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Abstract 
 

Social media influencers have become a dominant force in contemporary marketing, yet 

emerging trends suggest a growing consumer scepticism toward influencer culture. Despite this, 

consumer engagement seems to persist, pointing toward a complex and ambivalent relationship 

that remains underexplored in existing research. This study explores how reflexivity manifests 

in consumers' relationships with social media influencers, with a particular focus on the 

dimensions in which it appears and how it unfolds. Drawing on a qualitative research design, 

twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted with Swedish adults aged 20-30. Data was 

analysed through thematic analysis. The findings identify three dimensions through which 

reflexivity manifests; commercialization, moral tensions and self-evaluation, each triggered by 

different forms of tensions and unfolding through a distinct reflexive process. Together the 

findings suggest that engagement appears to be maintained through ongoing reflexive 

negotiation, where consumers develop awareness in regard to tensions they experience, employ 

regulation strategies to comprehend these tensions and justify their participation in ways that 

preserve a coherent sense of self. This study contributes to existing research by demonstrating 

that consumers' relationships with influencers are increasingly sustained through ambivalence 

rather than admiration, pointing toward a broader shift in influencer culture itself. 

 

Keywords: Consumer reflexivity, Social Media Influencers, Authenticity, Moral consumption, 

Consumer engagement, Influencer marketing, Ambivalence, Consumer-Influencer 

relationships, identity construction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Introduction 

 

How do consumers elaborate on their engagement with influencers despite experiencing 

scepticism or feelings of discomfort? Social media influencers, here defined as social media 

users with large followings who shape lifestyles and consumption practices through their 

content (Freberg, 2018, p. 170-171), have in recent years matured into a dominant force within 

contemporary marketing (Schoemaker, 2025). Yet, emerging data suggests a shift in consumer 

attitudes towards influencers. A report by Cocker et al. (2024) indicates that social media users 

are increasingly turning to online forums to express criticism, frustration and even hatred 

towards influencers they once admired. This phenomenon has been described as the rise of 

“anti-fans”, referring to individuals who previously felt a strong connection to influencers but 

have since distanced themselves to critique and backlash (Manavis, 2024). Furthermore, 

another report highlights how key mechanisms for successful influencer marketing such as 

levels of trust and perceived authenticity are declining. Contextually, there seems to be a 

growing fatigue amongst consumers concerning social media influencers, thus suggesting a 

diminishing interest in influencer culture (Peck, 2025). Despite these developments, big 

corporations continue to invest heavily in influencer marketing. For instance, Unilever recently 

announced an "influencer-first“ strategy, where they are planning to further expand their 

investments in influencer collaborations and content (Jones, 2025). This apparent paradox of 

declining consumer trust meanwhile increasing investments, point toward a complex and 

ambivalent relationship between consumers and influencers. This suggests that consumer 

engagement persists despite expressed scepticism or discomfort, highlighting a tension that 

needs further investigation. 

 

Existing research on influencer marketing has primarily focused on explaining why influencers 

are effective, emphasizing trust and authenticity as key mechanisms for driving engagement 

and persuasion. Studies have shown that when influencers are perceived as trustworthy, their 

content is more likely to generate positive brand attitudes, increase engagement, and enhance 

purchase intentions (Lou & Yuan, 2019; Kim & Kim, 2021). Moreover, authenticity has been 

conceptualized as a relational resource through which influencers build emotional bonds with 

their consumers by appearing intimate, relatable, and accessible within the interactive 

environment of social media, thereby strengthening trust and marketing effectiveness (Audrezet 

et al. 2020; Lee & Eastin, 2021). In addition, influencer generated content has been found to 

foster consumer engagement by enabling identity related meaning-making and the development 

of perceived closeness between influencers and consumers, which in turn increases consumers 

willingness to engage with associated brands (Cheung et al. 2022). In sum, this body of 

literature tends to conceptualize the relationship between consumers and influencers primarily 

in terms of measurable outcomes and positive effects such as trust, engagement, purchase 

intention, and brand awareness.  

 

In contrast, a growing stream of literature has begun to address more problematic and morally 

sensitive aspects of influencer marketing. Research on sponsorship disclosure demonstrates that 

when commercial intentions become obvious, consumers' persuasion knowledge is activated, 

leading to more critical evaluations of influencer content and lower perceived trustworthiness 

and likeability (Boerman et al. 2012; Giuffredi-Kähr et al. 2022). Other studies highlight 

influencers' role in shaping social norms and idealized imaginaries which indicates that 

exposure to influencer content may evoke social comparison processes associated with envy, 

dissatisfaction, and reduced psychological wellbeing (Hudders & Lou, 2023; Lowe-Calverley 



& Grieve, 2021). Together, this research draws attention to moral concerns related to 

commercialization, transparency, and wellbeing within the context of social media influencers. 

 

While these contrasting bodies of research have generated valuable insights, they are typically 

treated as analytically separate. Positive consumer responses are most often examined in 

relation to trust, authenticity, and emotional attachment, whereas moral tensions and 

problematic aspects of influencer marketing are approached as distinct challenges or negative 

consequences such as reduced credibility or negative effects on wellbeing. This leaves a gap in 

understanding how consumers navigate situations in which appreciation and scepticism coexist 

simultaneously. Rather than disengaging, consumers may continue to engage with influencers 

while simultaneously expressing scepticism towards different aspects such as promoting 

unhealthy norms or manipulating consumers through sponsored content. Such patterns suggest 

that engagement with social media influencers is not a straightforward process, but one that is 

actively interpreted, negotiated and regulated by consumers. When consumers experience 

tensions between their critical attitudes and continued engagement, they do not necessarily 

resolve them, instead they appear to manage them on an ongoing basis. From this perspective, 

influencer consumption emerges as a reflexive practice in which consumers continuously 

negotiate their relationships with influencers rather than fully resolving the tensions inherent in 

them. 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explore and illustrate how reflexivity manifests in consumers' 

relationships with social media influencers, with a particular focus on the dimensions in which 

it appears  and how it unfolds. In doing so, the study aims to provide insights into how 

consumers navigate and maintain engagement in the presence of tensions. This purpose is 

addressed through the following research question: 

 

1. What are the dimensions in which reflexivity manifests in consumers' relationships with 

social media influencers? 

2. How does this reflexivity unfold?  

 

This study follows a logical structure which begins by presenting the theoretical background, 

consisting of key concepts including consumer reflexivity, Consumer Culture Theory, moral 

ambivalence, coping strategies and influencer-consumer relationship. Together these concepts 

will provide a foundation for analyzing how consumers experience and navigate tensions in 

their relationships with influencers. The methodology chapter then outlines the study's 

qualitative research process and approach, going more in depth on the use of semi-structured 

interviews, data analysis and data quality. This is followed by a combined findings and analysis 

section, where empirical insights are presented and analysed through the study's theoretical 

foreground. Finally, we will discuss the study's key findings and conclusions, outline their 

theoretical and practical implications as well as address limitations and suggestions for future 

research. 

 

Theoretical background 

 

The Reflexive Consumer  
There are multiple ways of conceptualizing the reflexive consumer. Beckett & Nayak (2008) 

describe the reflexive consumer as an active participant who reflects on and evaluates their 

consumption practices but whose reflexivity is shaped by broader market structures. Through 

contemporary marketing practices consumers are encouraged to reflect upon their needs, 



preferences and motives. However, this reflection takes place within market-defined 

frameworks, where available choices and meanings are structured by the marketplace, rather 

than occurring as a free or independent process (Beckett & Nayak, 2008). A similar perspective 

on reflexivity, often found in sustainability and anti-consumption research, highlights how 

reflexivity can involve navigating tensions and contradictions. For instance Østergaard et al. 

(2015) demonstrates how consumers seeking to distance themselves from consumption must 

still engage with it in order to construct identity, as they rely on symbolic meanings to position 

themselves as anti-consumers and to differentiate themselves from “ordinary” consumers. Such 

an example perfectly illustrates the paradox of reflexive consumption, where the act of 

distancing oneself from certain consumption practices requires continued engagement with 

them as symbolic resources. Reflexivity therefore involves ongoing negotiation between what's 

ideal and what's available, as such consumers remain dependent on the practices they 

simultaneously question. 

 

Building on these perspectives, this study adopts the conceptualization proposed by Li et al. 

(2023) who define consumer reflexivity as consisting of three interrelated dimensions of self-

awareness, self-regulation and identity construction. The first dimension refers to an 

individual's ability to recognize and reflect upon their own consumption behaviours, emotions 

and motivations, for instance becoming conscious of how and why they engage with certain 

social media content or make decisions (Li et al. 2023). Building on this, self-regulation refers 

to consumers' efforts and attempts to adjust and control their behaviours based on their self-

awareness, such as moderating their engagement, making more deliberate choices or aligning 

their actions with their values (Li et al. 2023). Finally, identity construction refers to how 

consumers integrate these reflections and behaviours into a coherent sense of self. Consumers 

seek to make their actions consistent with how they perceive themselves, using consumption as 

a tool for constructing and maintaining a coherent self-image (Li et al. 2023). In essence, these 

three dimensions are interrelated as becoming aware of one's behaviour signals efforts to 

regulate it and the underlying effort of them both is to maintain a coherent sense of self. In this 

way reflexivity is not only about reflecting upon behaviour but about making it consistent with 

one's beliefs about oneself. 

 

Previous research further suggests that reflexivity is often triggered by disruptions or 

inconsistencies in consumption experiences (Beckett & Nayak, 2008). Such disruptions are 

suggested to arise when cultural norms shift or when contradictions emerge between personal 

values and marketplace practices. In these situations, consumers engage in processes of self-

questioning and reassessment, which may lead to adjustments in behaviour but not necessarily 

disengagement from consumption (Beckett & Nayak, 2008). In this study, such disruptions may 

be of particular relevance as consumers appear to be increasingly exposed to broader societal 

discourses surrounding influencer culture, thus creating greater awareness and challenging what 

was previously considered normal. Particularly, it is this kind of inconsistency between values 

and practice that reflexivity theory suggests will activate self-questioning and reassessment.  

 

In essence, reflexivity can be argued to function as a reactive process, where consumers respond 

to tensions and contradictions rather than resolving them. Drawing on research on lifestyle 

displacement, Thompson et al. (2018) capture how consumers become reflexive when they are 

displaced from a familiar lifestyle and become aware of the gap between who they were and 

who they are now. In such cases consumers may continue performing certain practices despite 

their contradictory nature with their current self-image, this Thompson et al. (2018) refers to as 

discordant practices. Consumers seek to manage the tension between their habitual engagement 

and their evolving self-understanding through ongoing negotiation and reinterpretation. 



Reflexivity therefore functions less as a mechanism for change and more as a way to manage 

the ongoing gap between practice and identity, where practice and aspirational self-image 

remain in continuous tension.  

 

Taken together, these different perspectives on reflexive consumption illustrate the complexity 

of maintaining a coherent identity while encountering contradictions, disruptions and increased 

awareness within consumption practices. We argue that this perspective is particularly relevant 

for this study because it allows us to move beyond viewing consumers as passive or resistant 

actors and instead, enables an understanding of how consumers actively reflect on and negotiate 

their engagement with influencers. Reflexivity therefore provides a theoretical lens for 

examining how consumers manage rather than resolve tensions that may arise in their 

relationships with influencers. 

