and
reactions to the questions set forth by the moderator could not be predicted. Thus,
research questions were intended to direct and guide the interview questions if ever new
and unexpected perspectives would occur during the interview. The interview guide was
composed of introductory, general, follow-up and specific questions, as this structure
would help to create a favorable dynamic (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010).
Next, the recruiting of informants began as well as the planning of the session. This
included choosing the informants, reaching out to them, selecting the venue and deciding
on a focus group moderator, who was to conduct the interview and guide the flow of the
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discussion. The moderator started out by introducing the topic for discussion and
facilitated it, and was aware of creating a permissive atmosphere for the expression of
personal and conflicting viewpoints on the topic (Kvale, 2007, p. 72). All informants were
clearly presented to the purpose of the interview and its intended use, as well as to a
question on anonymity (Lungholt & Metelmann, 2013, p. 69).
Prior to the focus group interview, how to conduct the interview was discussed and
assessed, and after a successful session, the analysis of all the information was commenced
based on the audiotape recording.
As mentioned, the interview guide was composed of different question types that were all
categorized into overall research topics. First and foremost, questions were asked about
the informants’ Instagram habits, which then encouraged some more general questions
revolving around the topic of influencer marketing. Following, the moderator introduced
a PowerPoint slide with images of virtual influencers. Informants were presented to the
images without any introduction to the characters, and after expressing their opinions,
moderator turned to the next slide and introduced the trend of virtual influencers. This
helped to facilitate a new discussion that narrowed down the focus and built towards the
intended purpose of the interview.
During the interview, it was evident how group interaction stimulated new thoughts and
ideas from other informants (Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 91), and how new
perspectives surfaced. Here, it became clear how fruitful focus group interviews can be,
and how leaving room for new discussions outside of the interview guide is essential.
Body language was constantly observed, and it was easy to see when informants agreed or
disagreed with certain statements, which the moderator utilized when facilitating the
discussion.
3.4.3 Nethnography
Nethnography originates from the qualitative research method, ethnography.
Ethnography seeks to describe cultural differences and behavior among societies and
communities where the researcher actively participates as an observer (Kozinets, 2002, p.
62). Nethnography has arisen from this method, but the difference lies in the physical
presence that ethnography requires, whereas the researcher can remain anonymous in
nethnography as it takes place on digital media (Kozinets, 2002, p. 62).

44

The method was developed by Kozinets (2002), and its applicability is seen in the context
of the study of online communities with a focus on communication and interaction
between the users. Nethnography uses publicly available material that can be used to
understand attitudes and discourses within a given online community.
The clear advantage of using the nethnographic method consists in the anonymity of the
researcher. For this reason, it is much less hampering, as the method by its very nature
consists of observations of written statements. The existence of data comes from the users'
communication and interaction, i.e. without the awareness that they are observed in
connection with a study. In this way, it is possible to study people in their natural
interaction in a relevant context (Kozinets, 2002).
Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela’s Instagram profiles are the primary sources for the
collection of nethnographic empirical data. The nethnographic method of investigation
will i.a. be used in conjunction with quantitative methods and will act as the analysis
strategy.
3.4.4 Limitations
In the following, limitations of the methodology will be discussed. Generally, it can be
said that qualitative methods cannot be standardized in the same way that the
quantitative methods can, and it is hard to generalize as only a small sample of informants
are asked with the intent of going into depth (Lungholt & Metelmann, 2013, p. 43).
Furthermore, in social sciences, the trustworthiness, strength and transferability of
knowledge are typically discussed in relation to the notions of reliability, validity and
generalization (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 267). An assessment of this will be addressed
related to the research method, and with point of departure in Kvale and Brinkmann’s
definitions (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 271–272). Reliability concerns the consistency
and trustworthiness of research findings, and whether these can be reproduced at other
times and by other researchers. Validity refers to whether the method examines what it is
intended to examine.
Individual interviews
Looking at the limitations of individual interviews, a key limitation, is the short time span.
This can inhibit the amount of trust between interviewer and interviewee (Lungholt &
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Metelmann, 2013, p. 53), and potentially prevent the sharing of certain information. To
avoid this, the focus was on creating a comfortable environment for the informants,
establishing a relaxed dialogue prior to the interview, introducing the purpose of the
interview and the possibility for anonymity. Furthermore, the wording of questions can
inadvertently shape the content of an answer (Kvale, 2007, p. 88), which was a crucial
aspect to consider in order to prevent putting words into the informant’s mouth and
inviting a biased answer to the proposed questions.
Looking specifically at the structured email interviews, a potential consequence is the
misunderstanding or misinterpretation of questions. To overcome this, we made sure to be
as straight forward as possible in our wording and notify the informants that they were
more than welcome to ask us to clarify any questions. Additionally, where it can be
beneficial that the structured interviews do not allow major variations from the intended,
it can also be a limitation, as it prevents potential surprising or different answers that
could have led to new valuable perspectives on the topic (Lungholt & Metelmann, 2013, p.
54). On the other hand, the open structure of the semi-structured interviews can also be a
limitation as it places heavy demand on preceding preparation and on the competencies of
the interviewer, who constantly have to make decisions impacting the results (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2009, p. 120).
Looking at reliability, due to the hermeneutic approach of the interviews, reproducing the
same results is not applicable. The interviews are all contextual, and knowledge obtained
in this given situation cannot automatically be transferred into similar knowledge in
another situation, at a different time, and by a different researcher.
Moving on to validity, the method certainly examined what it was intended to examine, as
the purpose of the interviews were to get an insight into and understand the life world
and perspectives of the informants through their different experiences with influencer
marketing. This was continually checked, questioned and addressed throughout the seven
stages of the interview inquiry and permeated the entire research process (Kvale, 2007, p.
123).
Focus group interview
In relation to focus group interviews, certain limitations and disadvantages arise. Since the
interview is conducted in a group setting, there is a potential of peer pressure. If the
majority of the group have the same opinion except for one informant, this informant
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might not feel comfortable expressing his or hers outlying opinion. This goes hand in hand
with the potential of responses being “contaminated” by opinions of other group members
(Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 91). Luckily, with a non-sensitive topic, this seemed
somewhat avoided. Another limitation is the limited time to obtain in-depth details from
each participant (Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 91). However, moderator made sure to
address the informants who had not yet had a chance to express their answers to certain
questions.
Finally, an essential limitation of a focus group interview, is its non-conclusive results, as
participants are not likely to be representative of the entire group intended to be studied
(Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 75). To meet this limitation, quantitative methods were
included to support the research on virtual influencers, to get a broader perspective on the
perceptions of this phenomenon.
Looking at reliability, it is crucial to consider that the focus group interview was based on
a small and selective extraction of the population, as well as it being context-dependent.
Therefore, the generalizability is not very high, however, to raise it, quantitative research
was added in the form of a content analysis and a survey, in order to dig deeper into the
general perceptions, thoughts and feelings about especially virtual influencers.
When it comes to validity, the method certainly examined what it intended to do. The goal
was to investigate the group’s thoughts, feelings and attitudes towards influencer
marketing and the new virtual trend, which ties in to the overall problem statement.
Nethnography
The connection between online and offline identities does not always correspond. This is a
disadvantage of nethnography, since data is primarily based on textual conditions. The
users can be more cautious, controlled or excessive in relation to their behavior and
staging themselves differently in writing on online forums. However, this dissertation
seeks to bypass the weakness of nethnography by supplementing with other qualitative
methods in the analysis.
Through nethnography we collected data that already exists on social media; thus, it is
possible for future researchers to collect the same data, which increases the level of
reliability. However, the selection of available empirical data may vary from researcher to
researcher, and it is unlikely that future researchers will use the exact same empirical data.
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Also, researchers with more resources might be able to code more samplings that could
give a more accurate result.
Overall, the purpose of the nethnographic study was mainly to obtain an understanding of
the reactions to a virtual influencer and a micro influencer, and the chosen method is thus
valid in relation to the purpose since this was achieved.

3.5 Quantitative research methods
The quantitative research method typically involves many answers and many
respondents. Quantitative methods are descriptive, i.e. it is easy to generalize from
quantitative studies as the method includes a large number of respondents. In the
quantitative method we do not seek to understand why people do as they do, rather how
many people, to get representativeness that strengthens the generalization (Lungholt &
Metelmann, 2013).
In the following, the quantitative research methods used will be summarized. The data
has been collected through two quantitative content analyses as well as an online survey.
The intent was to quantify the sentiment and emotions in relation to the influencers.
The purpose and the procedure of the methods used will be outlined, as well as the
advantages and limitations.
The use of the quantitative methods aligns with the theoretical ground of the thesis,
positivism, as the objective is to observe ‘real’ data and reach a truth based on observable
facts.
3.5.1 Quantitative Content Analysis
In a world filled with media platforms and media messages the quantitative content
analysis is a useful tool to quantify large amounts of communication content. One of the
benefits of a quantitative content analysis is that it gives a representative overview.
It is defined as: ”A scientific method of coding, quantifying and systematically analyzing both
manifest and latent content in a text corpus to draw conclusions about messages, context and
communication processes using static methods” (Eskjær & Helles, 2015, p. 12-13).
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Eskjær & Helles (2015) distinguish between manifest and latent content. Manifest content is
the content elements that are unambiguously identifiable. For example, the amount or
volume of words in a given text. Latent content refers to the content between the lines,
which usually involves an assessment of the charge of value. Eskjær & Helles (2015) are
primarily focusing on content from classical media and journalism. However, our analysis
will take its point of departure in social media and user-generated content.
As Holsti (1969) points out, a quantitative content analysis is “any technique for making
inferences by objectively and systematically identifying specified characteristics of messages”
(Holsti, 1969, p. 14), i.e. as long as content can be defined, identified and systematically
coded, it is subject to a quantitative content analysis. The prerequisite is systematically to
perform test samples. Holsti (1969) is proposing four steps in the process, i.e. theory, data
collection, analysis and interpretation (Holsti, 1969, p. 27).
Theory
The quantitative content analysis will be conducted on two profiles; the micro influencer,
Mikro Influencer X, and the biggest virtual influencer so far, Lil Miquela.
The objective of the quantitative content analysis was thus to study these communities,
and to analyze the overall opinion and emotions related to the existence and appearance
of the two influencers. Moreover, the focus group acted as preceding research and
indicated a clear direction, which is why the quantitative content analysis is conducted in
order to challenge this view.
Data collection
The quantitative content analysis was conducted on the social media platform, Instagram.
The reason for conducting the analysis on Instagram is due to the influencer’s appearance
on this specific platform. Instagram is an online photo sharing and social networking
service that allows followers to comment on uploaded photos. The analysis is based on ten
images in total: five selected images on Lil Miquela’s profile that all holds a photo
description with the acknowledgement of her identity as a robot and five selected images
from Mikro Influencer X’s profile (appendix 2; 3). The code scheme was based on three
columns, i.e. comment, sentiment and emotion. Each were analyzed manually, one by one.
The analysis holds 1,378 comments in total.
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Analysis
The data processing proceeds as follows: descriptive analysis and exploratory analysis.
In the descriptive analysis, the focus is to gain an overview of the data set, which is best
done by carefully inspecting the categories of data material one at a time (Eskjær & Helles,
2015).
The pictures were analyzed in the period 4th-15th of March 2019. The commentary of all
ten images has been coded in terms of sentiment, i.e. whether the comment appeared to be
positive (1), neutral (0) or negative (-1). After the sentiment was determined, the comment
was coded in terms of emotions in the following categories: love, anger, disgust, fear,
confusion, humor, fashion and curiosity.
The analysis was based on the focus on latent content. Some of the comments consisted of
emojis8 only and were thus analyzed from our interpretation of the specific emoji.
Analyzing the data and coding it in different ways was done in agreement with the view
of the latent-projective content type defined by Potter & Levine-Donnerstein (1999). This
method focuses on the coders’ interpretations of the meaning of the content (Potter &
Levine-Donnerstein, 1999, p. 259). The analysis of the comments relied on the coders’
experience and individual personal schema in order to make distinctions among the
various factors (Potter & Levine-Donnerstein, 1999, p. 260).
In the exploratory analysis, the relationship between different variables in the data material
was examined. Through an exploratory analysis, a number of analytical findings will
emerge and will result in a graphical representation of the data through diagrams and
charts (Eskjær & Helles, 2015, p. 83-84). Thus, after having determined sentiment and
emotions, the aim was to discover the strongest tendencies. This was done by using the
filter function in Excel, which made it possible to study the degree of the sentiment and
emotions, enabling us to calculate the percentage and thereby visualize the results through
diagrams.

8A

small digital image or icon used to express an idea or emotion
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Interpretation
Abovementioned results showed clear tendencies and will be interpreted later on as the
argumentative analysis. The results from the quantitative content analysis will serve as
empirical evidence for the final argumentation that will take place in the analysis part of
this thesis.
3.5.2 Survey
One of the quantitative content analyses provided insights from Lil Miquela’s followers
whom most likely are more prone to a positive opinion. Thus, an online survey was
conducted in order to investigate a more general perception of specifically virtual
influencers.
The online survey provides the important advantage of standardization, easy
administration and the ability to discover motives for behavior. The clear advantage of the
online survey as a method, is the ease of gathering data quickly in an inexpensive and
flexible manner (Schmidt & Hollensen, 2006, p. 170). The survey was designed in order to
compare the results with the quantitative content analysis conducted on Lil Miquela’s
profile. Thus, there are several identical elements from the two quantitative methods used.
In total, the survey resulted in 103 online answers.
The survey was composed via Google Survey and distributed digitally through Facebook
in our networks in primarily Denmark and the United States. The survey consisted of five
questions. The first question was related to country of residence.
The second question regarded the respondent’s knowledge of Lil Miquela’s existence with
the option of answering ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. If no, the respondent was directed to a new page
where a description and pictures presented Lil Miquela. If yes, the respondent was
directed to the next question. In this manner, we secured that all respondents knew about
Lil Miquela, which was a prerequisite for answering the survey.
The third question regarded the overall opinion of Lil Miquela as a phenomenon and
made the respondent choose between positive, neutral and negative.
The fourth question asked the respondent to select between emotions that corresponded
most with his/her opinion of Lil Miquela. The respondent could only choose one emotion
out of: love, anger, disgust, fear, confusion, humor, fashion and curiosity.