 

Consumer Culture Theory  
To understand why consumer reflexivity arises within the context of consumers relationships 

with influencers, it is useful to consider the broader cultural context in which influencer 

consumption takes place. This study therefore draws upon Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) as 

an overarching perspective for examining how consumers interpret and engage with 

marketplace cultures in contemporary digital media environments.  

 

CCT conceptualizes consumption as a socio-cultural process in which market-mediated 

symbols and narratives function as resources through which individuals construct meaning and 

identity (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). From this perspective, consumers are not viewed as 

passive recipients of marketing communication, but active interpreters who engage with 

marketplace cultures that are shaped by broader cultural and social contexts (Arnould & 

Thompson, 2005). One stream within CCT that is particularly relevant to the present study, is 

that of Mass-mediated marketplace ideologies and consumers interpretative strategies. This 

stream within CCT explores how commercial media and marketing communication articulates 

cultural narratives, for instance about what constitutes a desirable lifestyle or an aspirational 

identity. Rather than assuming consumers uncritically accept these narratives, this stream 

highlights how these ideologies are actively negotiated and reinterpreted by consumers in 

relation to their own experiences (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). 

 

This stream becomes relevant as it allows us to examine social media influencers as cultural 

actors who operate at the intersection of social media culture and commercial communication, 

who circulate such ideologies. Within a digital marketplace environment where the boundaries 

between personal content and marketing are increasingly blurred, influencer content frequently 

presents marketplace meanings such as ideas about desirable lifestyles, consumption practices 

and identity.  However, as CCT suggests this engagement is never simply accepted, as 

consumers bring their own experiences, values as well as critical awareness to it. We argue this 

is what creates the conditions for the reflexivity and tensions that this study seeks to explore. 

 

Moral Ambivalence In Influencer Consumption 

This active negotiation of marketplace meanings is indeed not frictionless. A central outcome 

of reflexive consumption is moral ambivalence, defined as the coexistence of conflicting ethical 

evaluations, that is a value-based judgment, toward consumption practices, actors or objects 

(Badran et al. 2025). Ambivalence is increasingly understood as an inherent condition of 

contemporary consumption, where personal desires, moral principles and social influences do 

not always align (Gökarisel & Secor, 2012). Ambivalence in the context of this study may 

involve how consumers simultaneously experience moral concern and emotional attachment 



toward the same influencer, creating a tension that tends to persist over time rather than resolve 

itself. This dynamic is particularly evident in digital consumption environments, where 

influencer marketing creates conditions for both scepticism and trust (Ki et al. 2022). 

Consumers may recognize the commercial intent behind influencer content while still valuing 

perceived authenticity and emotional connection that made them drawn to the influencer in the 

first place. Ki et al. (2022) describe this as a “trust gap”, where trust and distrust operate 

simultaneously. As a result, followers often perceive influencers as both authentic and 

problematic, generating a form of ambivalence that is actively managed (Audrezet et al. 2020).  

 

Previous research mentions that influencers are subject to moral and social expectations due to 

their socially visible role online. Through ongoing interaction with followers, influencers have 

become evaluated as social actors expected to behave honestly and morally responsibly 

(Grguric et al. 2024). Influencer marketing has been described as a part of a ”mindful 

marketplace” where personal values and commercial interests are deeply intertwined, making 

it difficult for consumers to clearly separate the two (Errmann & Leban, 2025). In such contexts, 

consumers may experience tension between finding an influencer both desirable and 

problematic. This tension can be understood as arising first at a cognitive level, where 

consumers simultaneously hold conflicting evaluations of the same actor, and then becoming 

emotional as these contradictory thoughts generate feelings of discomfort or unease (Antonetti 

et al. 2025). This ambivalence is further intensified when consumers actively question the 

motives behind influencer content, particularly when trying to distinguish between genuine 

expression and commercial intent. This uncertainty often results in hesitation or partial 

engagement where consumers remain involved but with considerable reservation (Toti & 

Milena, 2023). In other words, recognizing that an influencer is both authentic and 

commercially driven does not remain a neutral observation, instead it produces an emotional 

experience that consumers must actively manage. According to Antonetti et al. (2025) 

consumers tend to manage this ambivalence by integrating ethical concerns into ongoing 

processes of interpretation rather than acting on them. This continued engagement is often 

sustained through emotional attachment, where the relational bond with an influencer 

outweighs the moral discomfort experienced (Sengupta et al. 2024). Furthermore, the socially 

embedded nature of consumption means that collective norms can also constrain 

disengagement, as stepping away from influencer culture may feel at odds with wider social 

practices (Mardon et al. 2023). 

 

Consumers Coping With Value-Behaviour Tensions 

Building on the understanding that consumers actively manage moral tensions rather than 

resolve them, this section examines how that management unfolds in practice. Drawing on 

ethical consumption literature, several coping strategies have been identified through which 

consumers navigate the gap between their values and continued engagement. 

 

Ethical consumption is suggested to both involve cognitive and emotional processes, including 

feelings such as guilt, pride and anxiety that shapes how individuals respond to inconsistency 

between their values and behaviour (Gregory-Smith et al. 2013). These tensions lead consumers 

to interpret or justify their actions in ways that reduce discomfort, engaging in ongoing 

processes of negotiation and justification that allow them to manage the gap between their 

ethical values and actual behaviour (Kaur et al. 2023). According to Carrington et al. (2014) 

consumers often experience conflicting moral demands within consumption. Rather than acting 

in consistent ways individuals engage in ongoing adjustment and negotiation in order to 

maintain a coherent moral understanding of themselves despite contradictory behaviours. When 

consumers find themselves acting inconsistently with their own values, they usually don't 



simply abandon those values but instead seek out alternative ways of acting on them in other 

contexts (Celik & Ekici, 2024). Thus, restoring a sense of moral coherence through practice 

rather than through cognitive justification alone. This suggests that consumers usually do not 

necessarily seek internal consistency, rather maintain a coherent moral self-understanding 

through ongoing adjustment and negotiation.  

Beyond emotional dimensions of coping, consumers also engage in more cognitive and 

interpretative strategies when navigating tensions. Through the lens of the Persuasion 

Knowledge Model (PKM), consumers are viewed as active and knowledgeable agents who 

interpret and evaluate persuasive attempts (Kirmani & Campbell, 2009). Thus, when consumers 

recognize e.g. the commercial intent behind influencer content, in PKM terms “persuasion 

attempts” they do not simply accept or reject it but instead assess the credibility and motives of 

the source  when persuasion knowledge is activated, consumers move beyond message content 

and assess the intent and credibility of the source (Kirmani & Campbell, 2009). Within this 

evaluative state, consumers develop a range of coping strategies including such as scepticism, 

resistance, selective engagement or reinterpretation of content (Kirmani & Campbell, 2009). 

This allows consumers to remain involved while managing their awareness of persuasive 

attempts. Coping in this sense can therefore be understood as a set of strategic and meaning 

oriented responses through which consumers negotiate the tensions between persuasion 

awareness and continued involvement. 

Social and contextual factors further shape how coping strategies are enacted in practice. When 

an ethically questionable behaviour is perceived as socially acceptable by others, consumers 

are more likely to continue engaging in it as collective norms can reduce the weight of internal 

guilt, thus making continued engagement feel less problematic (Mills & Groening, 2021). In 

the context of influencer culture, where engagement is a normalized practice within everyday 

digital life thus may function as a social permission despite experiencing different forms of 

discomfort. Relational and emotional investment further shapes this process as prior attachment 

to an influencer may lead consumers to engage in moral decoupling, implying that you separate 

judgments of problematic behaviour from their overall evaluations, thus allowing continued 

engagement (Bhattacharjee et al. 2013).  

Taken together, these coping strategies, whether emotional, cognitive or socially shaped, 

illustrate that consumers rarely arrive at a clean resolution of the tension they experience. 

Instead, consumers develop adaptive ways of managing those tensions that allow engagement 

to continue. In the context of influencer culture, this suggests that feelings of discomfort do not 

necessarily undermine engagement but rather become integrated into how consumers relate to 

influencers.  

Influencer - Consumer Relationships in Social Media Marketing  
To further understand how these tensions become integrated into consumers' relationships with 

influencers, we need to consider what characterises those relationships in the first place and 

how they carry emotional weight.  

 

Influencer marketing builds on earlier traditions of celebrity endorsement. McCracken (1989) 

introduced the idea that celebrity endorsements function as a strategy for transferring symbolic 

meanings associated with celebrities onto brands, thus enabling consumers to appropriate these 

meanings in their own identity construction. In this context influencers therefore are seen as 

carriers of symbolic meanings through which consumers construct identity and make sense of 

desirable lifestyles, similar to the marketplace cultures CCT examines. Celebrity endorsements 



have long been considered effective because of this meaning transfer, they attract attention, 

increase entertainment value and are perceived as more credible (Atkin & Block, 1983).  

 

In recent years, traditional celebrities have increasingly been complemented or replaced by 

social media influencers. Compared to traditional celebrities, influencers are often perceived as 

more relatable and attainable, as their content is embedded in everyday life and personal 

experiences (Lou & Yuan, 2019; Khamis et al. 2016). This perceived similarity allows 

followers to view influencers as individuals whose lifestyles and consumption practices may be 

achievable for themselves (Schouten et al. 2020) and in this sense influencer content functions 

as a resource for consumers identity projects (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). 

 

Additionally, trust and authenticity are central to why these relationships are perceived as 

meaningful. Influencers are often perceived as authentic when their communication appears 

grounded in personal interest rather than purely commercial motives (Leung et al. 2022). Their 

informal communication style, combined with self-disclosure and documentation of everyday 

life is argued to create a sense of familiarity and closeness that resembles a friendship, 

potentially fostering emotional attachment and connection (Leung et al. 2022). Trust is further 

strengthened as consumers are more likely to view influencers as relatable peers that are 

genuine and honest, rather than distant public figures, as such they become a credible third-

source (Uzunoğlu & Kip, 2014). These dynamics are often referred to in the literature as para-

social relationships, which are one-sided but emotionally meaningful bonds that audiences 

develop with media figures (Horton & Wohl, 1956) which in social media environments are 

argued to be intensified as the interactive and accessible nature of social media platforms 

facilitates continuous exposure and interaction (Tukachinsky & Stever, 2018). Importantly 

however, this intimacy is something that is argued to be deliberately constructed. Whereas 

influencers present carefully curated personas to the public, distinct from their private lives, 

where aesthetic choices and personal disclosures are strategically employed to generate 

authenticity and relatability (Archer & Robb, 2024; Abidin 2015). This performed authenticity 

is part of what attracts widespread attention and admiration, enabling influencers to have a 

significant influence over others perceptions and behaviour, as well as perceiving influencers 

as trustworthy peers (Archer & Robb, 2024). As such, the combination of widespread influence 

and perceived intimacy leads consumers to develop implicit moral expectations towards the 

influencer, expecting honesty, consistency and responsible behaviour (Archer & Robb, 2024). 

 

Lastly, what further makes influencers distinct is that unlike traditional media figures, they 

simultaneously mix personal and commercial content in ways that are not always clearly 

distinguishable (Hogsnes et al. 2024). This hybrid nature of influencer communication makes 

it difficult for consumers to clearly assess who an influencer really is, whether what they present 

reflects genuine expression or commercial intent (Audrezet, et al. 2020). Research suggests that 

when commercial intent becomes too visible it can disrupt the relational framing that first made 

the relationship meaningful, creating conditions for scepticism (Boerman et al.  2012; Ki et al. 

2022). Followers increasingly evaluate influencers as socially influential actors whose 

legitimacy depends on perceptions of authenticity and ethical behavior (Gerhards, 2025). 

Practices such as misleading endorsements, exaggerated claims or promoting products purely 

for financial compensation can be perceived as violations of authenticity itself (Gerhards, 

2025). In sum, it is such forms of uncertainty combined with the emotional weight of parasocial 

relationships and the moral expectations they generate, that creates the conditions in which 

reflexivity may arise and that this study seeks to explore. 

 

 



Methodology 

 

Research Approach & Design 

To fulfill the purpose of this study, which is to explore how different dimensions manifest in 

consumers' relationships with social media influencers and how it unfolds, a qualitative 

approach was adopted. Given the subjective and interpretative nature of this specific field of 

research the qualitative enables a deeper understanding of how individuals make sense of their 

experiences as well as it allows us to be more flexible in our approach (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 

2008, p. 5-6). Rather than seeking to measure or generalize behaviour, the aim is to explore the 

phenomena from the participants perspective (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008; Bell et al. 2019 p. 

356-357).  

 

Following this logic, the study is grounded in an interpretivist research philosophy, where 

reality is understood as socially constructed and shaped through individual interpretations and 

communication (Bell et al. 2019, p. 30-33; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 21). This is 

reflected in the study by focusing on capturing the participants' experiences in their own terms, 

allowing them to articulate how they experience and negotiate their relationships with 

influencers. This philosophy is particularly suitable for examining consumer-influencer 

relationships as these are complex, subjective and shaped by emotional and cultural meanings. 

Rather than assuming that a single theoretical lens can fully explain these dimensions, an 

interpretative perspective enables a more nuanced understanding. Closely linked to this, the 

study adapts a hermeneutic orientation which is concerned with the methods of interpretation 

of human behaviour, which implies that interpretation is an evolving process that aims to 

understand a holistic view (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 28). For this study, the hermeneutic 

orientation involved moving between the individual perspectives to the broader patterns 

identified in the empirical material, this allowed us to get a holistic understanding of how 

consumers make sense of ambivalence and contradictions in their engagement with 

influencers.   

 

Furthermore, in line with the exploratory nature of this study, an inductive research approach 

was adopted. An inductive approach implies that the researcher begins from empirical 

observations rather than being guided by predefined hypotheses or a fixed theory (Patel & 

Davidson, 2011, p. 23). This approach is particularly relevant when, like in our case, the study 

initially was motivated by observations from media, existing literature and broader societal 

discourses surrounding influencer engagement, which indicated a potential gap in 

understanding the complex relationship between consumers and influencers. These initial 

observations guided the formulation of the purpose and informed the decision to conduct semi-

structured interviews as the primary source of empirical data. Through the analysis of the 

empirical material, patterns and tensions began to emerge, which in turn guided the selection 

and development of relevant theoretical perspectives. In this way, theory was not imposed prior 

to data collection, but rather used as a tool to interpret and make sense of the empirical findings. 

 

In addition to this, the chosen research design consisted of in-depth semi-structured interviews. 

This method allowed respondents to provide nuanced and open-ended answers, enabling us to 

identify what participants themselves perceived as significant and to uncover diverse 

perspectives central to the topic of this study (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 81-82). As outlined 

earlier, the inductive approach reflected a genuine curiosity to understand the tensions 

experienced by consumers. Consequently, themes and areas of inquiry were not predefined 

prior to the interviews but instead emerged through participants' narratives. This made semi-

structured interviews an appropriate choice in terms of offering flexibility as well as 



opportunities for follow-up questions and more in depth discussions (Patel & Davidson, 2011, 

p. 75-77). This design was therefore well suited to explore the complexity of consumer-

influencer relationships and aligns with the interpretivist ambition to capture the consumer 

experience in their own words.  

 

Selection of interviewees 

A strategic sampling approach was adopted in order to ensure that participants were relevant to 

the research purpose. This involved a purposive sampling strategy meaning that participants 

were selected based on specific criterion in order to have relevant experiences with the 

phenomenon that is being studied (Bell et al. 2019, p. 389). Since our research was about 

consumers' engagement with influencers the criterion included participants that have some sort 

of experience of following or engaging with influencers that are therefore able to reflect on such 

experiences. Additionally, in line with the interpretivist approach, the focus was not on 

achieving statistical representativeness which is common for other sample strategies, but rather 

to obtain rich and meaningful insights. Another criterion for participation concerned age, where 

participants were required to be between 20 and 30 years old. This decision was motivated by 

the fact that younger adults represent one of the most active demographic groups on social 

media and are particularly engaged in influencer-related content (Zote, 2025). While some data, 

particularly within a Swedish context, highlights even younger users as highly active 

(Svenskarna och internet, 2022), the chosen age range reflects both strategic and ethical 

considerations. From a strategic perspective, individuals within this age group are more likely 

to have developed reflective perspectives on their media consumption, while the exclusion of 

minors ensures that all participants are able to provide informed consent. 

 

In practice, participants were recruited through a combination of convenience and snowball 

sampling, meaning that individuals are selected based on their accessibility within the 

researchers’ networks as well as through referrals from existing participants (Bell et al. 2019, 

p. 197-198, 395). This approach was considered appropriate as it enabled efficient access to 

participants who met the predefined criteria, while also allowing the sample to expand beyond 

our immediate networks. The inclusion of snowball sampling was particularly important in 

order to reduce the risk of response biases such as social desirability bias and acquiescence 

biases. The former refers to participants providing answers they believe are expected or socially 

acceptable, while the latter involves a tendency to agree or positively answer the questions in 

order to please the interviewer (Bell et al. 2019, p. 227). By recruiting participants through 

extended networks, rather than relying on personal connections, we aimed to create a degree of 

distance between us as researchers and the participants. Thus to avoid biases and contribute to 

more open and reflective responses which contributes to strengthening the credibility of the 

study.  

 

The sample size was determined by the principle of theoretical saturation, implying that data 

collection continues until no new relevant insights emerge from the empirical material (Bell et 

al. 2019, p. 397). However, determining saturation can be challenging, particularly in our case 

where we followed an inductive approach, where themes developed progressively throughout 

the analysis rather than being predefined. Despite this, the study reached a point where recurring 

patterns and themes were consistently observed across interviews and no novel insights could 

be identified. Based on this a total of 12 interviews was considered sufficient to provide a rich 

and coherent understanding. 
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Data Collection 

Data collection began with the development of an interview guide. Given the inductive 

approach of the study, research questions and themes were not fully predetermined but evolved 

throughout the research process. Consequently, the guide was structured around broadly 

defined themes that were considered relevant for exploring the tensions observed in consumers’ 

relationships with influencers rather than drawing on specific theoretical assumptions. These 

themes were informed by preliminary observations from existing literature and societal 

discourse, ensuring alignment with the research purpose while allowing for flexibility and 

adaptation as new insights emerged during the interviews (Bell et al. 2019, p. 435). This enabled 

a flexible and exploratory data collection process that included themes exploring the different 

dimensions of how consumers experience both their engagement with and their relationships to 

influencers (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 83). The same interview guide was used for all of the 

interviews to ensure somewhat consistency but due to the semi-structured nature of the 

interviews, implying that it´s allowed to go off the guide and ask follow-up questions, all 

interviews took different shapes and form but essentially it allowed for the respondents to 

express their thoughts and their experiences in their own terms. Questions were also created to 

be open-ended to encourage the respondents to use their own words and emphasize what's 

important for them, and give them an opportunity to reflect independently (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2008, p. 84).  

 

The interviews began with a brief introduction of what the interview will concern and what's 

the purpose of it but without giving away too implicit details on the subject of matter to avoid 

biases such as social desirability bias and acquiescence bias (Bell et al. 2019, p. 227). The guide 

was structured to initially establish a contextual understanding of the participants, including 

their social media usage and engagement with influencers, who they follow and why them. This 

provided an understanding of their perceptions of influencers in their everyday lives. The 

following section paid particular attention to factors that are important concerning what 

influencer content you consume and what content you don't like to consume and why. 

Additionally, in line with the purpose of the study, the interviews focused on exploring tensions 

and contradictions that are present in participants' relationships with influencers. Here 

participants were encouraged to reflect on situations where they have experienced scepticism, 

discomfort or ambivalence. These reflections were often facilitated through follow-up 

questions, as many participants initially found it difficult to articulate their experiences directly. 

However, as the conversations progressed, participants began to reveal inconsistencies and 

contradictions in their accounts, which in turn led to more nuanced and in-depth reflections. 

 

As a result of the semi-structured nature of the interviews, the duration of which an interview 

took place varied from about 30-70 minutes. Most interviews were conducted digitally with a 

webcamera, due to considerations of accessibility and efficiency. The use of such digital tools 

enabled us to directly transcribe the interviews in real-time, and we were able to focus on taking 

extra notes and stay present during the whole conversation (Bell et al. 2019, p. 446). While in-

person interviews are often emphasized in methodological literature, contemporary digital tools 

allow for the capture of both verbal and visual cures to a comparable extent, thus making this a 

suitable alternative in several aspects (Bell et al. 2029, p. 452-453). The Interviews were 

conducted on a one-to-one basis, involving one interviewer and one participant at a time, and 

were all carried out in Swedish. This format was chosen to facilitate a more natural 

conversational flow and setting, as well as reducing potential pressure on participants, allowing 

them to express themselves freely without linguistic constraints. It also minimized the risk of 

interruptions between researchers, contributing to a more focused and coherent interview.  

 



The table below provides an overview of the interview participants and details surrounding the 

interview in question. All names are fictive to restore anonymity of the respondents. 

 
 
Data analysis 

Preceding the actual data analysis, throughout each interview notes were taken to capture initial 

impressions and unexpected insights (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 87). These notes served as an 

initial analytical resource that later was revisited and compared against the more structured 

material that emerged later in the analysis process. The following step included transcribing the 

audiorecords that had been recording the in-person interviews. We used a combination of 

manual transcription and an artificial intelligence transcription service called Turboscribe. This 

combination was motivated by personal preferences as one prefers to familiarize with the 

material by writing it manually and one of us prefers to get acquainted by listening and reading. 

As mentioned, interviews held digitally were transcribed in real time via Teams. Importantly, 

AI tools cannot guarantee total accuracy, thereby transcripts were carefully reviewed and 

adjusted where needed, for instance when words were wrongly transcribed and did not capture 

the original reflection.  

 

Given the inductive approach, this study employed a thematic analysis (TA). This method was 

considered suitable as it doesn't need theoretical anchoring from the very beginning nor does it 

require the researcher to have a predetermined coding frame, allowing the analysis to remain 

open to what the empirical material reveals (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Additionally, thematic 

analysis enables an in-depth exploration of participant´s experiences, interpretations and 

meaning-making processes while maintaining flexibility in identifying patterns across the 

empirical material (Ayre & McCaffery, 2022).  