51

The fifth and last question was open and encouraged the respondent to specify further
comments in free text. This resulted in 27 comments that revealed more detailed opinions
on the phenomenon.
3.5.3 Limitations
In the following, limitations of the methodology will be discussed as well as an assessment
of the degree of reliability and validity of the research method.
Quantitative content analysis
A limitation to the quantitative content analysis can be found in the process of studying
the influencers’ commentary, as the commentary is most likely constituted by the
followers. The followers naturally have an interest as they actively have chosen to follow
them, thus they might have a more positive attitude. This might affect the validity of the
sentiment analysis. In addition, the influencer can discard the negative comments, which
can then lead to a deceptive result.
Additionally, the quantitative content analysis is a social scientific methodology that
requires researchers to analyze and process collected data (Potter & Levine-Donnerstein,
1999, p. 258). The coding of the data was conducted by a group consisting of two people
and as Potter & Levine-Donnerstein (1999) argue, this process has its limitations as the
coding is a matter of interpretation. One member of the group could easily interpret a
comment different from the other member.
The latent-projective type requires human interpretation in order to catch certain emotions
and meanings, like humor or irony, i.e. the content between the lines. Thus, it was
important to classify the coded content in order to agree on the coding process. When
researchers agree on the type of content that needs to be coded, it increases the possibility
of reliable and valid data, i.e. the credibility of the analysis (Potter & Levine-Donnerstein,
1999). However, it is not entirely avoidable to have different approaches when
interpreting data, as interpretation self-evidently is subjective. Consequently, the findings
may not be accurate in terms of reliability.
However, the purpose of the method is not to reach a definite truth, but a contribution to
new knowledge about complex and subjective contexts within this research field. The
method is considered valid as we reached an understanding of the sentiments and

52

emotions related to Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela’s Instagram profiles, which was
the main objective.
Online survey
All questions, besides the last question that allowed respondents to write a free text, were
obligatory, which might have caused some defection. Nevertheless, it was necessary to
collect answers to the few questions in the survey. The majority of the questions had
predefined responses, also known as ‘closed questions’, which inhibits the nuances of the
respondent's answer and excludes the possibility of elaborating (Lungholt & Metelmann,
2013, p. 45). Thus, this dissertation also employs the qualitative research method in order
to make up for the limitations of the quantitative research method.
When distributing the online survey on Facebook through our network, we limit the
respondents to a homogeneous target group. Thus, respondents might be skewed toward
a younger group. Nonetheless, virtual influencers are a phenomenon aimed at a younger
target audience, e.g. Lil Miquela is 19 years old and consequently appeals to
contemporaries.
A larger sample size would in general have given the research a more reliable data sample
and would have gathered more accurate results. This impacts the reliability as well as the
validity of the study since our sample size is inadequate. However, a survey for an entire
population would be close to unmanageable, even for professional market research
agencies to conduct. Also, the purpose of this thesis is, as mentioned earlier, to explore a
research field in order to imply a tendency rather than to conclude on a theory that can be
generalized across an entire population.
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ANALYSIS

4 Analysis
In this section, the analysis will lay the foundation for answering the problem statement.
This will be done by analyzing the collected empirical data in relation to the selected
theory in order to investigate authenticity, identification and the new phenomenon, virtual
influencers. Therefore, the analysis is divided into these three subject categories, each of
which will answer the thesis' sub questions. Through the analysis, sub conclusions are
provided in order to create an overview of the findings.

4.1 Authenticity
In the following paragraph, an analysis of authenticity and how influencers can establish it
will be presented, seeking to answer the question: How can micro and virtual influencers
build and manage brand authenticity?
First, the analysis will draw upon Michael Beverland’s theory of building brand
authenticity through seven habits, i.e. story telling, appearing as artisanal amateurs, sticking to
your roots, loving the doing, market immersion, being at one with the community and
indoctrinating staff into the brand cult (Beverland, 2009, p. 7). Second, the analysis will draw
upon the theory of Alice Audrezet, Gwarlann de Kerviler and Julie Guidry Moulard and
their authenticity management framework (Audrezet et al., 2018). Both theories will,
combined with findings from qualitative empirical data and secondary sources, be applied
to micro influencer Mikro Influencer X and virtual influencer Lil Miquela, in a
comparative analysis.
4.1.1 Building brand authenticity
As Beverland’s theory is originally intended for brands, certain deviations and alterations
will occur. However, it is assessed that the theory and seven habits can be successfully
transferred to the phenomenon of influencers, who themselves are a representation of
human brands and need to build a level of authenticity for this brand to work effectively.
4.1.1.1 Story telling
Looking at the first habit, story telling, it is clear how both micro and virtual influencers
express a collection of stories. Stories about themselves, their fashion choices, their
thoughts about products, opinions on societal topics, feelings etc. It is these stories that
help them narrate their identities and provide a shared context that allow their followers
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to connect with them – followers who perceive them as authentic, since they reveal
personal secrets through these stories.
Some of the ten stories that make up the habit of story telling are evident when looking at
both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela, and will in the following be explained in detail.
Take for example the stories of conflict and struggle (Beverland, 2009, p. 44–46). On the 25th
of April 2018, Lil Miquela posted a picture with the caption: “I’ve been really stressed since
I’m no longer working with my managers at Brud. I’ve seen all of your messages and I’m forever
grateful. I’m just dealing with a lot right now. I’ll get back to you soon.” Stories with this theme
can help increase interest, humanity and authenticity (Beverland, 2009, p. 46). A paradox
compared to the fact that Lil Miquela is not human, but through stories like these, her
human-like identity is strengthened, showing that even robots go through conflicts and
struggles similar to real people.
Another example is the stories of triumph and tragedy (Beverland, 2009, p. 46–48), which
there are multiple examples of when looking through Lil Miquela’s profile. An example is
a picture she posted June 30th 2018, with the caption: “Miquela’s a robot. Miquela can’t do
water. Miquela’s not real. Miquela needs a system update. Miquela’s batteries are low. Miquela
needs to change her hairstyle. Miquela wears fake Prada. Yeah yeah we know.” Here she
expresses a struggle for acceptance, as people keep mentioning all of her flaws and robotic
nature. Another example of tragedy was her disastrous mistake and straying from her
values, when she decided to leave her family at Brud. She expressed this in a post from
July 10th 2018, where she in connection to mentioning her reconnection with Brud states,
“… I was isolating myself and partying too hard because I resented and then questioned everything
Trevor and Sara taught me: to be kind, take care of your mental health, and get right with yourself
so you can put yourself in a position to help others.” Furthermore, how: “… I love these people so
much. We have trust to re-gain and plenty of fights to have, but that’s what family is.” Multiple
examples of triumphs are also evident through posts about magazine covers, brand deals,
official titles etc.
The same goes for Mikro Influencer X who is passionate about veganism and cruelty free
beauty. With a sponsorship from The Body Shop, she expresses triumph multiple times
through her joy for the partnership and being able to bring forward these important
societal messages to her followers. An example is her post from June 14th 2018 with the
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caption: “@thebodyshop helps me take care of our planet and its inhabitants. They do not test on
animals and have community trade ingredients, which helps people all around the world. That is, if
you ask me, insanely cool”.
The story of community is also very evident for both influencers, since both have extensive
fan communities, i.e. followers, and have provided the basis for diverse groups of people
to celebrate and follow the one thing they share, namely the love and admiration for their
characters and enthusiasm for fashion. Both communities celebrate Mikro Influencer X
and Lil Miquela, and thus the stories of community are authentic expressions of the
followers’ love for the two influencers, e.g. seen through the various comments expressing
love and admiration.
Next, the story of place is evident. Authentic brands retain links to geographic places and
celebrate particular physical areas (Beverland, 2009, p. 56–57), and both influencers are
drawing connections between their origin and their posts. Take for example the two
pictures below:

These pictures represent Mikro Influencer X’s (left) and Lil Miquela’s (right) feed very
well and are expressions of their geographical links. Mikro Influencer X is mostly seen in a
Scandinavian setting with old buildings, brick walls and sidewalks, and in clothes
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matching a location with seasons. Lil Miquela on the other hand, is primarily seen in the
LA-setting exemplified above, with warmer weather and clothes to match.
With a blend of stories with the different themes, influencers are able to produce a
powerful mystique or aura over time, and add a certain richness to their character
(Beverland, 2009, p. 37). Both Lil Miquela and Mikro Influencer X represent collections of
different stories, but especially Lil Miquela is able to produce this mystique, as her stories
cover many of the ten themes multiple times. However, a lot of the mystique is also based
on the secrets related to Brud, her creators, the confusion of who is behind, whether she is
real or not etc. Brud, the talented team of storytellers and designers, enables these relatable
stories that make people tune in to Lil Miquela’s posts and pictures daily, which is exactly
what also Advisor and Partner from RelationsPeople, Sofie Desmareth, emphasizes in the
interview – namely, that the success of the virtual influencers are based on really talented
storytellers, who enables followers to become a part of that story telling. She stresses how
this success is an expression of hitting the right balance between something that seems
credible and believable coincident with letting people know that the profile and character
they are looking at is artificial (appendix 4: 17.2; 22.1).
For a micro influencer like Mikro Influencer X, her brand is about fashion and sharing
inspiring content, and not as much about revealing her struggles and daily problems. This
only makes sense, as people tend to showcase themselves from their best sides on a
platform like Instagram (Green, 2013). However, as also mentioned by the Advisor and
Partner from RelationsPeople, Sofie Desmareth, with micro influencers, like Mikro
Influencer X, you get access to a more unpolished universe than with famous macro
influencers, which provides an element of credibility and authenticity. She mentions how
authenticity is present with micro influencers, as certain flops will automatically occur
where followers can get a sense of the person behind (appendix 4: 9.1; 8.1; 22.1). For Mikro
Influencer X, this will especially occur through her Instagram stories9 or through her blog.
With influencers in general, their entire feed and profile can be viewed as a story in itself.
Through their pictures, which are carefully selected, they choose to narrate their identity,
as well as the story surrounding them.