 

Following Braun & Clarke (2006) TA guide, following the step of transcribing the material we 

began to familiarize with the data set through repeated reading and taking notes on patterns and 

meanings that could potentially relate to reflexive consumption and ambivalence in consumers' 

relationships to influencers. The next phase involved generating initial codes, which in practice 

meant identifying and extracting meaningful or explanatory pieces from the material and 

assigning them relevant labels (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In our analysis codes such as, excessive 

collaborations, feeling used or misled, perceived irresponsibility, concern for vulnerable 

audiences and visibility management was extracted as they capture recurring ways consumers 

articulated their relationships with influencers and navigated tensions. Once the material had 

been coded, the next phase involved searching for themes by sorting codes into broader groups 

that seemed to share the same underlying idea (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Here themes such as 

commercialization, inauthenticity, moral evaluation, value conflict, self-reflective questioning 

and identity negotiation emerged. Interestingly, at this point we noticed a strong conceptual 



alignment between the emerged themes and the theoretical framework of Li et al (2023). 

Therefore, we made the decision to re-engage with the coding process using Li et al., (2023) 

framework as an explicit analytical lens. This meant our approach shifted from an inductive to 

a more theoretical TA, a transition that is methodologically legitimate according to Braun & 

Clarke (2006). Worth noting was that we did not impose theory onto the data, the framework 

was applied because the themes that had already emerged inductively showed strong conceptual 

alignment. 

 

Quality of the study 

To ensure high quality in relation to considerations of subjectivity, this study has adopted 

principles in interpretivist qualitative research such as credibility, transferability, 

confirmability, and dependability (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 295). Given the exploratory 

and inductive nature of the study, special emphasis has been placed on transparency and 

methodological coherence (Tracy, 2010; Mays & Pope, 2000) to ensure that the findings are 

grounded in the empirical material and presented in a transparent manner. Credibility concerns 

the extent to which the interpretations meaningfully represent participants' experiences and 

perspectives (Mays & Pope, 2000). In this study, credibility was strengthened using in-depth 

semi-structured interviews, allowing the participants to describe their experiences in their own 

words while enabling follow-up questions (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p.82). Furthermore, 

credibility was enhanced by grounding the analysis in empirical material and including 

illustrative quotations, allowing the reader to assess the link between data and interpretation. 

By moving back and forth between individual accounts and emerging patterns, ensuring that 

the findings reflect recurring and meaningful themes rather than isolated statements (Tracy, 

2010).  

 

Dependability concerns the trustworthiness and transparency of the research process (Eriksson 

& Kovalainen, 2008, p. 295). To enhance dependability, this study has provided a detailed 

account of the research design, sampling strategy and analytical procedures. The use of a semi-

structured interview guide ensured a degree of consistency across the interviews. 

Confirmability refers to the extent to which the findings are grounded in the data rather than 

shaped by researcher bias (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 295). Given the interpretative 

nature of the study, complete objectivity is neither possible nor desirable. Instead, 

confirmability was addressed where we continuously reflected on our own assumptions and 

potential influence on the research process. By closely linking interpretations to the empirical 

material and supporting observations with illustrative quotations, we aimed to ensure that the 

findings accurately reflected the participants' perspectives.  

 

Furthermore, this study sought transferability through rich descriptions of the empirical context 

and participants' reflections. Transferability is achieved when readers can recognize similarities 

between the research context and their own experiences, allowing the findings to resonate 

beyond the immediate setting of the study (Tracy, 2010). Qualitative studies have limited 

generalizability where the findings cannot be confidently applied to the entire population, the 

results should be understood as insights related to specific contexts and participants (Timonen 

et al. 2024). The focus on a specific age group and individuals actively engaged with influencer 

content provides a contextually grounded understanding of reflexive engagement, which may 

be difficult to transfer to other consumer groups.  

 

It is important to consider the contextual factors and circumstances that may have influenced 

the data, as these constitute limitations within qualitative research. Qualitative research is 

inherently interpretive, meaning that researchers' perspectives and assumptions may influence 



both data collection and analysis (Kaiser, 2009). The possibility of influenced interpretations 

by us as researchers, our previous theoretical knowledge and subjectivity throughout the study 

is present. We have been aware and minimized risk of bias by reflecting upon our possible 

influence to the largest extent possible. Accordingly, we have been aware of our interviewees' 

verbal and non-verbal communication, since some interviews were conducted digitally, 

limitations in observing body language may have affected the interpretation of responses. To 

reduce the risk of interviewer bias, the interviews were conducted in an objective manner and 

while ensuring that participants understood the questions properly.  

 

Ethical considerations 

Ethics have been considered throughout this study especially regarding the qualitative design 

and focus on participants' personal experiences and interpretations. Qualitative research 

involves close interaction with participants and construction of meaning, which places 

responsibility on the researcher to ensure that participants rights, dignity and well-being are 

protected (Orb et al. 2001). A fundamental principle guiding this study is informed consent. All 

participants were provided with clear information regarding the purpose of the study, the nature 

of their participation and how the data would be used and stored prior to the interviews. 

Participation was entirely voluntary and respondents were informed of their right to withdraw 

at any stage without consequences.  

 

In qualitative research detailed narratives may increase the risk of indirect identification if not 

handled carefully (Kaiser, 2009). Therefore, confidentiality and anonymity were carefully 

ensured, all identifying information has been removed in the presentation of the findings with 

anonymous names constructed for the respondents. Audio recordings were used only for 

transcription purposes and were deleted after completed transcription. The data has been used 

exclusively for academic purposes within the scope of this study and will not be shared with 

third parties. Furthermore, data minimization was applied, meaning that only data relevant to 

the research purpose was collected and retained. This aligns with ethical guidelines for 

responsible data management in qualitative research (Kaiser, 2009).  

 

In the use of semi-structured interviews particular attention was paid to creating a respectful 

and non-judgmental research environment. Although the topic of influencer engagement is not 

inherently sensitive, participants were at times encouraged to reflect on personal values, self-

perceptions and critical judgements. Ethical qualitative research requires sensitivity to such 

situations as the relationship between researcher and participant involves inherent power 

dynamics that may influence how participants express themselves (Tracy, 2010). Efforts were 

therefore made to ensure that participants felt comfortable and able to share their perspectives 

openly. Ethical practice therefore requires continuous reflection on how these positions shape 

the research process and the representation of participants' voices (Berger, 2015). With 

awareness of these considerations, the study aims to represent participants' experiences as 

accurately as possible.  

 

AI Declaration 
To ensure transparency and reliability within this thesis we aim to declare the use of generative 

AI. As mentioned in the section of data analysis, an AI tool for transcription, Turboscribe, was 

used for three of the interviews for efficiency reasons such as time savings. Additionally 

Generative AI was used for translating some of longer quotes visible in this thesis. The tool 

used was ChatGPT. The reason for this was that generative AI tends to better understand the 

intended meaning from the context, in comparison to an ordinary translation program which 

merely translates word by word, which can make the original meaning disappear when 



translated. As AI tools may use previous memory and thereby affect the meaning of the quote, 

it was thoroughly read through make sure the meaning was the same as the original, however 

the AI was prompted to strictly translate the quotation without interfering its own 

interpretations. This decision was also based on time saving reasons and to ensure accurate 

translations. ChatGPT was also used in the initial phase of finding relevant literature as a 

screening tool to assist in identifying potentially relevant articles. By providing brief overviews 

of the articles, it helped us determine which literature appeared relevant and literature that was 

less applicable to the research topic. However, all literature included in this study was 

subsequently read, evaluated and interpreted by us as researchers. As such, generative AI was 

solely used as a tool for facilitating the initial search and selection process.  

 

Findings & Analysis 

 

The following section presents the empirical findings and analysis of this study. Through the 

thematic analysis of the interview material, three dimensions of reflexivity emerged, through 

which consumers negotiate their relationship and engagement with social media influencers. 

We have chosen to name the dimensions Commercialization, Moral tensions and Self-

evaluation. Together these dimensions address the study's two research questions by illustrating 

both where reflexivity appears in consumers' relationships with influencers and how it unfolds 

within each dimension. While the dimensions are treated as analytically separate, it is important 

to note that they are not mutually exclusive in practice, instead consumers may move between 

them and the tensions described can tend to overlap. Each dimension is examined through the 

same analytical structure, beginning with what characterizes the dimension, what triggers 

reflexivity within it, followed by empirical illustrations and finally how reflexivity unfolds 

drawing on Li et al. (2023) conceptualization of awareness, regulation and identity construction. 

The table below provides a structured overview of the three dimensions before each is examined 

in depth. 

 

Commercialization  
 
Characteristics of the dimension: Commercialization  
A central pattern emerging from the empirical material concerns how the respondents have 

experienced a shift in their relationship to influencer content. This shift moves from an initial 

perception of authenticity and relatability toward a more critical understanding of such content 

as commercially driven. This dimension captures situations in which influencer content, that 

once was interpreted as personal and genuine has become reframed as strategically constructed 

marketing. Emma illustrates this shift, 

 
“Before it was basically that I thought they were a fun person to follow. I liked seeing 

their lifestyle and I could get inspired. But nowadays most it’s just collaborations that 



are all about money and don’t say anything about who they are as people or their 

lifestyles. These days you just see 22 of the exact same collaboration, and that starts to 

feel a bit annoying.” 

 

What Emma describes is a reinterpretation of the relationships, from something that once felt 

personal and relational to something rather instrumental and transactional.  As the relational 

framing fades, consumers begin to reassess what the relationship actually is and what it offers 

them. This reassessment can be argued to be shaped by the blurred nature of influencer 

communication, where personal and commercial content are not always clearly distinguished 

(Hogsnes et al. 2024), making it difficult to pinpoint exactly when authenticity ends and strategy 

begins. As influencer content becomes increasingly visible with sponsored content, this 

boundary becomes harder to maintain and a trust gap begins to emerge, where trust and distrust 

operate simultaneously (Ki et al. 2022). Additionally what Emma and the other respondents 

explains is not a sudden shift but something that becomes gradually excessive and 

overwhelming, including repeated collaborations, excessive promotions and fading relatability 

that builds over time until the relationship is experienced as inherently different. As Emma 

describes the loss of genuinity is something that consumers continuously evaluate and negotiate 

in relation to influencers behaviour over time (Audrezet et al. 2020) and with excessive 

commercial elements it begins to replace what once felt personal and authentic. What further 

characterizes this dimension is how such a shift Emma describes transforms the nature of the 

engagement itself. As consumers increasingly recognize the persuasive intent behind content, 

consumption moves from something enjoyable and fulfilling to something requiring constant 

evaluation of what is genuine and what is not (Kirmani & Campbell, 2009). As Emma also 

captures, what once felt inspiring now just feels annoying, demonstrating how conflicting 

evaluations produce feelings of unease (Antonetti et al. 2025). 

 

Trigger 
Frequently described by the respondents was not that commercialization per se was the inherent 

problem, in contrast it was oftentimes acknowledged as a part of their job. Seemingly the 

inherent tension is rather concerned by a disruption of authenticity, either as explained by 

Emma where excessive collaborations makes one question the genuinity or when the 

commercial context misaligned with the perceived persona of the influencer. Lina captures how 

inauthenticity rather than commercialization per se affects her perceptions of influencers and 

triggers reflexivity  

 
“No, but it’s probably when they do strange or inauthentic collaborations. For example, 

if they partner with gambling companies or promote products that don’t align with the 

image they’ve built. If an influencer presents themselves as very natural and focused on 

health, and then suddenly advertises something like Nivea or something that goes 

against that, it just feels off. And yeah, it definitely affects their credibility.” 

 

What Lina describes is a sensitivity to inconsistency, the moment where the gap between the 

influencers performed identity and the commercial behaviour becomes too visible to ignore. 

Thus. illustrating the kind of disruption that research suggests activates reflexive self-

questioning in consumers (Beckett & Nayak, 2008). 

 

Empirical patterns within the dimension 

What the respondents describe across the material is a broader reinterpretation of their 

engagement from something that once felt relational and genuine toward something 

increasingly transactional and strategic. This shift carries a distinct emotional quality, including 

feeling of being overwhelmed and a sense of being used. Emil captures this feeling "One thing 



that bothers me is when influencers promote products that they probably do not even use 

themselves. It feels very transactional and dishonest sometimes. I do understand that it is their 

job, but when every post becomes an ad it feels less genuine.". What is significant here is that 

Emil does acknowledge the commercial logic as a part of their job but the problematization 

becomes explicit when that logic becomes the dominant frame of the relationship and makes it 

less genuine. This illustrates how the tension is not between consumers and commercialization 

as such but between commercialization and the expectation of genuine connection that initially 

made the relationship meaningful.  

 

This sense of disconnection is further amplified when commercial content becomes excessive 

or overwhelming. Molly described this experience “(...)Everyone recommends so many 

products, I feel overwhelmed and it feels so hard to know what is good, what is genuine, what 

is false marketing, what is just commercialized and so on. I kind of find myself trying to make 

sense of it all and feel negatively about, "where do I get all the money to buy these things?”.”. 

What is illustrated here is an emotional response with an active cognitive burden as well as a 

sense of feeling disappointed. Here consumers find themselves having to evaluate what they 

are exposed to and how to interpret it to the extent where they almost get overwhelmed and 

can't simply “enjoy” the content as they expect to. This further illustrates a relationship that 

shifts from being passive and pleasurable to something that needs constant interpretation and 

attentiveness. Similarly Emma reflects a sense of feeling used rather than valued “(...)that’s not 

why I follow people, and like I said, I understand that they have to do collaborations because 

that’s how they make money. But when it doesn’t feel genuine or authentic, it feels like they’re 

just taking advantage of me as a follower. Like, you know what I mean?”. Interestingly, she 

acknowledges the commercial logic as legitimate, even expected, anyhow she still experiences 

it as a personal violation when it dominates the perceived relationship. Illustrating an example 

of a genuine interest from her side that was not reciprocated, which is commonly reflected in 

the inherent asymmetrical nature of parasocial relationships (Horton & Wohl, 1956). 

 

How Reflexivity Unfolds 

To understand how this reflexivity unfolds within this dimension, Li et al. (2023) 

conceptualization of consumer reflexivity as consisting of three interrelated dimensions; self-

awareness, self-regulation and identity construction, provides the analytical framework. 

Distinctive for this framework, these dimensions build upon one another, where becoming 

aware of one's own consumption behaviour signals efforts to regulate it and both ultimately 

serve the underlying goal of maintaining a coherent sense of self. 

 

At the level of self-awareness, reflexivity becomes visible when consumers turn their 

recognition of commercial intent inward, reflecting upon their own behaviour, emotions and 

motivations in relation to what they consume (Li et al. 2023). This inward turn is what 

distinguishes reflexive awareness from simple content evaluation. Statements like the one Albin 

expressed illustrates this “Yeah, I mean, it’s like, I’m just sitting there scrolling, relaxing, and 

then suddenly it’s 20 slides of a collaboration. It doesn’t really give me anything, so I just skip 

through it hoping to find, like, one funny picture. And then I kind of feel… I don’t know, a bit 

tricked.”. What Albin describes is a reflection on his own expectations, his own time and own 

emotional response, questioning what he himself is doing there and why. The sense of feeling 

tricked emerges accordingly because he had invested his own time and attention expecting 

something genuine, and it is this personal investment that transforms commercial recognition 

into something reflexive. The awareness becomes reflexive at the moment it is directed back at 

the self, resonating with Beckett & Nayak (2008) understanding of reflexivity as activated 

through self-questioning rather than evaluation of external actors alone.  



 

Building on this awareness, self-regulation manifests as consumers adjusting and controlling 

their behaviours in response to what they have become conscious of (Li et al. 2023). When the 

respondents were asked about their continued engagement in the context of increasing 

commercialization, there was rarely someone who completely stopped, notably suggesting that 

entertainment value persists to some extent despite this cognitive load. Rather there was a 

reconfiguration of how they perceived the content they engaged with. Malin illustrated this shift 

“I feel like you are essentially advertising a product, a business, or yourself. And I think the 

value isn’t really as high anymore. That we expect something more than just a product. But I 

still choose to consume it, even though I’m more critical of what their intentions are.”. What 

she describes is a reconfiguration of engagement, where she continues to consume but does so 

through a more distanced and sceptical lens. This pattern suggests that what changes is not 

whether consumers engage but the interpretative frame through which engagement occurs, 

implying that consumers continuously negotiate and interpret marketplace meanings rather than 

passively accepting them (Arnould & Thompson, 2005) 

 

As mentioned within the conceptualization, both self-awareness and self-regulation feed into 

identity construction, through which consumers integrate their reflections and behavioural 

adjustments into a coherent sense of self (Li et al. 2023). A recurring pattern across the material 

concerns how respondents position themselves as critical and resistant to manipulation, 

constructing an identity grounded in being non-naive and a critically aware consumer. Albin 

reflected “Yeah, I think in the beginning it was hard to really tell what was real and what was 

sponsored. Influencers existed, of course, but it was much more difficult to pick up on when 

something didn’t quite feel right. I think nowadays you’re much better at noticing when 

something doesn’t add up. You’re more aware and look at it with a critical eye.”. Similarly, 

Nadja described how her relationship to influencers has shifted over time “When I was younger 

I followed influencers more because I thought their lives looked perfect and I didn't really 

reflect so much on what they were selling. Now I am much more aware of how much influence 

they have and I am not as emotionally invested anymore.”. Another respondent, Veronika 

reflected a similar shift “I am more critical now and more aware of what they show is 

advertising”. Across these responses, critical awareness functions as a resource for identity 

construction, by emphasizing their ability to see through commercial intent and frame their 

engagement. Respondents maintain a coherent self-image that accommodates continued 

engagement without compromising their sense of autonomy. The critical positioning consumers 

adopt here functions as a symbolic resource through which they construct and maintain a 

coherent self-image as aware and autonomous consumers (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Taken 

together these three interrelated dimensions illustrate how reflexivity functions as a mechanism 

through which continued engagement becomes manageable, scepticism becomes integrated 

into engagement, allowing consumers to remain involved while maintaining an identity as 

commercially aware and resistant to manipulation. 

 

Moral Tensions 

 

Characteristics of the dimension: Moral Tensions 

Moral tensions is another pattern emerging from the empirical material concerning how 

consumers relate to influencers not only as content creators but as moral actors. This dimension 

captures situations in which consumers experience a perceived misalignment between 

influencer behaviour and their own personal values and expectations of ethical conduct. 

However, the findings indicate that influencers are evaluated in relation to their behaviour, 

particularly in situations where influencers are perceived as irresponsible, misleading or 



contributing to harmful societal norms. Respondents frequently referred to issues such as 

unrealistic body ideals, deceptive marketing, overconsumption, racism, political 

irresponsibility and problematic public statements. Importantly, this is where moral tensions 

emerge and are rarely connected to a single isolated event. Rather they appeared to develop 

gradually through repeated exposure to content perceived as morally problematic or 

inconsistent with the influencers performed identity. Previous research suggests that consumers 

develop expectations regarding appropriate and responsible behaviour due to influencer's 

perceived authenticity and social influence (Gerhards, 2025). In the empirical material 

respondents expressed that influencers are expected to “know better” due to their visibility and 

influence over others. As Emil explained “Influencers have a lot of power because people look 

up to them, if they promote something just because they are paid it feels kind of irresponsible”. 

Influencer relationships extend beyond entertainment or inspiration and become intertwined 

with moral expectations regarding what constitutes acceptable behaviour. 

 

Respondents described influencers as individuals with social responsibility due to their 

perceived impact on audiences, particularly younger or more vulnerable ones. Molly expressed 

discomfort with bad treatment of others and children, 

 
“I do not like when influencers try to talk about or justify something that I or many 

others do not see as right. Also, treating children badly for entertainment or 

overexposing their family privacy. Some influencers I used to follow, I didn't like how 

they behave towards their kids, exploit their children in a way that is not okay.” 

 

Similar to this Lisa continues “Anything that harms others like scams, supporting unethical 

companies, harassment or exploiting vulnerable people would cross my line”. Both showing 

clear moral boundaries were personal gain at the cost of others. Widespread influence leads 

consumers to develop moral expectations toward the influencer expecting consistency and 

responsible behaviour (Archer & Robb, 2024). Highlighting a perception by consumers that 

influencers do have a duty to act as role models and that their power requires them to protect 

others. Concerns were strongly connected to the societal influence influencers are perceived to 

have over young audiences. Nadia explains “That is personally what I think the biggest issue 

with influencers for young girls especially comparing themselves to influencer lifestyles. I think 

criticism is more acceptable when it's about serious things like racism or harmful behaviour, 

and especially dangerous ideals to young people. Likewise she mentions racism and victim 

blaming morally unacceptable “Being racist of course, it feels like you are ignorant and victim 

blaming making yourself feel bad for everything and never see others struggle too. Uncovering 

a deeper moral conflict concerning that influencers should navigate their public role with an 

ethical compass, when failing to do so it affects the consumers’ willingness to associate with 

them pointing out their care for others.  

 

Trigger  
Reflexivity is triggered when influencer behaviour crosses perceived moral boundaries and 

when influencers moral values are not intact with those of consumers. The triggering point 

occurs when there is misalignment between the moral values influencers claim to represent and 

the actual behaviour displayed. There were specific aspects where moral boundaries were 

formed in which consumers recognized and reflected on what they view as problematic 

influence or negative societal impact. Deceptive and misleading practices, such as the 

promotion of unrealistic lifestyle and body ideals and the normalization of hidden cosmetic 

surgeries were included. Further, encouragement to financial risk-taking, irresponsible political 

statements, and other harmful behaviours like racism and discrimination were mentioned. 



Consumers here perceived influencer behaviour as inconsistent with the values and socially 

responsible image influencers appeared to represent. Molly illustrated this, 

 
“I get uncomfortable when I see what these types of influencers put out and make me 

believe one thing, but then you suddenly see other content or something that shows that 

this is in fact not the whole truth as they seem to show it, it feels like a lie. Then you 

read the comments and think what do I do? Do I keep interacting and getting more 

inspiration and trust what this person is saying or do I stop engaging?” 