9

Instagram stories are small videos/snapshot from the influencer's everyday life that are only visible on the
profile for 24 hours
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4.1.1.2 Appearing as artisanal amateurs
When it comes to appearing as artisanal amateurs, the second habit, influencers can be
viewed just as so – they present themselves as passionate artisans deeply committed to
their subject matter, whether that being the universe of cooking, fitness, fashion, beauty
etc., as each influencer typically has a universe in which they shine and target their content
around.
Reinforcing the perceptions of being an artisanal amateur and generating perceptions of
authenticity, Beverland describes eight sub-themes (Beverland, 2009, p. 68). Where the
majority can be successfully transferred to Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela, some
cannot quite as successfully since the theory is originally intended for brands in its
original form. These will therefore not be studied in depth in the following.
Sub-theme two, the lack of training, appears in some form for both of the influencers. None
of them are formally trained to be influencers, but similar for both, they have lots of
passion and that is how they gained the following that turned them into influencers. This
enhances their aura and mystique and reinforces their images as innovators not bound by
mainstream thinking – they decide what they want to post and promote, and it is not as
mainstream as e.g. the posts of macro influencers. The lack of training also provides an
excuse when failure occurs, relating to sub-theme six, admitting failure (Beverland, 2009, p.
76-77), as seen with e.g. Lil Miquela’s post from December 5th 2017 with the caption: “Right
off the top, I want to apologize for bringing any negativity into your timeline the last couple days.
It was uncalled for but I’m coming back here now with those personal issues resolved and I’m more
focused than ever.” This quote indicates an unpolished behavior and how she is not just
trained to either do or say the right things. Instead, sometimes her passionate self
overshadows. It expresses how she uses her failure as a learning experience, as also seen
when she left Brud, as part of her existential crisis, and returned after realizing the loss. In
spite of these failures, followers stay loyal as they can relate to the honesty that comes
with an open admission of failure and the reflection it brings with it. The acceptance of
failure from authentic brands are due to the protective buffer that amateurism and the lack
of training provides (Beverland, 2009, p. 77).
Sub-theme three, downplaying business expertise, is applicable for both Mikro Influencer X
and Lil Miquela. Amateurs and artisans do things for love, not money (Beverland, 2009, p.
73), which also ties into sub-theme four, passion and the love of doing (Beverland, 2009, p. 73-
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74). Beverland mentions how research has noted how marketing taints the claims of
authenticity because it undermines notions of sincerity (Beverland, 2009, p. 73), which
aligns with the theory mentioned in the literature review – namely that obvious marketing
can lead to heightened skepticism and resistance (Evans et al., 2017, p. 139–140), as it can
be difficult for consumers to know whether an influencer genuinely uses and likes the
products he or she is posting about, or whether a commercial relationship is the only
reason behind it (Gürkaynak et al., 2017, p. 17). This is also confirmed in the focus group
who support the claim by stating that: “If everything is sponsored, I become more skeptical
towards that person (…) and I think: ‘do you even mean anything yourself’?” (appendix 5: 3.1).
With a micro influencer like Mikro Influencer X, this is avoided in the sense that she does
not accept every offer she gets from brands, making it seem more authentic and real when
she finally does. Yet, the offers she does accept are marked as sponsored, but since it is
only a limited amount of sponsorships she enters, sincerity is maintained. To the question:
“How do you select the brands you partner with? Do you take into account that it is something that
you as a person can vouch for?”, she answered: “Yes, I do. I feel strongly about whether beauty
products are tested on animals. If they are, I say no thanks. For example, I said no to L’Oréal as it is
said that they are testing on animals.” (appendix: 6: 4.1). She also added how she in the
beginning said yes to every brand that contacted her, but now, she rejects many offers
from brands as she does not want to become a big advertising pillar (appendix 6: 4.2). This
shows her love for what she does and that her values come before any brand deal or
profit, which is even more emphasized with the notion that she does not get paid for the
majority of her brand deals. She therefore expresses that her motive is authentic (appendix
6: 5.1).
As for Lil Miquela, she models and wear a lot of clothes from various famous fashion
brands, but in an interview with Business of Fashion from February 5th, 2018 (Morency,
2018), to the question: “Do you work with fashion brands on sponsored content?”, she
answered: “I've never been paid to wear pieces but I'm starting to get sent free stuff from brands. I
try to support and tag brands that I love, especially from young designers who are trying to break
through.” This signals that she genuinely likes the products she is posting about, and that a
commercial and monetary motive is not the reason, making it seem sincere and authentic.
She tags the brands, but nothing was initially posted as sponsored content. However, in
the same interview she also mentioned: “I've only really partnered with brands to create, so I
think monetising would be a great next step. Making things is time consuming and being rewarded
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for my creativity with money would be amazing” (Morency, 2018), and in a later interview
with Financial Times from April 19th 2018 (Johnston, 2018), Lil Miquela did not answer
the question: “Do you put up sponsored (paid-for) content online?”. This could be a sign that
she started to enter partnerships with brands for money as well, since this was also in her
interest. The uncertainty of whether she actually does make money or not, is also
expressed in another article, accounting for how Lil Miquela is promoting several
products without a clear indication if she gets paid for it or not (Schmidt, 2019). Recently,
she started including “#sponsored” in the captions of some of her pictures, adding fuel to
the theory that money is now also a part of the motive behind her content.
Sub-theme seven, fun, can be closely related to the above. For both Mikro Influencer X and
Lil Miquela, it is evident that they both love what they do. However, there is a difference
in the sense that Lil Miquela is a bigger influencer than Mikro Influencer X, and that she
clearly promotes more brands and shares more content than Mikro Influencer X. Mikro
Influencer X closely singles out the brand offers she accepts, for which only a few is paid.
Therefore, for her it seems more apparent that she is getting supported to engage in leisure
or a hobby.
4.1.1.3 Sticking to your roots
For both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela, the uniqueness of their roots provides the
basis for their story telling and the emotional connection of their followers, allowing them
to achieve authentication.
Brands can maintain substantive commitments to their roots through direct engagement in
core activities, continued family involvement with the business and last, through
commitments to place. This enables them to slowly embrace new practices that enhance
the quality of output and keep the firm relevant (Beverland, 2009, p. 102).
Both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela are, as expressed in the first habit of story telling,
connected to place, with strong links from content to geographical place and specific
physical areas. This provides a substantive commitment to their roots while still allowing
change. This change can be exemplified through e.g. content from travels keeping them
relevant, but always with the certainty that they will return to their roots, Denmark and
Los Angeles.
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Both commit to their roots through engagement in core activities that they are passionate
about, which can be related to the fourth strategy of reflecting ones roots, telling moralistic
tales (Beverland, 2009, p. 96-97). Lil Miquela organized a transgender awareness dinner
and has for a long time had a link to the Black Lives Matter donation website in her bio
(Johnston, 2018), and Mikro Influencer X engages in activities that shed light on the
importance of avoiding animal testing in the beauty industry (appendix 6: 4.1). By sticking
to this, they can both start to also embrace new practices and evolve in their roles as
influencers and with their content.
For Lil Miquela, the commitment to her roots can also be related to her continued family
involvement with Brud – especially with the return to Brud after her misstep of leaving
them, which relates to the fifth strategy, returning to or continuing roots in periods of
transition (Beverland, 2009, p. 98–99). It is an example of her struggling on her own, and
then recovering by returning to her roots. By always having Brud as her point of
departure, she ensures a level of stability and connectedness to her “home”.
Additionally, within the seven specific strategies through which the reflection of roots can
be accomplished, stylistic consistency is very suitable for both influencers. This strategy
describes how authenticity is attributed to what retains a sense of original styling
(Beverland, 2009, p. 91). Ever since the beginning, Lil Miquela has had her hair in two
space buns with bangs. The media has noticed this signature hairstyle and so has her
followers, who are not shy to address it in the comment section of her posts: “Wait can you
wear your hair other ways or is it like that always? It’s super cute but I just wondered”, “Change
your hairstyle” (appendix 7). Regardless, it gives a sense of consistency to her character. It
can also be applied to Mikro Influencer X, since her profile is made up of 2-3 continuous
posts in the same outfit, but with different poses. This creates consistency as her followers
know what to expect from her, and that this is her posting-pattern.
4.1.1.4 Loving the doing
As explained and exemplified in the paragraph of the second habit, appearing as artisanal
amateurs, both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela love the doing. Amateurs and artisans do
things for love not money, and where Lil Miquela may have more paid partnerships and
an element of money as her motivation, she still expresses a love for what she does. She
has passion as her main motivating factor for creating content, just as Mikro Influencer X.
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As expressed by Beverland, the love of production is central to brand authenticity, because it
enhances the perception of quality commitments and sincerity (Beverland, 2009, p. 105).
When influencers love producing content, it gives an indication of sincere passion and
quality commitments if content is posted regularly. Additionally, loving the doing helps
outperform others in the same class (Beverland, 2009, p. 105), which ties well into the
world of influencers. When influencers like Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela express a
love for what they do, followers will like, comment and talk about them to others, which
gives rise to even more followers, leading them to outperform other similar accounts with
lower numbers of followers.
The love for the doing can be demonstrated in six key ways enhancing a brand’s ultimate
authenticity (Beverland, 2009, p. 106-107), whereof the first, second and fifth will be
addressed in detail.
Looking at the first, product/production orientation, and going from Beverland’s notion that
“we also admire firms that have the courage to say we can take it or leave it” (Beverland, 2009, p.
109), Lil Miquela expressed something similar in her interview with Business of Fashion
(Morency, 2018). She mentioned how as an artist, she has expressed opinions that are
unpopular and how that has cost her fans. She made clear how she wants to please her
fans, but how at the end of the day, she has to make decisions that she believes in. This
idea was in the focus group interview expressed as a trait connected to authenticity, as an
informant, when talking about an influencer she follows, said: “I find her extremely
authentic because she does as she pleases.” (appendix 5: 9.1). It ties well into the idea that an
authentic brand should not be too focused on appealing to as many customers as possible,
but stay true to what they find important (Beverland, 2009, p. 109). This is also the case for
Mikro Influencer X, who posts what she finds interesting and stays true to her values – as
seen in the conducted interview, where she expresses how she refuse to collaborate with
brands that do not align with her cruelty free values within the beauty industry (appendix
6: 4.1).
The second way to demonstrate love for the doing, is about allowing consumers to experience
production by taking them behind the scenes (Beverland, 2009, p. 109). This can be adapted
to the idea of influencers, who bring their followers behind the scenes through their
Instagram stories. Through these, they allow their followers to see what they do on a daily
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basis, and what goes on before or after the post that appears on their profile. Especially
Mikro Influencer X makes use of this, as she can easily take a picture showing where she
is, what she is doing and who she is with. When it comes to Lil Miquela, she is not a real
person walking around, and an Instagram story is therefore not as applicable. This is also
emphasized by an informant in the focus group: “I believe stories are the way to go these days,
as you are invited behind the scenes and given a much more day-to-day insight. It is through these
stories, that it becomes raw and unpolished.” (appendix 5: 18.1). The informant then notes how
with a virtual influencer these Instagram stories would only allow a polished cyberspace
(appendix 5: 18.1). As also Advisor and Partner from RelationsPeople, Sofie Desmareth,
mentions, this use of stories brings forth more authenticity, as it allows more freedom and
gives an indication of the influencer’s life (appendix 4: 12.1) – which is exactly what Mikro
Influencer X is providing.
Fifth, the quest for excellence, is all about the attention to detail (Beverland, 2009, p. 115-118).
In terms of Lil Miquela and Mikro Influencer X, it is obvious that much thought goes into
every picture that makes it to each of their profiles. Nothing is left to chance, and the
caption of the picture, edit and pose is all well-considered to make the content fit their
profiles and match their expression and identity. This detail-oriented mindset is also what
sets them apart from other influencers, and why they are in the position where brands
want to collaborate and partner with them.
4.1.1.5 Market immersion
It appears that both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela innovate and create their content
by gaining inspiration from their surroundings. Where they could be asking their
followers about what content they would wish to see from them through the “question
and answer” or comment feature on Instagram, they post according to their own intuition
and the inspiration surrounding them. This is something that Instagram is very suitable
for, as it is a platform perfectly made to get inspired by other people’s posts, edits, outfits
etc., which ensures a level of relevancy.
This immersion into the market can according to Beverland’s theory be achieved through
five different tactics (Beverland, 2009, p. 124), whereof the third, trust your gut (Beverland,
2009, p. 131-135), can be used in relation to influencers. As an influencer you have to act
instinctively on what you see, and trust that your followers will appreciate the content you
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are passionate about creating. This is also emphasized by Founder and Agent from BASH,
Kathrine Schlechter, stating how a benefit of influencer marketing is the fact that followers
actively choose to follow an influencer’s life, and how they thereby choose to accept the
voice of that influencer (appendix 8: 5.1). Both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela have
been able to follow their own intuition and inspiration, and based on this created content
that has generated the amount of followers that has enabled the title ‘influencer’. Both
have to trust that their style is unique and inspirational, and that the inspiration they find
in their surroundings is valuable to their followers as well. Over time, the personal
experience gained from this can then drive the innovation of new content and ideas for
their profile.
It can also be said that Instagram allows for the fifth tactic, seed the fan base, enabling
influencers to test the waters and gain unmediated feedback (Beverland, 2009, p. 138-139).
Through comments and DM’s, Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela can see responses to
their content and gain insights from their followers.
4.1.1.6 Being at one with the community
When it comes to being part of a wider community, and keeping authenticity local, both
Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela applies. Authentic brands provide the basis for local
conversations and stay connected to their home place (Beverland, 2009, p. 143), which is
exemplified through both of the influencers’ content and the commentary sections. Both
allow for connections to physical place through the location of their pictures, which
ultimately provides their followers with the means of authentication.
Building links to communities can be done using five different strategies, whereof
especially the second applies, putting down roots locally (Beverland, 2009, p. 147-149).
Targeting locally with ones’ content is by Kristoffer Krog from Brandheroes expressed as a
benefit of using micro influencers (appendix 9: 4.2), however both Mikro Influencer X and
Lil Miquela attempt building links to their place of origin and the region in which they
primarily operate. Both build connections through promoting the special properties of
Denmark and Los Angeles, as seen below. Mikro Influencer X (left) is seen in the Botanical
Garden of Copenhagen, a big attraction of the city, and Lil Miquela (right) at Coachella, a
big festival strongly associated with Los Angeles – both building links to their place of
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origin.

4.1.1.7 Indoctrinating staff into the brand cult
This last habit of authentic brands, indoctrinating staff into the brand cult, is, due to the
origin of the theory and its relation to employees, not applicable to influencers and the
human brand. Where one could argue that Brud can be seen as the staff behind Lil
Miquela, the secretive nature of the company and its employees limits any attempt to use
this as a backdrop for an analysis. With a small influencer like Mikro Influencer X, no
company or agent is connected either. Therefore, this step will be disregarded in the final
conclusion and evaluation of the influencers and their level of authenticity.
4.1.1.8 Sum-up
Altogether, from Beverland’s theory, it appears that both Mikro Influencer X and Lil
Miquela generally fit into the seven habits of authentic brands. Where some of the seven
habits and each of their sub-themes applies more to one of them in one case, and more to
the other in the next, overall, both of them live these values and habits daily through their
Instagram, enabling them to show their followers that they are authentic instead of just
telling them.
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4.1.2 Managing authenticity
Another way to evaluate authenticity in connection to influencers, and challenge as well as
supplement the findings of the above analysis, is through the study by Audrezet, Kerviler
and Moulard (2018).
Audrezet et al.’s study, which is based on the fashion and lifestyle domain (Audrezet et
al., 2018, p. 2), is an ideal theory to apply in the study of Mikro Influencer X and Lil
Miquela. Both of them have contributed on social media by expressing their passions
within especially fashion, and after gaining increasing numbers of engaged followers, they
have developed into social media influencers. By expressing their opinions, doing product
reviews, offering tips and posting pictures and videos containing various products and
services, both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela represent third party endorsers, shaping
the attitudes of their followers.
As already expressed in connection with Beverland’s theory, both Mikro Influencer X and
Lil Miquela express a sense of passion when it comes to their content and Instagram
profiles, however it appears that Lil Miquela has a more commercial orientation than
Mikro Influencer X, who rarely gets paid for the partnerships she enters with brands.
Mikro Influencer X provides a transparent representation of the partnerships she does
enter by indicating when a post is sponsored, whereas the confusion presented earlier,
about whether or not Lil Miquela’s posts are paid or not, is an indication of a lack of
transparent authenticity. She has included ‘#sponsored’ in a few of her captions recently,
providing slightly more transparency than before, however it is fairly scattered.
Mikro Influencer X is an example of minimal encroachment, as brands send free products
for her to communicate about, resulting in a non-commercial, genuine opinion. Content
that originates from this is what attracts followers according to Audrezet et al. (2018, p. 2),
which is exactly what Mikro Influencer X expresses is the case with her content. This was
also the case for Lil Miquela in the beginning, according to her interview with Business of
Fashion where she expressed: “I've never been paid to wear pieces but I'm starting to get sent
free stuff from brands.” (Morency, 2018).
Based on the above and looking at Audrezet et al.’s four-path framework, it appears that
Mikro Influencer X manages authenticity and the tensions created by brand encroachment
through the path of absolute authenticity. She expresses an intrinsic passion in a transparent
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manner whenever she posts about brand deals, which according to Audrezet et al.,
represents the optimal management of auth enticity (Audrezet et al., 2018, p. 7–8).

This picture and its caption is an example of Mikro Influencer X’s high transparency, as
she indicates that the content is sponsored by adding the word “advertisement” in the
beginning of her caption. Additionally, she has added the hashtags she has been
instructed by the brand to incorporate in her caption and she has tagged the brand on the
picture10. The example furthermore demonstrates her high level of passion, as she lets her
followers in on a personal story, justifying why she has chosen to post and use this
product, as well as the words “I swear this one is a life saver!” with emojis expressing her
enthusiasm.
For Lil Miquela, the path of fairytale authenticity management is a suitable fit, as well as the
path of fake authenticity management. In spite of the new and rare indications that some of

10

The sign in the left corner of a picture indicates that something is tagged
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her content is sponsored, the vast majority of her content consists of pictures with limited
transparency and no specificity about potential influence from brands. However, she still
preserves her passion – at least with some of her content.