 

Earlier research describes consumers experiencing tensions between finding an influencer 

problematic and desirable at the same time, where they hold conflicting evaluations of the same 

actor (Antonetti et al. 2025). This illustrates how reflexivity becomes activated when 

influencers are perceived as concealing aspects of reality while presenting themselves as 

trustworthy and authentic. When influencers are perceived as violating expectations of honesty 

or responsibility, consumers begin to reassess the credibility of the content and the legitimacy 

of the relationship itself. Consumers experiencing ambivalence in the relationship to the 

influencer forms an uncertainty which many times results in partial engagement or hesitation 

(Toti & Milena, 2023). Emil demonstrated, 

 
“When I was younger, I didn't care as much, in most cases influencers would say 

something racist or something that is not ethical I would react like “wow oh no” but 

still follow them. Now I feel like I am not as forgiving of these influencers because they 

know better. It immediately clashed with my morals, so I reacted strongly to that. But 

if there is something that isn't directly connected to my moral compass then it depends 

on how bad it is.” 

 

Respondents described becoming reflexive when influencers appeared to conceal important 

aspects of reality while simultaneously contributing to the feeling of being tricked in some way. 

Emil´s reflection suggests that moral evaluations evolve over time, while he previously 

tolerated behaviours that he perceived as unethical, he now evaluates influencers against more 

strict moral standards. Indicating that reflexivity is shaped by consumer´s own moral 

development and changing expectations regarding accountability. Vilma further described a 

situation in which she experienced information as selectively presented. Rather than only 

questioning the promoted product, she begins to question the influencer´s character: 

 
 “I got sceptical and thought," Why are you trying to scam me? And I was questioning 

why she is trying to trick others into something that may not be the most financially 

stable ground, and I started questioning her character. If you only show the good sides 

and show the simplified version of these things it makes it problematic. It makes me 

become sceptical and think it can't be this easy. With Bianca Ingrosso it made me feel 

like she is luring people to buy her products in a tactical way.” 

 

The reliability influencers generate through presenting a constructed persona leads consumers 

to develop moral expectations regarding honesty and responsible behaviour (Archer & Robb, 

2024). In regard to this view, expectations of honesty and responsibility are here being violated 

making the consumer feel strategically misled for commercial purposes.  

 

Empirical patterns within the dimension 

Significant within this dimension is that respondent´s moral evaluations are rarely connected to 

a single issue, they instead emerge through multiple overlapping forms of moral concern.  

Respondents expressed reactions connected to perceived irresponsibility particularly in 

situations where influencers were seen to misuse their platform or normalize problematic ideals 



and behaviours. Lisa questioned “Should you stand for this? To lure your followers into 

financial difficulties? This type of reaction shows how influencers are evaluated similarly to 

brands, celebrities or public figures whose actions are assessed in relation to their broader 

societal consequences (McCracken, 1989). Additionally, it became visible in regards to 

transparency and body ideals as well. Maria pointed out discovering that an influencer had 

undergone cosmetic procedures despite previously presenting themselves as “natural” which 

altered her perception of them:  

 
“I know now that they have cosmetic surgeries and botox, fillers and so on, but then I 

kind of felt betrayed in a sense that I have followed them for a long time and follow 

them because they seem so genuine and natural, and that is one of the main reasons I 

followed them in the first place. But when I got to know more, I felt like why did you 

have to do those things, but promote natural beauty.” 

 

This can be connected to previous research suggesting that influencer authenticity is not 

understood as an inherent quality, but rather as something continuously evaluated and 

negotiated by audiences (Audrezet et al. 2020). Several respondents reacted to perceived 

irresponsibility, particularly in situations where influencers are seen to misuse their platform. 

As Emil expressed: “It changes how I see them as a person, if someone's behaviour is bad even 

if they are funny for example, they stop being as funny in my eyes, I will still think their content 

is fun and so on, but I can't enjoy it fully because I know that this person has done bad things”. 

Resembling what Thompson et al. (2018) describe as discordant practices, where consumers 

continue engaging in practices they simultaneously question or morally problematize to 

maintain continuity and self-understanding. The data reveals recurring value conflicts, where 

influencers actions are sensed to contradict the values they claim to represent or which followers 

associate them with. “When I feel like someone is hiding their real intentions, it clashes with 

my values” Emil says. Relating to previous research which suggests that consumers manage, 

rather than fully resolve contradictions between moral concerns and continued participation 

(Antonetti et al. 2024; Kaur et al. 2023). These experiences resulted in emotional ambivalence, 

where respondents continued engaging with influencer content while experiencing moral 

discomfort. Negotiating tensions through a more critical and distanced form of engagement.  

 

Malin mentioned: "That's why I think it can feel somewhat provoking in society, because it has 

an impact. It´s not only positive, there are many negative aspects, like the pressure surrounding 

weight and appearance. It feels like it becomes a form of misogyny” Lina similarly described 

becoming aware of the subconscious effects of repeated exposure. “And even though I think 

that I´m personally stable and secure and not affected by it, I still believe that people are 

influenced subconsciously in a way”. These are reflections that show how respondents do not 

position moral tensions only as individual concerns, but as broader societal issues connected to 

gender norms, appearance ideals and social comparison. Interestingly, participants constantly 

positioned themselves as more aware or resistant than others, emphasizing their ability to 

maintain control over their engagement and to which extent they are affected by influencer 

behavior. Suggesting that moral evaluations become closely intertwined with identity 

construction.  

 

How Reflexivity Unfolds  
To further understand how reflexivity unfolds we apply Li et al´s. (2023) conceptualization of 

reflexivity. At the level of awareness, respondents demonstrated awareness of their own moral 

values and critically reflected upon the extent to which influencers' behaviors align with their 

own ethical principles and expectations. Elin says: “I think that in the beginning people could 

not really distinguish between what was real and what was not, but now I believe people are 



much better at noticing when something does not quite seem right. I think people are more 

aware now”. Respondents talked about knowing that they get affected subconsciously by 

certain behaviors they perceived as morally questionable or ethically concerning. Presenting 

themselves to become critical and question influences underlying motives and legitimacy to a 

larger extent. Various strategies were described through which the consumers regulated their 

discomfort and more selective engagement practices were created.  

 

One strategy being selective engagement, where consumers continue to consume certain aspects 

of influencer content while distancing themselves from others. Including selectively engaging 

with entertaining or informative content while becoming increasingly critical towards the 

influencer as a person or specific behaviors. “I think I kind of avoid thinking about it, I kind of 

neglect it. If I really feel like consuming that specific kind of content I try not to think about it 

and separate the work from the person and just enjoy. It kind of becomes like a guilty pleasure 

for me, feeling guilty for enjoying their content” Emil mentions. Molly states:  

 
“If an influencer has done something that I did not agree with, but they still create 

certain types of content that is helpful or interesting to me, then I might still watch some 

of the content itself rather than connect it to the person behind it. I separate the work 

from the person and just enjoy it.” 

 

Suggesting that continued engagement is driven by the ability to compartmentalize conflicting 

evaluations simultaneously. Relating with Kaur et al. (2023) who argue that consumers actively 

negotiate and justify inconsistencies between ethical concerns and continued consumption 

practices. Respondents distinguished between isolated incidents and repeated or severe 

violations. Minor inconsistencies were often tolerated or interpreted as human mistakes, 

whereas repeated patterns or morally significant violations were more likely to result in reduced 

interaction or disengagement. Regulation was furthermore visible in an attempt to balance 

tensions within emotional attachment to influencers. “I have followed someone for a long time 

and I enjoy parts of their content, it can be hard to completely disconnect from them. I might 

still watch certain parts of their content that I enjoy but maybe more critically than before” 

Molly says. This connects to Celik & Ekici (2024) who argue that consumers act inconsistently 

with their values rather than abandoning those completely, and seek ways of enacting them 

across different contexts. This negotiated form of engagement became visible when a 

respondent compared influencer relationships to ordinary social relationships. Jenny explains, 

 
 “Well, if it's someone I follow and have followed for a long time who posts something 

problematic, I would probably just scroll past it. But if it happened repeatedly, I would 

start getting annoyed and then I would unfollow them. Maybe it is somewhat like a 

friendship, if a friend says something strange once, you do not immediately end the 

friendship.” 

 

Finally, at the level of identity construction, respondents positioned themselves as morally 

aware, sympathetic and reflective consumers. Through emphasizing their ability to see through 

problematic influencer behaviour, the participants construct identities grounded in ethical self-

understanding and independent judgement of moral responsibility. “I am both like this as a 

person in general. I have an easier sense of separating people from some of their actions. I 

usually choose to see the person from different perspectives, I form my own opinion no matter 

what when it comes to these things” Maria describes. Framing themselves as capable of moral 

evaluation and at the same time positioning their engagement as conscious and controlled rather 

than emotionally dependent. From a CCT perspective these processes demonstrate how 

consumers use reflexivity to actively construct and maintain morally coherent identities within 



a digital consumption culture characterized by contradiction and continuous evaluation 

(Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Emma implies, 

 
“It is also that I get curious about people, even if I don´t think that they are good. You 

can still be curious around what a person is doing and what content they have shared. 

Then one can go in and look at it, but not actively follow or support.” 

 

Furthermore, in the constant involvement of reflexivity consumers seemed to consume as a 

reflection of their own moral understanding. As consumers encountered ethical inconsistencies 

they constantly strived to maintain this morally coherent self- understanding. Another 

significant finding presents that respondents often construct their identity as moral guardians, 

who prioritize well-being of others and vulnerable audiences over their own personal 

enjoyment. Even when not feeling personally harmed by an influencer's actions, they 

experience moral tension based on the collective impact of that platform. Emil demonstrates 

this reflexivity by saying “I might not be as affected by it since it doesn't affect me directly, but 

also I put myself in others shoes. If this influencer could say something crazy about one thing I 

would be a bit like yeah it does affect me even if it doesn't concern me personally”. Highlighting 

that identity is constructed through being emphatic and seeing things from others perspective 

as a person who cares about societal standards. Lisa further explains “Others opinions are 

important here so, often when others are affected largely then it is more negative for me. I feel 

that I kind of contribute to them and their following and it doesn't feel right”. Tension seems to 

arise from consumers not wanting the feeling of complicity by providing a “follow” which 

makes them perceive the self as someone contributing to harmful power structure. This aligns 

with the idea that consumers manage inconsistencies to reduce discomfort (Kaur et al. 2023), 

when the respondents feel that they are contributing to bad behaviour, their self-image as a good 

person becomes threatened. By taking distance from influencers treating others badly, the 

identity construction seems based on justice for others and placing one self in the background.  

 

Self-Evaluation 

 

Characteristics of the dimension: Self-Evaluation 

While the previous two dimensions capture how consumers evaluate influencers and their 

practices, this dimension shifts the analytical focus entirely inwards, towards the self. What 

characterizes this dimension is that engagement itself becomes the object of evaluation in which 

consumers begin to question not the influencer but their own relationship to influencer culture. 

Such questioning takes the form of asking what personal value does consumption of influencer 

content bring, is the time spent on consuming influencer content worthwhile and what does 

consuming influencer content say about oneself. Jenny captured this inward reflection, 

 
“Yeah, I think the people I follow, and more generally, everything I consume online 

says something about who I am as a person. Everything I choose to watch, follow, like, 

or engage with becomes a reflection of myself in some way. If other people could see 

everything I consumed online, I think you would probably become a lot more aware of 

what kind of image you are presenting. And on platforms like Instagram, that becomes 

especially visible because who you engage with can often be seen by others. So in that 

sense, you become more conscious about what kind of content and identities you 

publicly associate yourself with.” 

 

What she and several of the other respondents described similar to here is a consumption that 

has become symbolically loaded, where engagement implicitly communicates something about 

who one is, reflecting the consumption as a practice through which individuals signal identity 



(Arnould & Thompson, 2005). This symbolic loading is further shaped by the curated personas 

and content of influencers, where being publicly seen to engage with certain influences carries 

distinct values and associations (Archer & Robb, 2024), making the symbolic stakes of 

engagement particularly salient for consumers. 

 

Trigger 
Unlike the previous two dimensions where reflexivity is triggered by specific influencer 

behaviour, the trigger within self-evaluation is of a different character. Instead of referencing a 

particular incident or behaviour, respondents attribute their self-questioning to a broader 

cultural shift, which can be seen as a growing scrutiny and debate in social discourses 

surrounding influencer culture. As a result being associated as an uncritical consumer has begun 

to carry a degree of social stigma. It is this cultural reframing, where naively following 

influencers has become something to distance oneself from, that triggers reflexivity within self-

evaluation. Consumers begin to question their own engagement because continued association 

with influencer culture feels increasingly incompatible with the self-image they want to project. 

Emma captures how this shift is experienced “It feels like the tone toward influencers has 

always been fairly harsh. However, I think it has become more critical and scrutinizing over 

time. Previously people questioned whether being an influencer was even a real job, whereas 

today the focus has shifted toward the responsibility they carry due to their large influence and 

reach”. What she describes here is not a personal shift but a social one, where the cultural 

environment surrounding influencer consumption has changed. This resonates with what CCT 

describes as shifting mass-mediated marketplace ideologies, where cultural frameworks that 

once constructed certain consumption practices as ordinary and desirable begin to be questioned 

(Arnould & Thompson, 2005).  

 

Additionally, Albin illustrates how this cultural shift becomes internalized into a more personal 

evaluative stance “You scrutinize influencers much harder now. You dig a little deeper into 

what they say, why they say it, and how they do things. You ask far more questions about why 

and how than you did before. You just used to take things pretty much at face value.”. It is this 

internalization of a shifting cultural stance toward influencer culture that triggers self-

evaluation, consumers find themselves driven to question not what the influencer does but what 

their own continued engagement says about them. Malin illustrates this more concretely, 

“people sometimes ask me who I follow and usually I say that I don't really follow anyone. I 

guess part of it is that I don't want to feel like I'm supporting or feeding into that culture.”. 

Ultimately it's the cultural reframing of a practice that once was normalized to one that is 

increasingly questioned that serves as the trigger for self-evaluation. 

 

Empirical patterns within the dimension 

Across the empirical material, two recurring patterns emerge within this dimension, both 

reflecting the same underlying dynamic that engagement can take the form of self-reflection. 

Elin captures how visibility shapes consumption choices, 

 
“Yeah, I think it’s because there’s a pretty strong resistance toward influencers 

nowadays or at least that’s how I see it. People tend to have strong opinions about 

influencers, and a lot of people judge who you follow and interact with online. 

Everything you do on the internet leaves a kind of footprint. The influencers I follow, 

like, comment on, or engage with are visible to my friends and other people, and that’s 

something I think about and how that looks from the outside.” 

 

What Elin describes is an engagement that has become socially monitored, creating a 

consciousness about their consumption choices to control how it reflects on one's self-image. 



This leads respondents to actively manage the visibility of their engagement through avoiding 

liking and commenting on posts or following certain people openly despite engaging with the 

content privately. Lisa explains with an example of a Swedish controversial influencer this 

associated discomfort “For example Kattpaow, has very strong opinions and I would never 

follow and support what she says and thinks, and I would not like it if others saw me following 

her. So if it is an influencer that I really find very far away from my values then I will think 

more about how others would perceive me supporting that person too. If I follow and engage 

with that kind of person then others will think I am like her or think like her”. Here Lisa 

describes the social stakes of visible engagement, as following someone publicly can be 

understood as an endorsement of their values, making respondents selective about what they 

allow to be seen.  

 

The second pattern that emerged concerns how respondents question the value and relevance 

of their engagement. A recurring observation across the material is that consumers downplay 

their interest in Influencer content while simultaneously continuing to engage with it. Jenny 

illustrated this tension “I honestly don’t think influencers affect me that much. I don’t really 

care that deeply about it. But I still think it can be interesting. I can’t really say that I don’t care 

at all”. This contradiction reflects how consumers distance themselves from the perceived 

significance of their own engagement, even as it continues. This questioning extends further 

into reflection of time and value, Emil reflected, 

 
 “The influencers that I follow, I wouldn't say that they are positive because I could see 

it as a waste of time, because I would like to spend time on my own life. Only 

consuming their content I don't see it as a positive thing for me. If I followed an 

influencer that helped me make my own life better then it would be positive. But if it is 

just pure entertainment then sure it's fun, but I wouldn't call it positive.” 

 

 In a similar vein Malin described an awareness of how much time and attention engagement 

consumes “You don’t completely stop, of course. But sometimes you start thinking that it takes 

up too much time, like why am I sitting here doing this? I could be doing something else”. For 

some respondents this questioning extends even further, and they reflected on their own role in 

sustaining influencer culture, Molly discussed “Sometimes it doesn't make me feel good to 

contribute to their influence. It makes me feel like they can keep doing their bad behaviour and 

get away with it easily without punishment. To some extent I kind of connect the ones I follow 

to my behaviour, I go against myself in a way”. What Molly highlights here is a sense of 

personal agency, where engagement becomes a conscious choice rather than a passive habit 

which itself reflects the self-evaluation. 

 

How Reflexivity Unfolds 

Li et al. (2023) self-awareness manifests here as consumers begin monitoring what their 

consumption communicates about who they are and their values. This awareness operates both 

at the social level of how engagement appears to others and the personal level of whether 

engagement aligns with one's values as found in the empirical material section. Nadja illustrates 

how this awareness becomes explicitly tied to self-image and personal development, 

 

“My hope is to minimize my social media intake, I do not want to be on social media that much 

because the brain fog you get from it is a real thing. I have already started kind of distancing 

myself from the influencer world and I want to focus more on myself and my hobbies. I want 

to spend my time doing better things than doom scrolling on tiktok. It's not heavy on the 

influencer part, it's more how my brain looks on a for you page with my hobbies and minimizing 

my screen time. I think it's for my personal growth”.  



 

What she describes is a reflexive awareness that evaluates engagement against who she wants 

to be and where consumption becomes something that either supports or undermines her 

aspirations, thus recognizing a gap between current practice and values that is argued to activate 

reflexivity (Beckett & Nayak, 2008).  

 

This awareness translates into regulation processes that take a notably different form from the 

previous dimensions. Instead of monitoring how one engages or relates to a specific or non-

specific influencer, consumers focus on controlling how their own engagement is displayed and 

performed in terms of symbolic signals. This pattern of behaviour stems from an urge to manage 

the visibility of their engagement rather than the engagement itself. As previously established 

the cultural shift surrounding influencer culture has made open engagement difficult to 

reconcile with the self-image consumers want to project. Emil reflects upon how this controls 

everyday decisions “Sometimes if I see an influencer that does something too much out of my 

comfort zone I might not interact with that post, because I feel like I would be judged by other 

people based on what I have liked or commented on. I believe that people then connect me 

directly to this influencer and that I have the same views and opinions as them”. Here he 

describes the type of regulation that manages what others can see, instead of what he actually 

consumes, actively managing the symbolic meanings visible for others to make assumptions of 

one's identity (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Yet despite this careful management of 

appearance, the internal pull of wanting to continue engaging persists. Nadja reflects on this 

paradox “I wouldn't call it following, it's more looking them up sometimes out of pure curiosity. 

It's like I have a bad feeling but I'm at the same time too curious, that I still want to watch”. The 

continued desire of curiosity despite conscious distancing speaks to the emotional aspects of 

parasocial relationships, developed through prolonged exposure (Horton & Wohl, 1956), thus 

making disengagement difficult even when consumers actively wish to step away. 

 

In accordance with self-awareness and self-regulation, the identity construction process is also 

framed by the critical positioning towards the self as a consumer. A recurring pattern concerns 

how the respondents integrate their behavioral adjustments and self-questioning into an 

evolving self-understanding. What has been observed is that respondents describe a shift away 

from identifying with influencers as means for aspiration and self-construction, like Lina 

reflected “Back in the day you maybe followed people more because they had a life that you 

thought was fun or something you wanted to achieve yourself. But today I know that it's not a 

realistic picture, so there isn't much value in it anymore beyond being a little entertaining 

sometimes”. This can be argued to illustrate what has become a more realistic self-

understanding within the context of her relationship to influencers and the aspirational function 

influencers are supposed to illuminate (Schouten et al. 2020), no longer aligns with who she 

understands herself to be. Further, it can be explained through which influencer consumption 

once functioned as a resource for consumers identity project (Arnould & Thompson, 2005), 

however as consumers develop a more critical and realistic self-understanding that resource 

loses its relevance. Jenny also reflects this shift “When I was younger I think it was very 

exciting because it was a completely new world back then. But at an older age I've just come to 

not really care that much about those kinds of things at all”. In distancing themselves from what 

influencer consumption once represented e.g aspiration and idealized lifestyles (Horton & 

Wohl, 1956), consumers construct an identity grounded in realism and self-sufficiency instead 

of aspiration or idealization. Together this resembles how identity construction within self-

evaluation is a process through the fading of identification with influencers. Similar to 

Thompson et al. (2018) conceptualization of reactive reflexivity, consumers become aware of 

the gap between who they were and who they are now. Accordingly, in such cases consumers 



may continue performing certain practices despite their contradictory nature with their current 

self-image. Together this illustrates reflexivity unfolds through the process of identity 

construction. 

 

Conclusive discussion  
 

The purpose of this study was to explore how reflexivity manifests in consumers' relationships 

with social media influencers, particularly focusing on the dimension in which it appears and 

unfolds. To answer the research questions, the findings suggest three different dimensions 

wherein reflexivity appears; commercialization, moral tensions and self-evaluation. Drawing 

on Li et al. (2023), the findings also illustrate how this reflexivity unfolds in order for consumers 

to maintain their engagement, where consumers develop awareness regarding tensions they 

experience, employ regulation strategies to manage these tensions and justify their participation 

in ways that preserve a coherent sense of self. The participants sought to maintain a sense of 

autonomy where reflexivity functioned as means of participating in influencer culture while 

simultaneously distancing themselves from it. Across all three dimensions, reflexivity emerges 

as an interpretative process through which consumers critically negotiate continued 

engagement despite experienced tensions. In this sense, the findings may indicate a broader 

shift in how influencer culture is engaged with by consumers. Across all three dimensions, 

reflexivity as an interpretative process through which consumers critically negotiate continued 

engagement despite experienced tensions. The different forms of regulation by participants such 

as selective or private consumption, emotional distancing, temporary disengagement and 

separating the influencer from the content they produce show ongoing negotiation processes. 