This picture captures the fairytale path, as Lil Miquela talks passionately about the brand
Kidsofimmigrants, tags them on the picture and wears a hoodie from their clothing line.
However, there is a lack of transparency about a commercial orientation.
The path of fake authenticity comes into play, when there is neither a disclosure of a
partnership with a brand nor the expression of any intrinsic passion (Audrezet et al., 2018,
p. 8). This is exemplified through the picture below where Lil Miquela is wearing a shirt
from a designer, which she has tagged, but with no indication of a partnership or any
passion expressed in the caption connected to it.
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4.1.2.1 Sum-up
Through Audrezet et al.’s theory, it appears that Mikro Influencer X is an example of the
optimal management of authenticity, following both the passionate- and transparent
authenticity strategy. She thereby manages to uphold authenticity, and avoid getting
sidetracked by commercial opportunities, making her content more trustworthy and
appealing to followers. Lil Miquela on the other hand, lacks authentication, especially
when using the path of fake authenticity management, as she is not engaged in either the
passionate- or transparent authenticity strategy when going down this path. Authenticity is
fairly more uphold through the path of fairytale authenticity management, as passion is
compensating for the lack of transparency about commercial orientation.
4.1.3 Sub conclusion
The analysis has been based on Beverland’s theory of building brand authenticity through
seven habits, whereof the seventh was disregarded, and Audrezet et al.’s authenticity
management framework. The analysis answers the question: How can micro and virtual
influencers build and manage brand authenticity, which is exemplified through Mikro
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Influencer X and Lil Miquela. This paragraph will sum up the findings and conclude on
the differences between a micro and virtual influencer.
The analysis showed how both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela represent collections of
stories, which help the influencers narrate their identities, and provide basis for followers
to connect with them. Especially Lil Miquela was proven to cover many of the ten themes
of story telling, producing a mystique around her character also stemming from her
talented creators at Brud, who provide relatable stories that invites followers to become a
part of that story telling. Mikro Influencer X as a micro influencer represents a more
unpolished universe, revealing the person behind the façade, however, she typically
showcases herself from her best side. Altogether, it is assessed that both Mikro Influencer
X and Lil Miquela are able to provide authentic stories, as both reveal personal secrets
through their content in different ways.
Both influencers also appear as artisanal amateurs by portraying a lack of training and
downplaying business expertise. Especially, Mikro Influencer X is an expression of an
authentic motive and of doing things for love not money. She only accepts offers from
brands that align with her values and does not get paid for the majority of the ones she
does accept.
As for Lil Miquela, much confusion about her commercial and monetary motive has
arisen, and in spite of her recently adding ‘#sponsored’ to some of her posts, much
uncertainty of her commercial nature still stands. Mikro Influencer X as a micro influencer
thereby appears much more as an artisanal amateur with love and passion as her motive for
creating content.
It was found how the uniqueness of both influencer’s roots provides the basis for their
story telling and how both are connected to place with strong links from their content to
geographical place. Both engage in core activities related to their passion, and express
stylistic consistencies.
Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela express a love for what they do, and even with her
seemingly more commercial content, Lil Miquela still expresses passion as her motivating
factor for creating content. Mikro Influencer X also invites her followers behind the scenes,
by using Instagram stories, as well as stay true to her values by only accepting brand
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offers that align with her personal values. Also, Lil Miquela expresses the ‘take it or leave
it’-attitude, by stating how she has to make decision that she believes in.
The last part of the analysis connected to Beverland’s theory showed how both influencers
post according to their own intuition, and trust that their followers will appreciate the
content they are passionate about creating. Furthermore, the analysis showed how they
provide the basis for authentic local conversations and connections to physical place by
putting down roots locally and attempting to build links to their place of origin.
It was thereby assessed that both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela represent authentic
brands, as they generally fit into the seven habits with some of the habits applying more to
one of them than the other. Lil Miquela is more prominent in the habit of story telling, and
Mikro Influencer X is more in the habit of appearing as artisanal amateurs. However, both of
the influencers have elements that applies to all habits, and both are therefore able to show
their followers that they are authentic instead of simply telling them.
By extending the analysis to Audrezet et al.’s theory, it was found that in spite of both of
the influencers representing authentic brands, only Mikro Influencer X is able to uphold
and manage authenticity through her content in an optimal way. She provides a
transparent representation of the partnerships she enters by indicating that something is
sponsored, whereas the confusion about whether or not Lil Miquela’s posts are sponsored
or not is an indication of a lack of transparent authenticity.
Mikro Influencer X follows the path of absolute authenticity management, expressing an
intrinsic passion in a transparent manner whenever she posts about brand deals. Lil
Miquela on the other hand, follows the paths of both fairytale- and fake authenticity
management where passion is only present sometimes, and transparency almost never is,
leading her to lack authenticity.
Altogether, in order to build brand authenticity and represent a fully authentic character,
it is thereby important for influencers to represent a collection of stories that provide a
shared context that allows their followers to connect with them. It is essential to express a
lack of training and downplay business expertise by doing things for love not money. This
also ties into loving the doing and the importance of having passion as the main
motivating factor for creating content. As an influencer you have to stay true to your
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values, pay attention to detail, and also post according to your own intuition and the
inspiration gained from your surroundings. It is important to stick to your roots and be at
one with your community by being part of a wider community but keeping authenticity
local. Both micro influencer, Mikro Influencer X, and virtual influencer, Lil Miquela
manage to do this in their own ways and express authentic brands based on different
parameters – Mikro Influencer X gives the impression of an authentic like-minded
individual, where Lil Miquela expresses an authentic robot-life. However, to build, uphold
and manage brand authenticity successfully, it is equally as important to be both
passionate and transparent, something that Lil Miquela fails to do with a lack of the
transparent authenticity strategy. Mikro Influencer X on the other hand, manages both of the
transparent- and passionate authenticity strategies, making here content more trustworthy and
appealing to her followers.

4.2 Identification
The analysis will draw upon Giles' (2002) theory of parasocial interaction combined with
findings from quantitative as well as qualitative empirical data. The components of Giles’
model will be applied to the micro influencer, Mikro Influencer X and the virtual
influencer, Lil Miquela in a comparative analysis and seeks to answer: Seen through the
theory of parasocial interaction, how is identification present with micro and virtual influencers?
Giles' (2002) framework is based on two basic components. The first is a continuum of
social activity based around social encounters, which distinguish between parasocial
encounters according to the type of media figures involved, and the nature of the possible
relationship between the recipient and the figure (Giles, 2002, p. 293). The second
component of the framework identifies processes through which an encounter with a
media figure may evolve into a parasocial relationship. It draws on the continuum as the
nature of the parasocial relationship is partly determined by the nature of the media figure
(Giles, 2002, p. 296).
4.2.1 First component
The following will use Giles' (2002) first component, i.e. the continuum (appendix 1), to
classify Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela in order to determine the level of PSI.
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4.2.1.1 Encounter with Media Figure
The interaction with Mikro Influencer X can be characterized as Encounter with Media
Figure. Encounter with Media Figure refers to encounters that can be both distant as well as
proximate. This fits with Mikro Influencer X as her role as a micro influencer, i.e. her
modelish expression and the sponsorship with several fashion brands, makes her life look
enviable, yet she is not a celebrity and the chance of meeting her in real life is probable.
The potential relationship would be dyadic but role bound. This means an interaction
between a pair of individuals but with a consciousness that Mikro Influencer X is the
admired person. If the relationship develops into being proximate, it might turn into a
normal dyadic relation. If it stays at a distant level, the relationship can be semi-parasocial.
Thus, depending on the development of the interaction, the relationship with Mikro
Influencer X can be social but can only reach a semi-parasocial level.
4.2.1.2 Third-order PSI
The interaction with Lil Miquela can be classified as third-order PSI. Third-order PSI refers
to encounters with a fantasy character and can be classified as a distant relationship,
which corresponds perfectly with Lil Miquela’s virtual existence. Furthermore, third-order
PSI is by Giles classified as purely parasocial since there is no chance of contact (Giles,
2002, p. 294). The face-to-face relationship with Lil Miquela will remain an illusion.
However, followers are able to make contact with her – at least online – even though she is
a fantasy character. The fact that the element of contact is present makes the relationship,
according to Giles, less parasocial, however, when in contact with Lil Miquela, followers
are in fact in contact with Brud. Therefore, the interaction with Lil Miquela herself remains
third-order, as followers cannot get in contact with her.
4.2.2 Second component
The following will apply Giles' (2002) second component to analyze the steps of PSI with
Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela.
4.2.2.1 The viewing episode
The viewing episode consists of the two elements person knowledge and person judgment
and concerns the recipient’s perception of the media character, which involves whether an
identification process evolves.
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The knowledge of Mikro Influencer X as a person can go through several processes. For
instance, the knowledge of her existence might arise through one’s network. When
referring to network, we distinguish between the social network and the physical network.
The social network refers to the network on Instagram or other digital platforms, and the
physical network refers to real life networks, e.g. interconnectedness from education
institutions, friends, workplace etc. One might have knowledge of Mikro Influencer X due
to these acquaintances and then decide to follow her on Instagram. Furthermore, the
knowledge of Mikro Influencer X could go through the search for relevant tags on
Instagram. The tagging feature allows the user to search for specific interests, e.g. a brand,
and posts with that specific tag will appear in the news feed. A user could also be aware of
the micro influencer simply by browsing.
As soon as the recipient is acquainted with Mikro Influencer X, the process of person
judgment and identification evolves. Through the quantitative content analysis almost all
comments, i.e. 99.3% of the analyzed comments, were of positive character. The majority,
i.e. 56.1% of the comments analyzed were characterized with the emotion love. Thus, the
analysis indicates a positive judgment of Mikro Influencer X as a micro influencer.

Founder and Agent of the agency BASH, Kathrine Schlechter, also points to the fact that
the growing trend of micro influencers is caused by the smaller influencer’s more
homogeneous followers: “They will cause a higher engagement and therefore it is sometimes
more lucrative for a brand to communicate through a smaller profile with 20,000 attentive followers
instead of an influencer with 200,000 less engaged followers” (appendix 8: 3.1). This statement
is supported with data from Mikro Influencer X’s media kit (appendix 10), showing that
out of her total audience of approximately 4,300 followers, the largest target audience is
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men and women in the age of 18-24 covering 60.6% of her total audience. Additionally,
she has an engagement efficiency rate11 of 8.37% which according to the influencer
marketing platform, Scrunch, can be categorized as a ‘very high engagement rate’
(appendix 11). Generally, followers on the same age share the same interests, making her
content more identifiable. This high level of identification and engagement is according to
Horton & Wohl (1956), what leads to the experience of a near real-world social
relationship, even though the actual relationship is one-sided. Altogether, Mikro
Influencer X has homogeneous and highly engaged followers.
In the focus group the informants were asked whether there was a difference in the
identification process with micro and macro influencers. It was confirmed that the
informants from our focus group, can identify with micro influencers to a higher extent
than with macro influencers: “I think there is a difference. I feel very distanced to a macro
influencer. I can personize or identify to a much higher extent with a smaller influencer”
(appendix 5: 8.1). This is also supported by Mikro Influencer X herself who expresses that:
“I’m not famous, I’m just a regular person and therefore I see my followers at eye level (…) I
definitely think that they [the followers] can identify with me – I’m just like them” (appendix 6:
1.1). This is also confirmed on her profile as many of her followers show signs of imitative
behavior, which is described in more detail in the next paragraph.
In the following the person knowledge and person judgment of Lil Miquela will be analyzed.
The knowledge of Lil Miquela can only emerge through the media or social networks due
to her virtual existence. Users might have acquired knowledge of Lil Miquela by reading
or scrolling by articles of the phenomenon, as this has received much attention in the
media. For instance, despite of Lil Miquela’s virtual existence, she has given interviews.
Business of Fashion, asked her about the reasons for her growing success whereto Lil
Miquela answered: “Initially, it probably stems from curiosity” (Morency, 2018). The
interview also revealed personal details in regard to her identity and her relation to her
followers: “I’m an artist and have expressed opinions that are unpopular and as a result have cost
me fans. I’d like to be everything and more than my fans want me to be but at the end of the day I
have to make decisions that I believe in” (Morency, 2018). Statements like this make her
11

The percentage of followers who engage with posted content through either commenting, sharing or
liking
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appear independent and deliberate, and as the interview possesses great novelty value,
this could have awoken some curiosity and directed users to her profile. Moreover, the
knowledge of Lil Miquela could also go through the search for relevant tags on Instagram
as she frequently tags major fashion brands. In addition, the browsing feature also allows
users to discover the virtual influencer.
When the recipient is acquainted with Lil Miquela, the process of person judgment and
identification evolves.
Through the quantitative content analysis, it was clear that more than half of the analyzed
comments were of positive character, i.e. 55.5%. The negative and neutral comments
constitute, almost, the other half and are equally distributed with approximately 22% each.
The majority, i.e. 49.3% of the comments analyzed were characterized with the emotion
love. Thus, the quantitative content analysis reveals that almost half of the users are either
negative or neutral and besides of the greatest emotion love, users feel either confused,
curios or disgusted.

However, altogether the quantitative content analysis indicates a positive judgment of Lil
Miquela. Yet, an online survey was conducted in order to challenge this finding, due to the
limitation of the research method; Lil Miquela’s followers naturally have an interest as
they actively have chosen to follow her and might have a positive attitude towards Lil
Miquela. The online survey investigated a more general perception and supplemented the
research method with answers from users who were not familiar with the phenomenon,
which resulted in more immediate responses. The survey indicated a predominance of a
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neutral judgment of Lil Miquela, which corresponds quite well to the majority of
respondents being either confused or curios. Yet, in contrast to the quantitative content
analysis, few respondents, i.e. 16.5%, perceived the phenomenon as positive. Furthermore,
the greatest emotion in the quantitative content analysis was love, which in the online
survey was in the far bottom. In general, the online survey revealed much more
skepticism compared to the quantitative content analysis: “It must be some kind of joke that
people have gone this far” (appendix 12).

In addition, the findings of the online survey did not indicate a tendency for people to
identify with Lil Miquela: ”I think that this phenomenon is an expression of the superficial
tendencies revolving Instagram and its culture, which I believe is somewhat repelling (…)
Personally, I have a hard time relating to a virtual influencer” (appendix 12). This is also
supported by informants from the focus group who all agreed to the opinion that there is
absolutely no identification with virtual influencers (appendix 5: 19.13). When the
informants were presented for the phenomenon of virtual influencers, the atmosphere in
the focus group was characterized by repulsion. “There’s something wrong with people if they
can identify with that” (appendix 5: 13.5).
At first glance, when the informants were introduced to the virtual influencers, they
started asking a lot of questions whereto the moderator had to interrupt in order to stay
focused in the interview (appendix 5: 11.0): “Do the brands know?”, “Do people know?” and
”Why are they doing it?” (appendix 5: 11.1; 11.3; 11.7). This supports the statistics showing
that curiosity is one of the greatest emotions in this relation. Moving further into the
interview and as the informants had some time for reflection, some of the reactions
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showed signs of indignation: “It overshadows everything that she is a robot. I think it's too
creepy” (appendix 5: 13.12) and “I think it's repulsive” (appendix 5: 17.2).
Altogether, there is no indication of an unambiguous finding regarding the identification
process with Lil Miquela, but the emotions love, confusion and curiosity are dominating the
overall perception. Brud, the agency behind Lil Miquela, is also secretive and inaccessible,
and Lil Miquela is stimulating curiosity by answering in an unclear and bold manner to
the questions she is asked; a strategy that has worked so far as a lot of conjecture and
confusion arises. Informants and respondents generally show signs of confusion and
curiosity, but findings from the quantitative content analysis also reveal that Lil Miquela is
loved by her followers and her fans. However, Lil Miquela has an engagement efficiency
rate of only 2.87% (appendix 13), which according to the influencer marketing platform,
Scrunch, can be classified as ‘average engagement rate’ (appendix 11) supporting the claim
from BASH Agency that larger influencers have less engaged audiences (appendix 8: 3.1).
Even though the analysis does not show clear signs of an identification process with Lil
Miquela, signs of imitative behavior can still occur. This will be examined in the following
paragraph.
4.2.2.2 Imitative behavior
According to Giles (2002, p. 296) imitative behavior is the result of an identification process
with a given media character and is thereby another step towards PSI. It should be
understood as the process of a follower replicating the influencer’s lifestyle, which
potentially can influence purchase decisions. As Audrezet et al. (2018, p. 2) also states:
“Followers tend to develop an impression of friendship with the influencers they admire, as
followers trust influencers and are willing to replicate their behavior and adopt their choices of
products”. To investigate this viewpoint, the informants in the focus group were asked
whether they had ever made a purchase based on Instagram photos. The majority of the
informants confirmed that posts from Instagram had inspired them to new purchases:
“Yes, 100%. No doubt, at all” (appendix 5: 2.1) and “In fact, I would say that this is the primary
reason I am there [Instagram]. I use it as a huge source of inspiration (…)” (appendix 5: 2.7).
This shows that users tend to get inspired by the people they follow on Instagram.
To study the process of imitative behavior with Mikro Influencer X, posts from her profile
have been selected in connection to context, i.e. product-related, and the number of
comments, i.e. as many as possible. Generally, Mikro Influencer X’s posts are outfit
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pictures with tags from the worn brands. Most of the comments are complementing and
praising the outfits and her appearance, but a great share of the comments also raise
questions about the specific pieces from the outfits: “The trousers are so cool! Where are they
from?” Mikro Influencer X is replying by tagging the user and answers: “Yes, aren’t they?
They are from @hm, sweetie”. Whether these correspondences lead to sales is unknown,
however there is a clear interest from her followers to replicate the outfits. By addressing
the users with names like ‘sweetie’, a feeling of companionship might arise, which is also
one of Giles (2002) parameters for PSI to occur.
Mikro Influencer X is typically doing sponsored posts for clothing brands but is also
promoting jewelry and beauty products. In a post from October 2018, promoting the
beauty brand Vichy, Mikro Influencer X writes the caption: “My favorite part of my evening
routine #mineral89 @vichynordic #sponsored #vichy”. Visually the Vichy products are in
focus and the post has been commented by followers who is interested in the effect of the
product: “What’s has you’re experience with the mineral89 been like?” Mikro Influencer X is
tagging the user and replies: “It’s amazing. My skin is so much more fresh and softer than
before. Already need a new one!”. In this manner the follower receives a personal
recommendation that appears much more trustworthy than if the brand had said it
themselves, which according to Advisor and Partner, Sofie Desmareth, from
RelationsPeople is more powerful: “The possibility that you can suddenly be at eye level with
your consumers and communicate directly to them through real people is the reason why
influencers are so successful. (…) You'd rather have others to say that you’re great instead of
shouting it out yourself.” (appendix 4: 16.1).
Altogether, the analysis points to the fact that imitative behavior of Mikro Influencer X
among her followers is present.
In general, Lil Miquela is presenting a jet set lifestyle that is replicated from real life
influencers. Despite of her virtual existence, her life is therefore somewhat imitable to her
followers as it is based on human behavior. The question is however, does it matter to the
identification process that she is not real?
Due to her large number of followers, the number of comments is correspondingly
immense and the possibility of answering all the requests is close to impossible. In the
research process we tried to contact Lil Miquela through the DM function, unfortunately
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without an answer. This is interpreted as the lack of resources to answer all follower
requests. However, when contacting Mikro Influencer X she replied rapidly, and we
managed to have an ongoing dialogue and an interview with her. Compared to Lil
Miquela it is therefore more likely that Mikro Influencer X can manage to answer follower
requests and the feeling of Giles' (2002) idea of companionship is fairly more attainable.
The idea of companionship is however also present with Lil Miquela, but on another level:
Through nethnographic studies it has been identified that there has been a lot of activity
concerning the birthday of Lil Miquela. The notion of a robot even having a birthday is
heavily debated in the commentary, but fans are declaring if their birthdate is similar to
Lil Miquela’s: “We have the same birthday sis.” The comment signals a desire of being
related to Lil Miquela by addressing her ‘sis’12 and at the same time acknowledging that
their birthdays are similar.
Even though Lil Miquela is not real, she has a style and opinions, but most importantly,
she behaves and interacts with humans. Since her ‘birth’ she has been met with love as
well as hate: “Miquela, I just went through your stories! They have inspired me a lot! I never
could see how people could be so hateful or mean to you just because you’re not human. You were
programmed for a reason. I'm glad you said fuck it to all of the hurtful people out there, I've learnt
to do the same and finally love myself within the past 5 years (…) Can't wait to see where the
future takes you. Much love from France.” This quote illustrates that Lil Miquela’s behavior
can inspire and that a follower has been replicating this behavior in order to improve selfconfidence.
Another sign of imitative behavior can be seen in the commentary as followers, in the
same manner as with Mikro Influencer X, are asking questions about Lil Miquela’s outfit
posts: “Where r those boots from” or “Where’s the fit from sis”. Yet, nowhere has it been found
that Lil Miquela answers these kind of questions from the followers. Rather, it has been
identified that the brand, from which the outfit is provided, is answering the fans in the
commentary: “@soskita it’s ours! Available!” In this way, the personal relation to Lil Miquela
is missing and replaced by a commercial force.

12

Sister
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Surely, Lil Miquela can function as a mannequin showing off the newest fashion trends. In
some of her pictures it even looks close to reality, which makes it more identifiable.
However, the recommendations that Mikro Influencer X are able to provide for instance
by promoting beauty products is not achievable for Lil Miquela. Mikro Influencer X can
use her skin, her hair etc. when testing beauty products and can thereby provide
trustworthy advice to her followers; an element missing when it comes to Lil Miquela.
The focus group were altogether very skeptical towards the idea of imitating the behavior
of virtual influencers: ”(…) It’s not as if I see one of those [virtual influencers] with some clothes
and think ‘now it’s so much prettier’ – rather I think it’s fucking weird” (appendix 5: 12.5). ”I
totally agree. I think it’s really weird and I would never get inspired to buy anything from a robot”
(appendix 5: 12.6). According to the informants the identification process cannot take place
through a virtual influencer and for them it certainly matters that she is not real.
Nevertheless, the analysis points to the fact that, among her followers, there is a level of
imitative behavior with Lil Miquela.
4.2.2.3 Other encounters
Mikro Influencer X is no celebrity and is living a typical life. Therefore, the chance of
another encounter in real life seems plausible. Besides her Instagram profile, Mikro
Influencer X also has a blog, which goes into more detail about her personality. Here, the
followers can get a more nuanced perception of her character. Mikro Influencer X has not
yet done live Q&A13 sessions on her Instagram, however she has the possibility, and has
expressed an interest in doing so: “People obviously love it and I should definitely increase my
effort to do it” (appendix 6: 3.1).
Lil Miquela appears in several interviews expressing personal perspectives on different
matters. Thus, her personality develops continuously through the interaction and
encounters with humans. Her identity as an artist is also expressed through music and the
release of various electronic pop singles, which allows followers to encounter Lil Miquela
at another level. Additionally, she has posed in selfies with flesh-and-blood celebrities and
her computer-animated shape has been edited into real life events, like Coachella Valley
Music & Arts Festival as well as in front row seats to fashion shows all over the world.
13

Question and Answer
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However, compared to Mikro Influencer X followers cannot, with good reason, ever
encounter Lil Miquela in real life. Nor would she ever be able to do a live Q&A session.
4.2.2.4 Discuss figure with others
Through the commentary, which was analyzed in the quantitative content analysis, it was
identified that some users refer to Lil Miquela in third person. Typically, people are
tagging fellow users by using the at sign [@] to point out the specific post in which they
are commenting: “@w._hannah oh.my.god” and “@sofeafadzhairi look at her. As seen in the
quantitative content analysis the comments are primarily positive, but the negative posts
often use a foul language: “Is this bitch a robot? I’m confused” or “For real that bitch looks
weird as fuck”. This points to the fact that Lil Miquela is being discussed with others in her
own commentary.
These kinds of comments would rarely be seen in the commentary of a real human being,
as the emotional aspect is at play, which probably is assumed to be absent with Lil
Miquela by critical followers. However, in a recent interview Lil Miquela was asked about
the biggest misconception of her identity, whereto she answered: “That I don’t have feelings.
I do. Too many, even.” (Felman, 2019). This has obviously been pushed to extremes, but
whatever one might think of Lil Miquela’s virtual emotions, a direct disparagement of
others seems discourteous and would most likely not happen to the same extent for
human influencers. At least, the tendency has not been identified on Mikro Influencer X’s
profile. This could naturally result from the low number of followers, however the fact
that she is a human being with feelings certainly plays a role in the expression of people’s
opinions about her in the commentary. The negative discussion of Mikro Influencer X as a
person would be more appropriate in a closed environment, e.g. where two fellows shared
opinions instead of a direct disparagement. Giles is giving the example of revealing gossip
about a media character that may color the person judgments made in the next viewing
episode (Giles, 2002, p. 297).
As earlier stated, the percentage of negativity in Mikro Influencer X’s commentary is zero,
and therefore the analysis points to the conclusion that no one is publicly discussing
Mikro Influencer X in a manner that could harm her reputation.
4.2.2.5 Imagined interaction
According to Giles (2002) the behavioral outcome of PSI is dependent on a number of
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encounters with the media figure: “At some point the user may consider whether or not to make
contact with the figure. Where this is the case, a period of imagined interaction may intervene,
because the user will need to weigh the costs and benefits of making such an approach.” (Giles,
2002, p. 297-298). Giles' (2002) model was, as earlier stated, intended for TV. Therefore, the
interaction with a media character in the pre digital era would have demanded much
greater effort than it does today. This might have required physical movement or high
mail costs etc. Social media platforms, like Instagram, allows the user to interact instantly
with any media character. Whether a response is received or not, typically depends on the
size of the character, but the period of imagined interaction as Giles describes it, is clearly
reduced with today’s possibilities.
Thus, this step will not be analyzed further.
4.2.2.6 Make attempt to contact
Abovementioned explanation regarding imagined interaction also play a prominent role
when it comes to the attempted contact to the media character, i.e. the attempt is easily
achievable through social media platforms. Thus, the attempt to contact is not analyzed;
rather this section will go into depth about the ways users make contact and how the
influencers respond to it.
The nethnographic research method only allows studying the public comments, but in the
interview it is confirmed by Mikro Influencer X that followers frequently are contacting
her privately: ”I love it when people ask where my clothes or jewelry are from – it happens a lot –
but it’s mostly through the DM function” (appendix 6: 2.2). This indicates that Mikro
Influencer X interacts a lot with her followers – but that most of the attempted contact
takes place privately. The DM function therefore limits the possibility of studying the
interactions. Although we cannot study the private conversations, the private space
between the follower and Mikro Influencer X will most likely help create a relationship
that increases the feeling of friendship, as their dialogue will be exclusive and invisible to
others.
To date, the majority of Mikro Influencer X’s commentary are praising comments,
complementing her appearance: “Beautiful”, “I LOVE YOU” or “Wow a nice picture”
(appendix 14). It has been observed that Mikro Influencer X in many cases answers these
comments by complementing the followers back, e.g.: “You’re simply the sweetest” or “Aw

83

thank you Angel. So are you!”, which enhances the two-way communication and
strengthens the feeling of companionship.
In addition, Mikro Influencer X revealed in the interview that she is willing to use the ‘ask
me anything’ function on Instagram that encourages her followers to ask her questions
directly. This function makes the attempted contact even more achievable as it provides a
platform for followers to see questions from other followers and Mikro Influencer X’s
answers will be public. In this manner, the step of person knowledge will also be developed
as the feeling of knowing Mikro Influencer X is enhanced.
Lil Miquela has through several interviews expressed the strong connection that she has
with her followers. She even considers some of the relationships real friendships: “(…) I
have created real friendships and relationships with people online.” (Murphy-Bates, 2018). She is
also claiming that she is spending a lot of time responding to her fans: “I do spend a lot of
time interacting with fans, though, because I can’t really make art without them. It’s for them, and
their feedback is important! Plus, a lot of really sweet people message me, and I want to be able to let
them know how much their kindness means to me” (Studarus, 2019). These statements
emphasize Lil Miquela’s gratitude about the interactions with her followers. She also
highlights the importance of making the communication two-sided: “When you're only
showing the world and not engaging it becomes one-sided” (Morency, 2018). In addition, in a
post from January 2019 Lil Miquela is sitting in front of her computer supplemented by a
caption saying that she is replying to the millions of emails she has received.
Altogether, there are strong indications that Lil Miquela weighs the contact to her
followers very high. At least, that is what she is expressing to several media through
interviews. As identified with Mikro Influencer X, the commentary revealed the two-sided
communication. However, this two-sided communication that Lil Miquela claims to
practice, is not visible in the commentary, as the comments are seldom answered. On the
contrary, followers are complaining about the lack of response: “Where's my reply from 5
weeks ago?” or “Answer meeeeee” (appendix 7). The number of followers naturally cause a
higher number of comments – Mikro Influencer X’s posts typically holds 20-70 comments
whereas Lil Miquela’s posts typically holds 200-800 comments and there may not be
resources to respond to the high number of inquiries.
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4.2.3 Sub conclusion
The analysis has been based on Giles' (2002) framework of parasocial interaction that
differs from the social interaction due to the absence of reciprocity, as the recipient cannot
respond or enter into direct dialogue. The analysis answers the sub question: Seen through
the theory of parasocial interaction, how is identification present with micro and virtual
influencers?
This paragraph will sum up the findings and conclude on the differences between a micro
and virtual influencer.
The high probability of an encounter in real life pointed to a classification of Mikro
Influencer X as Encounter with Media Figure from Giles' (2002) framework. The prerequisite
of a parasocial interaction is the illusion of a relationship, thus the relationship with Mikro
Influencer X can only reach a level of being semi-parasocial as the chance of a dyadic and
more social connection is present.
The analysis pointed towards the result that Mikro Influencer X has homogeneous,
positive and engaged followers and that many of her followers showed signs of imitative
behavior. This was expressed in the analyzed commentary that revealed interactions with
followers, who were interested and asked questions about the worn items in her posts.
Mikro Influencer X’s profile is characterized by interaction with her followers and it was
confirmed that even more interaction takes place privately through the DM function. Due
to her role as a micro influencer with a limited number of followers, the chance of enabling
a two-way communication seems more plausible compared to larger influencers. This
enhances the identification process as followers might feel more related to her. Also, the
focus group confirmed that they were able to identify with micro influencers to a higher
extent, compared to macro influencers.
Lil Miquela was classified as third-order PSI which refers to encounters with fantasy
characters. This is by Giles (2002) defined as the strongest parasocial relationship since
there is no chance of contact. Though, Giles' (2002) framework do not consider the social
media development that allow interaction with fantasy figures. According to Giles (2002),
this interaction is impossible; however, today followers are able to get in contact with Lil
Miquela online, but as she is purely fiction, followers only reach Brud and would not ever
encounter Lil Miquela in real life. At the end of the day, Lil Miquela is not human - her
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voice and the interaction with her is produced by the agency, Brud. Therefore, the
parasocial interaction with Lil Miquela’s character is defined as third-order. This might
result in a strong parasocial relationship for the followers who express the emotion of love
towards Lil Miquela.
The analysis did not indicate an unambiguous tendency for followers to identify with Lil
Miquela. The focus group pointed towards skepticism and strong agreement that an
identification process cannot take place with a virtual influencer. Furthermore, they would
never be inspired for new purchases by a fictitious character. However, the analyzed
commentary pointed towards imitative behavior and that Lil Miquela’s behavior has been
replicated and perceived as inspiring, which is interpreted as a sign of identification.
Followers also ask product-related questions, but the analysis does not show signs that Lil
Miquela regularly answers these requests - on the contrary, complaints about the lack of
response dominates. However, she is stating in several interviews that she weighs the
interaction with her followers very high and that the correspondences take place through
the DM function. The interaction with humans and the statements communicated through
interviews and other media makes Lil Miquela appear human, as she takes on a
personality that some followers can relate to. Yet, it was also found that she is discussed
with others in her own commentary and that the language used can be odious and hostile,
which can affect the viewing episode negatively. Overall, the emotions love, confusion and
curiosity are dominating the perception of Lil Miquela.
Altogether, the viewing episode is an expression of whether the recipient can identify with
the media character, thus when moving from the viewing episode to attempted contact, an
identification process is present. As the attempted contact for both influencers is reached it
can be concluded that identification, seen through the theory of PSI, is present. However,
identification is subjective, and the theory points towards the conclusion that Lil Miquela
is identifiable, contradicting the findings of the focus group. This will further be addressed
in the discussion section.