Consumers continue engaging in behaviours they simultaneously question in order to maintain 

consistency in identity and everyday routines (Thompson et al., 2018). Continuation of 

engagement more privately while distancing themselves from visible interaction suggests that 

influencer consumption may have become culturally ambivalent and associated with symbolic 

stigma.  

 

Previous research talks about moral ambivalence in consumption (Badran et al. 2025) where 

contradictory evaluations coexist rather than being resolved. In contrast to this, our findings 

suggest that such ambivalence may not purely be an outcome in the context of consumer 

relationships with influencers, but instead perhaps constitute a normalized condition for 

participation within influencer culture itself. By distancing themselves symbolically from what 

they perceive as naive or excessive influencer consumption, the self-image was protected. 

Largely visible in the dimension of self-evaluation, respondents were clear about what their 

engagement signals about them as individuals and their own desired image of self in connection 

to influencers and others.  

 

As influencer marketing has become largely commercialized, consumers appear to have 

developed more sophisticated forms of persuasion knowledge and marketplace awareness. 

Transforming engagement to be enacted through scepticism, where influencer relationships 

remain engaging. Although respondents questioned the value and morality of influencer culture, 

engagement continued to fulfill functions related to entertainment, curiosity, inspiration and 

habitual media consumption. This suggests that influencer engagement may resemble a low-

intensity and normalized form of social media practice rather than relationships grounded 

primarily in admiration and trust.  

 

In conclusion these findings suggest that reflexivity enables engagement shaped by ongoing 

negotiation between criticism and continued participation. Engagement here persists through 



fragmented and situational forms of evaluation in which criticism and engagement can coexist. 

Thus, this study points toward an observation that influencer culture itself might be entering a 

new phase where the parasocial relationship is no longer built on admiration but a kind of 

sceptical participation, This study presents that influencer-consumer relationships are sustained 

through ambivalence, reflexivity and consumers efforts to maintain a critical yet coherent sense 

of self. Taken together our main findings and theoretical contribution is the identification of 

reflexivity as a multidimensional and ongoing process through which consumers manage 

tensions and engagement inherent in influencer culture. Implying that consumers do not simply 

either trust influencers and engage or distrust and disengage. Instead, they develop ongoing and 

sometimes contradictory relationships where consumers actively negotiate, justify and 

reinterpret their engagement rather than resolve it. 

 

Theoretical & Practical Implications 

 

This study has resulted in contributing to existing theoretical perspectives on consumers 

relationships with influencers by shifting the focus from trust authenticity and persuasion 

effectiveness toward reflexive engagement and ambivalence. Theoretical insights from this 

study both align with previous research and extend current knowledge by offering additional 

and more nuanced insights into how consumers navigate tensions between scepticism and 

continued engagement. 

 

This study addressed an existing research gap regarding how consumers maintain engagement 

with influencers despite experiencing discomfort, scepticism or moral concern. Previous studies 

have primarily focused on explaining why influencer marketing is effective, often emphasizing 

trust and authenticity as key factors for driving engagement and purchase intentions (Lou & 

Yuan, 2019; Kim & Kim, 2021). Our findings support this notion to an extent, as participants 

recurrently referenced authenticity as a central evaluative criterion in their relationships with 

influencers. However, the study also reveals that authenticity rather is  a quality that the 

respondents continuously evaluate and negotiate over time, based on what they post, how many 

collaborations they take on and whether their behaviour aligns with the image they have built 

rather than creating. Although it is a quality that matters for evaluation it is not a quality that 

simply determines engagement. Suggesting that authenticity perceptions may be less important 

when it comes to driving engagement especially as the concept of influencers has matured and 

people are more aware of the underlying mechanisms. Thus authenticity may be more dynamic 

than prior research has assumed. 

 

Previous research has also shown that consumers can develop strong emotionally meaningful 

relationships with influencers, occasionally resembling those of  real friendships, which have 

been referred to as parasocial relationships (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Our study confirms that 

these bonds exist within our data as participants frequently described a sense of attachment and 

familiarity with influencers they had followed over longer periods. However, a theoretical 

insight emerging from our findings is that parasocial relationships are not undermined by 

scepticism, which previous research has to some extent overlooked. The emotional bond does 

not seem to prevent consumers from becoming critical or uncomfortable, instead scepticism 

seems to restructure the parasocial relationship. Consumers in our study frequently described 

feeling both attached to an influencer and simultaneously disturbed by their behaviour. Rather 

than the bond simply breaking, consumers instead found ways to stay involved while managing 

their discomfort, for instance by becoming more selective in what content they consumed or by 

emotionally distancing themselves from certain aspects of the influencers behaviour.  This 

nuance adds an important layer to existing literature as existing research has largely treated 



emotional closeness as a trust reinforcing mechanism (Leung et al. 2022) without accounting 

for how that closeness may be maintained alongside ongoing critical evaluation, as illustrated 

when consumers described a feeling of both attached and disturbed simultaneously. 

 

A further contribution concerns how consumers respond to recognizing that influencer content 

is commercially driven. Previous research has suggested that when consumers become aware 

of persuasive intent behind content, they tend to become more resistant and less engaged 

(Boerman et al. 2012; Kirmani & Campbell, 2009). Our findings show a more complicated 

picture, as heightened persuasion awareness was frequently found to become integrated into 

continued engagement, rather than resulting in disengagement. Across the material, consumers 

who recognized commercial intent incorporated that knowledge into their self-image of being 

a non-naive and aware consumer, implying that persuasion knowledge paradoxically became a 

reason to stay. This suggests that scepticism can operate as a mechanism of continued 

engagement rather than resistance, which presents a meaningful extension of current persuasion 

knowledge framework. Furthermore, the findings of this study contribute to Consumer Culture 

Theory by Arnould & Thompson (2005) where consumer engagement functions as a form of 

identity work, seeing the self as reflective and autonomous, aware of manipulation or 

problematic behavior.  

 

The final theoretical contribution concerns the dimension of self-evaluation identified in the 

study. While existing influencer research has focused primarily on how consumers evaluate 

external actors such as  influencers and brands, our findings reveal that consumers not only 

think critically about externalities but also question themselves within this social media context. 

Respondents reflected on what their consumption habits signal about them as individuals by 

actively managing the visibility of their engagement to control how they are perceived by 

others. This self-directed dimension within the context of consumers and influencers has 

received less attention in existing literature. We have contributed to existing literature of both 

influencer marketing and consumer culture theory by illustrating how identity work in digital 

environments increasingly involves managing the visible traces of consumption (Arnould & 

Thompson, 2005).  

 

Regarding practical implications the findings point towards some concrete recommendations, 

particularly for marketers working with influencers and want to develop effective and 

sustainable marketing strategies.  

 

First off, in accordance with this study we want to highlight how engagement may be interpreted 

and measured by practitioners. A common assumption in influencer marketing is that high 

engagement metrics, such as views, likes and follows, reflect genuine interest, trust or 

admiration for the influencer and the content they produce. Our study might challenge these 

assumptions as several of the participants described engaging with influencers out of habit, 

curiosity or even critical observation, without necessarily feeling a genuine connection or trust 

toward the influencer. Some respondents continued watching content from influencers they 

actively disliked or morally disagreed with and others deliberately hid their engagement. In 

essence this tells us that strong engagement numbers can conceal a variety of attitudes, 

including skepticism and discomfort, as well as missing out on potential engagement. 

Therefore, marketers should be cautious what the numbers imply, that high engagement on 

influencer content does not automatically signal that the audience is susceptible to brand 

messaging or likely to act on recommendations. Our suggestion is that practitioners should look 

beyond surface-level metrics and consider more qualitative indicators of audience sentiment.  

 



Second, a key takeaway is the importance of authenticity consistency in influencer partnerships. 

Given that moral tensions and reflexive distancing were most commonly triggered by 

collaborations perceived as inconsistent with an influencer's established persona and not by 

commercialization per se, marketers should prioritize partnerships that feel natural and aligned 

with the influencers typical content and values. Additionally, investing in long-term 

partnerships is to be preferred as consumers are increasingly sensitive to repetitive promotions 

which are experienced as overwhelming and inauthentic. Sustained partnerships that align with 

the persona of the influencer are more likely to be perceived as genuine thus can strengthen the 

credibility of the brand messaging and reduce the risk of triggering reflexive disengagement.  

 

Finally, practitioners should further remain attentive to the moral dimension of 

influencers  behaviour beyond sponsored content. Our findings suggest that consumers evaluate 

influencers not only as content creators but as moral actors and that perceived irresponsibility 

or value contradictions shapes how followers relate to both the influencer and associated brands. 

Therefore ensuring value alignment between brand and influencers extends beyond aesthetic 

fit. For instance, before entering a partnership, brands should consider the overall image, 

communication and behavior presented over an explicit amount of time to ensure value 

alignment. Taken together, campaigns built on transparency and genuine alignment with 

consumer values are likely to be more effective. 

 

Limitations and directions for future research  
 

While this study provides valuable insights into how consumers reflexively negotiate their 

engagement with social media influencers, several limitations can be acknowledged. Firstly, 

this study is based on qualitative interviews and thereby captures participants' individual 

reflections rather than actual social media behaviour. As reflexivity itself involves identity 

construction respondents may position themselves as more critical and resistant than they are 

in everyday consumption practices. Especially, when referring to the dimension of self-

evaluation, that specifically concerns how consumers construct and perform a critical self-

image, the interview setting may have actively invited this kind of identity construction. In 

addition to this, the interview setting may stimulate reasoning that is not always consciously 

active during ordinary social media use. Future research could therefore benefit from 

observational approaches, digital ethnography or longitudinal methods examining how 

reflexive engagement unfolds in real-time digital environments.  

 

Another limitation concerns the demographic scope of the study. The sample primarily consists 

of Swedish young adults within a narrow age range (20-30 years old) limiting the transferability 

of our findings to other social contexts. Additionally, as argued in the methodological section 

social media users in ages under 20 are statistically more deeply embedded in influencer culture 

and may experience reflexivity differently. Consumers over 30 in contrast may have a more 

detached relationship which also could have resulted in different findings and results. Cultural 

norms regarding individuality, social media use and presentation of the self, shape how 

reflexivity and influencer engagement are experienced, particularly in relation to how 

consumers negotiate visibility, self-image and the desire to appear independent and not easily 

influenced. Future research should regarding this examine similar phenomena across different 

demographic groups or platform settings.  

 

Furthermore, focusing mostly on tension and scepticism enabled us to get a deeper 

understanding of reflexive negotiation and ambivalence. This on the other hand also meant that 



more uncomplicated forms of admiration and enjoyment received less attention. Pointing 

towards that future research could further explore why influencer engagement remains 

emotionally meaningful despite increased critical awareness and scepticism. In particular, there 

is a need for research examining the normalized and habitual low-intensity forms of 

engagement that appear to characterize contemporary influencer culture.  

 

These findings also indicate that respondents frequently positioned themselves as less 

influenced than others, suggesting that reflexivity partly maybe functions as a form of symbolic 

identity work. Future studies could investigate how consumers construct identities through 

distancing themselves from “typical” influencer audiences while remaining engaged. Finally, 

research in the future could explore how influencer-consumer relationships evolve over time, 

especially as consumers are developing their awareness of persuasive intent, commercialization 

and marketplace dynamics.  
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