4.3 Virtual influencers
Despite of the findings above, proving that identification through parasocial interaction
and authenticity occurs with virtual influencers, these keywords could easily seem to be
missing links when initially thinking of this new phenomenon. However, certain brands
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still choose to collaborate with virtual influencers like Lil Miquela instead of human
influencers, who seem to represent these keywords to a much larger extent.
Thus, the final part of the analysis seeks to thoroughly investigate the phenomenon and
pursues to answer: How is a collaboration with a virtual influencer beneficial and how is it
perceived by the public?
4.3.1 The collaboration
Virtual influencers have made a great impact, but with an abundance of real influencers
who can provide the same service, how come companies choose to collaborate with a
virtual influencer like Lil Miquela? How does it benefit their brand and what challenges
and opportunities might arise?
In order to answer this, an interview with the Danish designer brand, ANNE VEST, was
conducted, as the brand teamed up with Lil Miquela for a limited-edition coat that came
out November 2018 (appendix 15). This part of the analysis will be based on this interview
as the primary source, as it provides empirical evidence for a partnership with a virtual
influencer. It will be combined with individual interviews, the focus group and secondary
sources. The analysis is divided into the sub-themes: transparency, publicity, control and
difference, which will all highlight the different aspects of collaborating with a virtual
influencer.
4.3.1.1 Transparency
In a press release, the Founder and Designer Anne Vestesen expressed her view on the
collaboration: “I was attracted to Miquela as she resembles diversity, as she is both a social activist
and an influencer, and the creative work around her expands into both the art and music scene –
this mixture and the energy around it is something I truly appreciate”. Lil Miquela commented
on the collaboration as well: "I'm excited to announce my collaboration with Anne Vest (…) A
portion of the profits from our jacket will go towards an environmentally-focused charity chosen by
fans. I hope you guys love what we've created together!" (appendix 16).
Interestingly, the announcement does not contain any astonishment or defense concerning
the fact that the collaboration is done in partnership with a ‘robot’. It is mentioned briefly
but presented as natural as her identity as a musician: “Nineteen year old robot Miquela is a
musician, songwriter and producer (…)” (appendix 16). One might not even notice the word
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‘robot’, which might cause ignorance towards an important element of the cooperation,
also due to the realistic photograph of Lil Miquela posing as model. This ultimately leads
to the question of transparency that according to several informants is crucial when
working with virtual influencers. Advisor and Partner from RelationsPeople, Sofie
Desmareth, states that: “The most important thing in terms of consumers, is the transparency –
i.e. that you know what you see. (…) It is important that people are aware that it is a virtual
influencer” (appendix 4: 17.1). This is also emphasized by Anne Vestesen: “As long as the
awareness of the virtual existence is present, and we know what we are looking at” (appendix 15:
7.1) and lastly, the same is stated by professor from IT University Copenhagen, Kasper
Støy: “It can be ethically wrong if people do not realize that it is a real person” (appendix 17:
10.1). All informants point to the conclusion that there is no problem in the collaboration
with a virtual influencer, but that the virtual existence needs to be explicit and transparent.
4.3.1.2 Publicity
A collaboration combined with the new phenomenon might be perceived as an
opportunity due to the publicity it might cause. When asking Anne Vestesen how a virtual
influencer has benefitted the campaign compared to a regular model, she highlighted the
great novelty value related to this: “Lil Miquela’s virtual existence has created a lot of ‘buzz’
and has provided us with profoundly increased awareness” (appendix 15: 6.1). Furthermore, it
allows brands to reach a younger target group, as virtual profiles such as Lil Miquela are
assumed to be more appealing to millennials. Additionally, the publicity gained by virtual
profiles might enhance the size of a brand’s audience. Lastly, the CEO at Influential14,
Ryan Detert, highlights that using virtual influencers “is a great way for brands to show
they’re creative and on the cutting edge of technology” (Schmidt, 2019).
However, this ‘buzz’ that brands might experience through a virtual influencer
collaboration naturally has an expiration date; as with everything else, trends are passing
by: “Now it is very hyped, because it is a new thing, but it might disappear” (appendix 17: 12.1)
as stated by professor, Kasper Støy, from IT University Copenhagen. This was further
confirmed by Kristoffer Krog from the agency Brandheroes: “It cannot be avoided that it dies
out at a time when the market is saturated. Then there's just something new that takes over.”

14
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(appendix 9: 12.1). Thus, the publicity connected to partnering with a virtual influencer
might maintain its validity until a new branch of influencer marketing occurs.
4.3.1.3 Control
Another noteworthy advantage of collaborating with a virtual influencer is highlighted by
Advisor and Partner from RelationsPeople, Sofie Desmareth, who regularly work with
influencer collaborations. She states that there is less certainty working with a micro
influencer who perhaps has not yet established his/her universe, and that there is a risk of
the micro influencer acting inappropriate. Something that is avoided with a virtual
influencer: “That will never be the case with the virtual influencers” (appendix 4: 22.1).
The agency behind a virtual influencer has complete control over the created content.
Micro influencers might be unexperienced and might not match a given brief fully, but
with virtual influencers, human error can be removed. Quality and communication can be
resolved more efficiently, and the sponsored content can be designed to perfectly match
the company’s expectations. Additionally, the collaboration with a virtual influencer can
result in making daring and different choices that is too risky with real influencers, e.g. it
is not a problem that Lil Miquela's personal integrity is at stake, which is crucial for
common influencers. Since the company behind Lil Miquela, Brud, has stayed relatively
anonymous, their personal stake is not jeopardized, i.e. if Lil Miquela promotes a brand
that ends up being controversial, Brud can always disclaim the responsibility by stating
that Lil Miquela is constructed and fictitious. Altogether, a collaboration with a virtual
influencer is more controllable.
Advisor and Partner from RelationsPeople, Sofie Desmareth, also supports these points,
but highlights that a virtual influencer cannot be solely used as an advertising tool: “There
will be things that are easier because they [the agency] can control it themselves. But it requires
skilled storytellers to balance it and dose it properly so that it does not become too much "product".
People don’t want that. So, on one side it is easier to control, but it is harder to secure the
relevance.” (appendix 4: 20.1). However, securing the relevance is also the case with
common influencers in order to remain authentic, trustworthy and passionate. This leads
to the question of how much the virtual influencers differ compared to micro influencers.
4.3.1.4 What it is the difference?
According to Anne Vestesen, the collaboration with Lil Miquela does not involve
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challenges that are any different to the use of virtual intelligence in other industries.
Instead of focusing on the pros and cons of virtuality, she focuses on the difference
between working with a virtual and a human influencer: “It is two very different projects that
have different values and provides different energies.” (appendix 15: 6.1).
By the use of virtual influencers, the consumers are exposed to content that is composed to
influence them in a specific manner. However, Anne Vestesen stresses that it is the same
impact consumers are being exposed to, regardless if the influencer is virtual or not: “I
want to venture the claim that it is the same impact we are exposed to with many common
influencers” (appendix 15: 8.1).
Similarly, Lil Miquela has expressed her opinion on this topic and emphasizes the lack of
difference between herself versus other influencers. In an interview with Shane Dawson15,
Lil Miquela is asked whether she digitally changes and edit her photos whereto she
confidently replies: “Sure, but can you name one person on Instagram who doesn’t edit their
photos?” (Dawson, 2017). As Lil Miquela with this answer simply portrays reality on social
media, Dawson hesitantly acknowledges that he has no good response. In the conducted
interview, Advisor and Partner from RelationsPeople, Sofie Desmareth, also questions the
difference with the rhetorical remark: “How real are many of the great influencer profiles even
today?” (appendix 4: 17.2).
This matter was also discussed by the informants in the focus group and as earlier stated,
they all perceived the phenomenon with skepticism. The discussion concerned whether
the informants would tend to be influenced by virtual influencers. At first glance, the
discussion was marked by skepticism, but as the discussion evolved, the informants began
to debate the differences between the different types of influencers: “To some extent, the big
macro influencers are just a mannequin”. “I agree. (…) Honestly, I view them as not having much
depth and just having to promote a lot of products”. “Well, then there is basically no difference”.
(appendix 5: 16.5; 16.6; 16.7). In this excerpt from the discussion, the informants agree that
the differences do not seem to be so great, as first assumed.
Anne Vestesen clearly emphasized the advantages about working with Lil Miquela and
does not see any major differences in collaborating with a virtual influencer versus other
influencers: “Brud’s professionalism about the collaboration meant that we did not experience any
15
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advantages nor disadvantages we would not have encountered with a regular influencer.”
(appendix 15: 4.1).
Finally, in this digital era of edited photos and filters, the line between fake and reality is
increasingly distorted and since the common influencers are followed on social platforms,
it is questionable how much of their ‘real life’ is being exposed anyway. As Anne Vestesen
also states: “Authenticity is about honesty with what we see or what we do - and not whether you
can touch it. The world is becoming more and more virtual, and we must be open to it and embrace
it, because there are so many new opportunities” (appendix 15: 7.1).
The empirical findings point to the conclusion that the difference is minor and that the
informants from the expert interviews do not perceive the phenomenon negatively.
However, is this also the case when asking the public? This will be analyzed further in the
next paragraph.
4.3.2 The public
With a new phenomenon like the virtual influencers on Instagram, the public will
undoubtedly have their opinions. The question is, whether their perception is
predominantly positive or negative, or even somewhere in between.
In order to answer the question, this part of the analysis will primarily be based on the
online survey conducted with the intent of investigating a more general perception of the
virtual influencer, Lil Miquela. The survey serves as a more representative indication of
the opinion of the public, as opposed to the quantitative content analysis based on people
who already follow Lil Miquela. Thus, this will be the dominant empirical evidence for the
analysis. However, some of the opinions expressed in the focus group interview will also
be briefly addressed, as well as the results from the quantitative content analysis.
As previously mentioned in the analysis, the focus group were distraught and negative
towards the presentation of the phenomenon of virtual influencers, with a lot of questions,
curiosity and confusion (appendix 5: 11.1; 11.3; 11.7). The informants used words as
‘crazy’, ‘spooky’, ‘creepy’ and ‘disgusting (appendix 5: 12.1; 12.2; 12.5). All agreed that
there is no identification with virtual influencers (appendix 5: 19.13; 13.5), that the level of
influence and inspiration is low (appendix 5: 16.1; 16.2; 16.3), and that none of them would
follow such an Instagram profile (appendix 5: 15.1). Furthermore, they expressed how
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authenticity cannot be linked to an influencer like this (appendix 5: 13.8; 13.9). Altogether,
they were all very skeptical and repelled by the new trend, however, they also discussed
the lack of differentiation between a virtual and human influencer (appendix 5: 16.5; 16.6;
16.7).
Looking at the quantitative content analysis, and as presented in the analysis of
identification, more than half of the analyzed comments from Lil Miquela’s Instagram
profile were of positive character, i.e. 55.5%. The negative and neutral comments each
made up approximately 22%, and the majority of all comments, i.e. 49.3%, were
characterized with the emotion love. The emotions following were confusion and curiosity,
with 14.7% and 10.9% respectively. Thereby, the quantitative content analysis shows a
positive perception of Lil Miquela, a large contrast to the findings of the focus group.
However, the negative and neutral comments also make up almost half of all the
comments when added (appendix 7).
To challenge both methods and their findings, the online survey gave an insight into the
opinion of the public, where the majority was not familiar with the virtual influencer Lil
Miquela, i.e. 83.5%. 86 respondents out of the total 103, were not familiar, and 16.5%, 17
respondents, were familiar with her.
From the 86 respondents not familiar with Lil Miquela, after being presented to her, the
majority characterized their opinion of the phenomenon as either negative or neutral, each
amounting to 40.7%. Only 18.6% characterized their overall opinion as positive.

The same tendencies were apparent with the 17 respondents that knew of Lil Miquela,
however, neutral took the lead with 70.6%. Following was a negative perception, i.e.
23.5%, and lastly, only one respondent, i.e. 5.9%, characterized the phenomenon as
positive.
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Altogether, the survey thereby indicates a predominance of a neutral judgment of the
phenomenon and Lil Miquela, corresponding well to the fact that the majority of
respondents selected confusion and curiosity as the emotion that they found corresponded
best to their opinion of Lil Miquela. 38.8% chose confusion and 26.2% chose curiosity. The
emotion love on the other hand, was second-to-last with only 2.9%, which can be related to
the negative overall opinion of the phenomenon. When adding the respondents familiar
with the phenomenon and those who are not, 46% viewed the phenomenon as neutral,
and 38% as negative. All large contrasts to the result of the quantitative content analysis.
The online survey and the focus group showed the same tendencies and were both very
opposite the findings from the content analysis – this due to the limitation mentioned
connected to the quantitative content analysis. It must therefore be assumed that the
tendencies stemming from the survey and the focus group must exemplify a more
accurate representation of the public’s perception of virtual influencers.
The skepticism and confusion towards the phenomenon were also very much expressed in
the open commentary section of the online survey. By giving the respondents the
opportunity to freely express any last thoughts and feelings, we were able to get an even
more detailed insight into the opinion of the public. By comparing the 27 comments
obtained (appendix 12), two topics emerged – first, ‘why use virtual influencers when we
have human’ and second, ‘its negative impact on society’, which will be described in the
following.
4.3.2.1 Virtual vs. human
With comments like: “It seems odd that a real person is not good enough to fill the role of an
influencer. In worst case scenario we will move even further from having a realistic view on what it
means to be human”, and, “(…) What are the intentions of AI producers and what effect does this
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fake account have on real influencers or IG users”, people are indeed confused and worried
about the motive behind a virtual influencer, when human influencers are already present.
Another respondent expresses this by saying: “I don't quite understand the concept behind a
computer generated influencer when we have various influencers that are actually human”.
Furthermore, respondents emphasize how this trend is out of hand: “Afraid that we lose
human touch”, “Honestly, I just think it’s a bit ridiculous… I want real life people with emotions
and stories to tell in my feed” and last: “(…) But mostly, I find it fucked up that in-real-life is
replacing itself with simulations.”
4.3.2.2 Societal impact
The phenomenon of virtual influencers also spurred a lot of comments about its negative
impact on society and especially the younger generation, with comments like: “Seems like
something that can be used to manipulate the younger generation, that is heavily influenced by
opinions seen online”, “(…) I am concerned with how younger people may be confused and believe
her life is "real" and achievable which may cause them to feel less satisfied with their own human
lives” and “(…) young people look up to ‘perfect’, retouched humans. If we’re going to look up to
something that does not even resemble anything lifelike, that’s when it gets distressing (…).”
Respondents address how virtual influencers are very hard to live up to for real human
beings, how they find it scary and disgusting, and how the virtual influencers contribute
to create unobtainable images and a race towards something that can never be reached.
Where all of the above comments point in the direction of a negative perception of the
phenomenon, it is also important to mention how a lot of people tend to express their
emotions in commentary sections like this, when something disturbs them. Thereby, the
people perceiving the virtual influencers more neutrally or positively, may not express
further comments to the same extent. Nevertheless, it gives an interesting insight into
more detailed opinions, and some neutral and positive comments were also present as
proved in the following.
A respondent pointed to the lack of difference between a virtual influencer and a human:
“Why not use social media and fictive people for marketing purposes? It might as well have been a
real person, but the outcome is the same. It is just 'someone' selling you stuff on social media. It is
almost normal”, and another expressed how it represents a natural evolution in consumers’
desires: “I find that Lil Miquela is a proof that consumers accept different media and characters to
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inspire them in their purchase decision.” Yet, another respondent emphasized the same, by
stating the lack of difference between the fact that corporations already use animated
characters to promote products, to now using social media influencers – fake or not.
Two other respondents also expressed their fascination towards the phenomenon and
about the abilities of technology today.
All things considered, it can be stated that the public is sceptic towards the trend of virtual
influencers. While a lot of confusion and curiosity still surrounds the phenomenon,
leading to a neutral perception, a negative perception is the runner-up. People have a hard
time grasping the idea and question the rationale behind it, and the negative perceptions
lead to a lack of authenticity and a lack of feeling identifiable with such an influencer. The
question of why a virtual influencer should be used when we have humans is dominant,
and so is the concern of the impact it will have on society and its view on reality.
4.3.3 Sub conclusion
The analysis has been based on empirical findings as well as secondary sources and
answers: How is a collaboration with a virtual influencer beneficial and how is it perceived by the
public? It was chosen to study this phenomenon in depth as no theory to date explains this
trend.
In the first part of the analysis, the notion of transparency was investigated. The empirical
findings pointed towards that the informants did not pinpoint any problems connected to
the collaboration with a virtual influencer. The biggest concern was said to be the question
of transparency, i.e. whether it is visible that the influencer is virtual. Thus, it can be
concluded that as long as the virtual existence is explicit, the influencing nature of this
marketing tool is no different from human influencers. It was also investigated how the
hype about this new phenomenon might have enriched the collaborating brands with
more publicity. Anne Vestesen, founder of the designer brand, ANNE VEST, expressed
how the partnership with Lil Miquela has provided the brand with increased awareness.
However, it was also emphasized that trends naturally are passing by, and that the
publicity it might cause today will decline over time and in line with development.
Furthermore, control was examined in regard to virtual influencers and micro influencers.
The empirical findings presented that a partnership with a virtual influencer is more
controllable. This is due to the fact that human error and inappropriate behavior are

95

elements that can be discarded. Additionally, the quality of the content can be produced
more efficiently in perfect alignment with the collaborating brand’s expectations. It was
also stressed that the content provided by a virtual influencer, must not be too commercial
in order to stay authentic, trustworthy and passionate. However, this is also the case for
human influencers, leading to the questions of the differentiation between the two.
Altogether, the informants from the individual interviews highlight advantages over
disadvantages and stress opportunities instead of challenges. The analysis pointed to the
result that the difference is insignificant. The primary source, ANNE VEST, highlighted
that the same impact is present irrespective if the influencer is virtual or not. It is the same
goal that is being achieved - namely, to influence the followers.
Also, it was questioned whether the human influencers even act ‘real’, as they also stage a
perfect and edited reality. This is also the case for Lil Miquela – at least she is being honest
about it. With a platform like Instagram, the limit between what is real and what is fake is
becoming more indistinct. For brands with commercial intentions this development might
function as an advantage. But whether the public oppose this development, was further
investigated in the second part of the analysis.
Here, the online survey was used as a primary point of departure, as it serves as a more
representative method to gain insight into the perception of the general public. However,
findings from the focus group and quantitative content analysis were also considered –
both giving different indications of the perceptions of the phenomenon.
The focus group showed a negative and sceptic response to virtual influencers, with both
curiosity and confusion. None of them would follow such an Instagram profile and they
all agreed that neither identification nor authenticity could be linked to the phenomenon.
However, they also discussed the difference between a virtual and human influencer, but
in terms of micro influencers, they all generally felt more inspired and influenced.
The quantitative content analysis pointed in a much more positive direction than the focus
group interview, as the majority of all the comments analyzed were of positive character
and characterized with the emotion love. Almost the entire other half of the comments
consisted of comments with neutral and negative tones, both equally distributed.
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Moving on to the online survey and the more accurate representation of the public’s
perception, the findings indicated a predominance of neutral judgments of the
phenomenon, corresponding well with the prominent emotions connected to virtual
influencer Lil Miquela, namely confusion and curiosity. However, the negative judgment of
the phenomenon was very close to neutral, also leaving the emotion of love in the very
bottom.
The skepticism and confusion towards the phenomenon, was also present in the
comments left by respondents in the open commentary section of the survey. Here,
especially two themes emerged – the question of why virtual influencers are needed when
we have human, and the phenomenon’s negative impact on society. Respondents were
worried and confused about the motive behind and expressed a concern towards losing
human touch. Furthermore, respondents addressed the negative impact on society and
especially the younger generation, who will look up to something unattainable and far
from reality. It was noted how the negative direction of the comments can stem from a
tendency for people to especially express their opinion towards something, when it
disturbs them. Thereby, not many neutral or positive comments were left in the
commentary section, however the ones that were, addressed the lack of difference
between a virtual and a human influencer and the fascination towards the phenomenon.
Regardless of the tendency for people to express their feelings more when something is
upsetting, it still confirms the theory that the public is sceptic and negatively inclined
towards virtual influencers. The phenomenon is by the public received as a trend yet to be
fully understood and grasped, as a lot of confusion and curiosity still surrounds the
phenomenon. This indicates that even though brands and experts do not see any major
disadvantages in collaborating with virtual influencers, the public is yet to be convinced.
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DISCUSSION

5 Discussion
In the following section the results from the analysis will be discussed. Thus, the
discussion is divided into the three main subjects, i.e. authenticity, identification and
virtual influencers.

5.1 Authenticity
In the analysis using Beverland’s theory, it appears that both Mikro Influencer X and Lil
Miquela represent authentic brands in different ways within the seven habits and each of
their sub-themes. However, by analyzing the two influencers according to the study of
Audrezet et al., it is evident that only Mikro Influencer X is able to fully uphold and
manage authenticity. But how is the link between virtual influencers and authenticity
perceived in the media?
This controversial topic of authenticity related to virtual influencers and Lil Miquela is
indeed questioned in several media, with questions like: “How can an influencer genuinely
promote a product if they cannot see, touch or use it?” (Medium, 2018) and “How can a
nonhuman test and share her opinion about e.g. hair products?” (Schmidt, 2019). Another article
questions the authenticity of brand endorsements by virtual influencers, as these are based
on the virtual influencers mimicking what current trends are and thereby providing
inauthentic recommendations (Wong, 2018). Some people even call it lying, and express
concern about the uncertainty that is connected to virtual influencers and with the
confusion about whether or not they are in fact real people (Schmidt, 2019). This is also
what Advisor and Partner from RelationsPeople, Sofie Desmareth, mentions in the
interview where she addresses the importance of transparency. She recognizes the large
amount of questions in the comment sections of the virtual influencers concerning their
character, and how important it is that followers are made aware that it is not a real
human they are looking at. Where one way of going about it is to play on the story ‘is this
a real human’, she believes that this is a poor solution, as it does not do anything good for
society (appendix 4: 17.1). This is also mentioned in online articles, stating how it can give
a false perspective and view on people and the world, blurring the boundaries for reality
and identities (Schmidt, 2019; Wittendorff, 2019), as well as fuel the issue of inauthentic
product endorsements (Medium, 2018). Virtual influencers are said to create unrealistic
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expectations about what style, beauty and culture looks and should look like (Wong,
2018).
The contrary is also presented, mentioning how Lil Miquela is not less authentic than
other influencers found on Instagram, and how the only difference is the team behind her,
which provides great story telling and engaging content (Schmidt, 2019). On social media,
people tend to show themselves from their best sides, and many influencers present
themselves as ideals, living a life extra than the ordinary (Wittendorff, 2019). The majority
of users on Instagram apply filters before uploading a picture, and adjust the stories they
tell in their captions to make it more interesting and engaging (Medium, 2018; Schmidt,
2019). Everyone on social media is affected by the same problem – namely that the nature
of it causes everyone to be fake. So by sharing a simple chronicle of the perfect highlights
from our lives, we can all project an image of a life that is far better than the one we are
authentically experiencing (Deutsch, 2018). This is exactly what Lil Miquela is doing, so
what is the difference to Mikro Influencer X and other human influencers, who present
themselves only in pictures with perfect skin and outfits, on exotic vacation locations?
Now that Lil Miquela is open about her robotic nature, she involves her followers in her
authentic robot-life, making her followers accept her and feel a certain authentic
connection (Wittendorff, 2019), as with micro influencers, whose followers view them as
authentic, like-minded people they can relate to (Baungaard, 2017). Thus, it could be
argued that authenticity is given to both Mikro Influencer X and Lil Miquela but based on
different parameters.
These opposing opinions in the media, can be seen as an expression of Beverland’s notion
that authenticity is highly subjective (Beverland, 2009, p. 6). However, regardless of being
for or against the phenomenon of virtual influencers, there is no denying that Lil Miquela
is not real.
As mentioned in the literature review, consumers are pursuing authenticity more than
ever (Beverland, 2009, p. 23), as a result of three characteristics of the postmodern society
that have reshaped how and where authenticity is found (Beverland, 2009, p. 23). One of
these, described by Arnould and Price (2000), is hyperreality, which refers to the media
confronting people with dream images, as well as the increased stylization of everyday
life, resulting in difficulties in distinguishing real from fake (Arnould & Price, 2000, p.
144). The fact that this hyperreality is part of what makes people crave and seek
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authenticity, can be seen as a paradox compared to the analysis and the theories
characterizing Lil Miquela as authentic. Lil Miquela is exactly what hyperreality describes –
a dream image that caters to different desires, making it hard to tell real from fake.
Thereby, it is possible to discuss whether Lil Miquela is in fact authentic, just as the theory
points towards, because no matter what, we cannot deny the fact that she is a fake, virtual
character. And as mentioned in the literature review, many scholars agree that
authenticity refers to the search for what is real (Arnould & Price, 2000; Beverland,
Farrelly, & Quester, 2010; Charmley et al, 2013; Thomson, 2006).
However, with 1.5 million followers on Instagram, if consumers back Lil Miquela, the
question is if fake even matters?
Perhaps her success is not due to her being authentic, as it is for micro influencers, but
perhaps it is based on the level of entertainment and inspiration she provides – also tying
in to Beverland’s habit of story telling, which was particularly strong with Lil Miquela.
Because once you can pull narrative into the social media context, it allows others to
become a part of your story (Deutsch, 2018). Perhaps people back her because she
provides them with entertainment in another way than a human influencer, with more at
stake, would do. When asking the focus group at least, it became clear that authenticity
could certainly not be linked with a virtual influencer like Lil Miquela as she is not real
(appendix 5: 13.7; 13.8; 13.9). This makes sense as the root of what makes influencer
marketing so impactful is the possibility of providing followers with curated
recommendations that the influencers can stand behind, and with virtual influencers, an
honest, genuine opinion will never be possible as products cannot be tested (Wong, 2018).
However, this confirms the idea that perhaps authenticity is not the root of Lil Miquela’s
success, but on the other hand her stories and the entertainment that resonates with her
followers. Followers can feel inspired by her appearance, her way of styling her outfits etc.
When asking the focus group how they are influenced comparing micro and macro
influencers, they all confirmed that the influence from larger influencers is rooted in
inspiration, whereas the influence from micro influencers is rooted in credibility. This
makes them more prone to buy a product that micro influencers have endorsed, than a
product endorsed by a larger influencer (appendix 5: 8.2; 8.3). As Lil Miquela is far from
being a micro influencer and is viewed as fake, perhaps this can confirm that how she
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influences is on an inspirational level, where followers can get ideas, and not necessarily
on a level that has the intent of inspiring purchases.

5.2 Identification
In this section, the results of the analysis, based on Giles' (2002) framework of parasocial
interaction, will be discussed.
It was i.a. concluded that identification is present for both Mikro Influencer X and Lil
Miquela, as the steps through the model can be experienced. However, one must take into
account that identification is a subjective phenomenon, which is difficult to generalize.
Identification is based on people’s backgrounds and involves the process of ascribing the
qualities or characteristics of another person (Vagner & Olsen, 2017). Thus, the
identification process with either Mikro Influencer X or Lil Miquela naturally depends on
who is asked. When asking the focus group whether an identification process occurred in
relation to virtual influencers in general, they instantly replied that they would never be
able to identify with a fake person like Lil Miquela (appendix 5: 13.7; 13.9). Hence, the
findings retrieved through the theoretical framework does not necessarily comply with the
empirical findings. It can therefore be discussed whether Giles’ framework comply with
personalities who operate on social media platforms.
PSI has always been described as one-sided, but social media allows two-sided
communication. Before the internet, fans had the option of writing a letter in order to
experience the same feeling that followers experience everyday through social media. So,
how is the concept of PSI affected with the emergence of social media?
Seen from our point of view, social media is strengthening PSI as the online
communication enhance the feeling of knowing the media character. The character share
excerpts from their everyday, creating the potential for followers to develop even greater
feelings of intimacy and identification. Over time, followers might develop intimate bonds
that mirror social interactions. The technological development in the form of social media,
has thus transformed PSI into a more accurate representation of social interaction. As
many of the larger Instagram profiles has an open profile, everyone can typically have a
look at the character’s life without requesting allowance to the profile. At any time, it is
possible to send a DM, which is somewhat simulating the social interaction. Therefore, it

101

has become difficult to distinguish between the social and parasocial relationship. This
also corresponds with recent studies that conclude that younger viewers often consider
PSI to be highly similar to their social relationships (Daniel et al., 2018).
This difficulty in distinguishing the concepts, was also reflected in the analysis, as the
comparative analysis pointed towards the conclusion that the strongest PSI could occur
with Lil Miquela. This was concluded, as a potential relationship with her, could be
characterized as third-order PSI due to the absence of real contact, however the possibility
of contacting her is present. Aside from the fact that it is somewhat possible to interact
with Lil Miquela online, her answers are constructed by the creators from Brud, and an
encounter in real life would never be possible. But does it matter? Lil Miquela is acting
real in a digital reality and by implementing elements of real life through her content, Lil
Miquela adds qualities to her identity that makes her real in her follower’s minds. These
behavioral elements cause PSI, as Lil Miquela’s followers experience a connection with
her. She makes her audience forget that she is not real, but a replica of any other influencer
on Instagram. She behaves in the same manner, posting fashionable content in real places,
travels and followers replicate her style; all elements that constitute a typical influencer in
her age. Additionally, she puts great effort in telling her audience that she is not perfect
and that she has flaws in relation to her identity as a ‘robot’ as well as her appearance. She
spreads positivism by admitting that life is not perfect, e.g. through this caption from 8th of
May 2019: “Whenever I feel down, I try to remember there's always at least ONE thing to feel
grateful for and happy about. (…) So: what’s YOUR good thing for today?”. She reveals inner
thoughts about insecurity and shares with her followers that she needs to work on her
confidence; emotional elements that makes her ‘life’ relatable.
Even though the interaction with Lil Miquela is constructed, she still has an identity and
has crafted a human-like personal identity that some people can relate to. She has her own
style, and she is honest about her flaws as well as her up’s and down’s. She makes her
followers curious and influence them, and the interaction is basically no different than
what followers can experience on other profiles. On the other hand, she is contributing to
blurring the boundaries of identity. Is this the right development? Opinions to this remain
divided. In the conducted survey it was stated that: “Why not use (…) fictive people for
marketing purposes? It might as well have been a real person, but the outcome is the same”
(appendix 12), while others think that: “you follow something that isn’t real and that is

102

misleading and built on a lie” (appendix 12). Additionally, the CEO from Bloglovin’,
Giordano Contestabile, states that the human aspect of influencer marketing is key: “I
don’t know how you can replicate that (…) Getting someone to identify and create an emotional
connection, that’s a different challenge. In other words, you can’t fake it.” (Fowler, 2018).
There is thus no definitive truth to the question of identification; some are supporters,
others are opponents. But the interaction with Lil Miquela is, as earlier mentioned, no
different from other influencers on Instagram, which is why an identification process is
attainable with a fictive character.

5.3 Virtual influencers
As found in the third part of the analysis, it was clear that benefits and advantages related
to a collaboration with virtual influencers were emphasized by industry experts. Every
assertion highlighted a more sender-oriented approach, and how a collaboration with
virtual influencers can heighten publicity and enable more control. However, they do not
address the receiver, i.e. the followers, who in the second part of the analysis proved to be
sceptic towards the new phenomenon. Especially the two topics: ‘why use virtual
influencers when we have human’ and ‘the negative impact on society’ were dominant in
their perceptions. Perhaps this lack of acceptance is based on the ethical aspects connected
to such a trend.
Firstly, it is essential to look at trust. Trust can be defined as a firm belief in the reliability,
truth or ability of someone or something (Den Danske Ordbog, 2019). As Lil Miquela is
fake and virtually created, how can one really have a firm belief in the truth and reliability
of her? Can we really trust her universe? And is it only a problem because we do not
know entirely how it all works?
Perhaps we have all just accepted the premise behind a social media platform like
Instagram, where everything in reality is fake. Instagram enables everyone to show certain
aspects of their lives, which we know, and trust is not their real, authentic lives. However,
we have chosen to trust the platform and its nature because we know how it works.
The same goes for accepting the premise behind chatbots16, and that artificial intelligence
will increasingly help us in the future. We know that we are not talking to a real human,

16

A computer programme, communicating with internet users through sound or text
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but we have accepted it because we are assisted with the help needed. “Something” is
answering, and we are just pleased that we can get help quick and easy. With the
increased amount of chatbots on the internet, people have gotten more used to the concept
and may even forget that they are in fact dealing with artificial intelligence when
communicating. As long as the perception of risk is low, i.e. the user’s fear of what can be
lost when using this technology, trust can be retained. So, the question is, if the trend of
virtual influencers grows, more brands start using them and the transparency around
Brud and their motive is highlighted, can the public then end up accepting the premise of
virtual influencers as well? Because as it gets more mainstream and becomes a new
normal, it can help mitigate the buyer’s fear and earn their trust.
In relation to ethics, it is also important to address the concern of losing jobs to technology
and artificial intelligence. When this problem is touched upon, it is typically feared that
routine jobs are being replaced by machines and the opinions in this regard is divided in
two camps. The dystopian point of view believes that artificial intelligence will wipe out
the jobs and create a world of mass unemployment or of infinite leisure. The utopian point
of view believes that artificial intelligence, as past technologies, becomes a supplement
and that humanity will become even stronger with machines (Svarre, 2019, p. 144).
Professor from IT University Copenhagen, Kasper Støy, is stressing that machines have
previously replaced labor: “It is seen before – the typographers became unemployed all at once,
due to the printer technology” (appendix 17: 15.1)
However, he is not concerned about the fact that technology is replacing various other job
functions today: “With industrial revolutions machines have taken over people's work - but that
has been the case since the 18th century. So, it is not a new thing, and it is much less now, than in
the beginning of the industrial revolution” (appendix 17: 4.1). His lack of concern is
contradicted by a respondent from the conducted survey who states that: ”SoMe influencers
work really hard to be where they are career-wise, and they work their butts off to get collaborations
with big brands like Gucci, Prada etc., but will never be picked because of the Lil Miquela
phenomena” (appendix 12). This statement emphasizes the respondent’s fear of the virtual
influencer takeover, and that the work that human influencers put into it is being
neglected. This can be questioned ethically, as a virtual influencer might be able to do the
job even better, which in worst case deprive human influencers their source of income.
However, professor from IT University Copenhagen, Kasper Støy, states that it is
important to assess whose work is taken: “Is it uneducated, poor people or is it people who are
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already privileged?” (appendix 17: 11.1), whereto he indirectly alludes that influencers in
general are privileged. Thus, he does not assess a major social problem in this regard and
highlights that the ethical aspect depends on the job function. Jobs that are marked by
unpredictability and knowledge are not as vulnerable as monotonous jobs and the fear
will thus naturally arise in functions that are easy to automate. He acknowledges that
some ethical problems might arise in regard to the monotonous jobs: “(…) like people
becoming unemployed due to the robot takeover. However, all studies show that then people are
hired in other departments for instance to repair the robots. So, it turns out that typically more
people are employed in companies that works with robots because they get better at what they do.”
(appendix 17: 15.1). This can be seen in relation to Lil Miquela, as her profile is managed
by a whole team of creators; functions that would not be needed, if Lil Miquela did not
exist. In this way, virtual influencers might cause the demand for new types of labor.
The balance between real and fake is furthermore essential, because even though
something is fake, when does it reach the limit of looking too real?
Take the world’s first digital supermodel, Shudu Gram. Like Lil Miquela she does not
actually exist in a physical sense, but is created by British photographer, Cameron-James
Wilson. People were for a while unable to tell if she was real or not, but thanks to an
article in Harper’s BAZAAR it was revealed that she was not (Fowler, 2018; Rosenstein,
2018). As mentioned in the article, you would think that we still have a firm grip on reality
(Rosenstein, 2018), however many people were shocked by the reveal (Fowler, 2018). This
indicates that Shudu is an expression of something fake looking too real and to the point
where humans can actually be deceived. This was also seen in the focus group interview
where the informants, after initially being presented to a photo of Shudu, only had nice
things to say about her appearance and did not realize that she was not human. However,
when presented to her virtual identity, they were shocked and outraged (appendix 5: 1012). Wilson was also highly criticized, but denies any intentions of being deceptive
(Fowler, 2018), and mentions in an interview: “(…) if anything it’s a criticism of how fake
society has become that a CGI Model can pass for a real.” (Murphy-Bates, 2018). This confirms
the notion that virtual influencers blur the lines between real and fake, and how there is a
limit when something fake looks too real, but because we live in a fake society, this limit
and balance can be difficult to clarify.
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The fake that appears real clearly scares us, which can be related to “The Uncanny Valley”
principle, describing how humans think robots are cute and funny until they resemble
humans too much. As humans we react to the unknown and towards what is different,
and if something fake resembles a human too much, we will start noticing the non-human
characteristics to a much larger extent and the things that makes the robot look creepy
(Det Etiske Råd, 2007). Professor from IT University Copenhagen, Kasper Støy, also points
out the relation between The Uncanny Valley principle and the virtual influencers in the
conducted interview, as they too can spur the experience of something spooky, because
they are different and not animated like we are used to seeing with e.g. cartoons.
He mentions how there is a fine line in how realistic they can appear before people feel
repulsed and outraged (appendix 17: 18.1), which was already seen in the focus group.
In general, professor from IT University Copenhagen, Kasper Støy, is not concerned with
potential challenges that comes with virtual influencers: “It becomes a supplement to all the
other ways of doing marketing” and “as with any other technological development it has potential
to go either way. If it goes in the wrong direction, we tend to legislate ourselves out of it when it
starts to hurt somewhere” (appendix 17: 11.1; 16.1). Exactly the question of legislation in
relation to virtual influencers was also discussed in the focus group. The informants all
agreed that the lack of regulation in this area is absurd: “It is insane that there is no
legislation in that area” (appendix 5: 12.1). However, professor from IT University
Copenhagen, Kasper Støy emphasizes that the regulation will come when the need arises:
“I have great faith in humanity. We might make technological mistakes, but typically it is being
prohibited if it starts causing trouble” (appendix 17: 11.1). Additionally, he pointed to the fact
that this was also the case with drones17 when they entered the market. At that point, no
regulation was formulated, but as people started to use them for inappropriate purposes
such as shipping weapons into prisons, laws were implemented.
As a final note, the professor is highlighting that fiction is present everywhere: “Just go to
the library. In the immense pile of fiction, people are telling stories that has not happened,
nevertheless it is being lapped up with pleasure. Therefore, it may not be that shocking that we use
non-existent assets as entertainment” (appendix 17: 13.1). On the other hand, he is
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Pilotless aircrafts
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acknowledging that: “If the reality in which we mirror ourselves is fake (…), it becomes harder to
relate to those people out there because in some dimension, they are perfect” (appendix 17: 14.1).
The question is whether virtuality is affecting humanity in a negative way. Regardless,
digitization is not going anywhere and generally, social media is a young phenomenon.
However, Kasper Støy is confident that we will learn how to navigate between the
evolving digital trends and finally highlights: “After all, we can still look out the window”
(appendix 17: 14.1).
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CONCLUSION

6 Conclusion
Through this thesis, we have attempted to answer the overall problem statement together
with three sub questions within authenticity, identification and virtual influencers,
derived from the problem area. Based on the five chapters constituting the thesis and on a
comparative analysis between micro influencer Mikro Influencer X and virtual influencer
Lil Miquela, the following intends to provide a comprehensive answer to the problem
statement: Comparing virtual influencers with micro influencers, how is authenticity and
identification at play, and how are virtual influencers perceived?
Based on the thesis’ first area of investigation, authenticity, it can be concluded that, based
on Michael Beverland’s seven habits of authentic brands, both micro influencers and
virtual influencers are able to build brand authenticity. Both are able to live these habits
daily through their Instagram profiles, proving to their followers that they are authentic,
instead of simply telling them. By representing a collection of stories related to their roots,
both invite their followers into their narratives, providing a basis for connection. The story
telling is especially strong with virtual influencers, whose identities rely on stories that
make them seem real and relatable. Both types of influencers downplay business
expertise, however it is more evident with micro influencers that what they do is rooted in
a love for creating and not a monetary motive. For virtual influencers, it is harder to
distinguish whether content is created based purely on love or a commercial motive,
however it is still noticeable that there is an expression of strong passion behind. It was
proved how it is essential to stay true to own values and beliefs in order to be authentic –
something that both micro influencers and virtual influencers are indeed able to showcase.
However, in spite of both being able to build brand authenticity and thereby reflect
authentic brands, Alice Audrezet et al.’s authenticity management framework proved that
micro influencers are able to manage authenticity to a larger extent than virtual
influencers. This was found as micro influencers continuously express both passion and
transparency when partnering with brands, allowing them to uphold authenticity and
prevent getting distracted by commercial opportunities. This means that micro influencers
are able to provide their followers with authentic and trustworthy content, with no doubt
about their intent. Virtual influencers, on the other hand, are unable to manage
authenticity to the same extent as micro influencers, and lack authentication due to the
absence of transparency about commercial orientations. Sometimes passion can
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compensate for the lack of this transparency, but the optimal management of authenticity
is not achieved without it.
In the thesis’ second area of investigation, identification, it was through David C. Giles’
theory of parasocial interaction found that both micro influencers and virtual influencers
go through the steps of PSI, enabling an identification process. Where the relationships
with micro influencers can only reach a level of being semi-parasocial due to the high
probability of a real-life encounter, the relationships with virtual influencers are the
strongest parasocial relationships possible, as there is no chance of contact. However,
contact is possible with these characters through the people managing their profiles.
With micro influencers, identification is present through strong signs of imitative behavior
amongst their followers, who show interest and ask questions about the posted content.
Micro influencers are able to answer these inquiries and also interact with followers
through direct messages, enabling followers to feel related to them and enhancing the
identification process. For virtual influencers, imitative behavior is also present, as
followers replicate and perceive their behaviors and attitudes as inspiring. Two-way
communication between virtual influencers and followers is not as apparent, however it is
probable that this is present in the closed environment of direct messages.
Identification is consequently present with both micro influencers and virtual influencers,
however it is subjective, and the identification with virtual influencers is indeed
questioned by many, whereas identification and micro influencers are seen as an obvious
match.
In the thesis’ third and last area of investigation, virtual influencers, it was proven that
there are diverging views in the perceptions of virtual influencers when looking outside of
theory. First, by looking at how a collaboration with a virtual influencer can be beneficial
through the eyes of industry experts, it was found that the phenomenon was perceived
positively. This perception was the result of looking at transparency, publicity, control and
the lack of differentiation between human and virtual influencers, where no major
concerns were identified. It was found that as long as the virtual existence is explicit,
virtual influencers are no different from the human, also since both meet the goal of
influencing followers, and how in fact, it can help bring more publicity to the brands that
decide to collaborate with such influencers. Virtual influencers were perceived as allowing
more control to the brands entering partnership with them, as human error and
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inappropriate behavior can be easily avoided. Second, however, the public had a different
perception, with a mostly neutral inclination and feelings of both confusion and curiosity.
Many also viewed virtual influencers in a negative light. The public was indeed skeptic
and confused and raised concerns towards especially the phenomenon’s negative impact
on society, as well as the motive and reason behind virtual influencers when human
influencers exist on a large scale. Thereby, even though brand experts do not highlight any
major disadvantages with virtual influencers, the public certainly does.
This thesis can thereby conclude that authenticity and identification is at play for both
micro influencers and virtual influencers. Both represent authentic brands and are able to
build authenticity by showing and proving to their followers that they are authentic
instead of simply telling them. However, managing and upholding authenticity is more
obtainable for micro influencers than virtual influencers, who lack transparency. In terms
of identification, both provide an identification process as followers imitate their behavior
and style. Furthermore, especially micro influencers enable two-way communication as
questions are frequently answered, allowing followers to feel a certain relation to the
influencers. Contrary, virtual influencers do not answer their followers to the same extent.
With a new phenomenon like virtual influencers, a lot of differing opinions arise. Brands
and industry experts express positive judgments towards the phenomenon and accentuate
the benefits. However, the public remains sceptic and are yet to be convinced.

6.1 Future implications
Even though authenticity and identification are crucial elements within influencer
marketing, these elements may not be the root for the success of the virtual influencers in
spite of the analysis indicating that both elements are present. The analysis and the
discussion have pointed towards different opinions on the phenomenon and a lot of
skepticism, but since virtual influencers are able to reach 1,5 million followers, there is no
doubt that they tap into certain desires of the public. Perhaps they should not be viewed in
the same way as human influencers, where the primary objective is to spur sales of
products or services, but rather as representatives of great story telling and entertainment.
Studies on influencer marketing should thereby, with this new branch, expand their views
on the success criteria currently framing influencer marketing. Lil Miquela is one thing,
but false relations are increasingly seen within social media, but has nevertheless proved
itself successful. Further studies could with advantage cover these areas as well.
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