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Thematic analysis in social media
Influencers: who are they
following and why?

Charles Alves de Castro*

ICD Business School, Head of Quality Assurance, Dublin, Ireland

The focus of this study is to holistically analyse the influence of social media
influencers’ content on young people’s lives in Ireland. To address this main
objective, this study aimed to answer the following research question: Who are
the five preferred influencers that this young sample follows and what are their
motives for following them? To answer this research question, this study analyzed
two free-answer questions that were part of a longer questionnaire via thematic
analysis using NVivo. This study’'s sample population comprised 81 participants
between 16 and 26 years old, part of the Generation Z cohort and living in
Ireland. The results of the analysis indicated five main motives that make this
young sample follow their preferred social media influencers. Furthermore, the
findings in this study confirm that the sample is susceptible to being influenced by
SMis in different contexts. In this regard, three drivers play a crucial role consist
of parasocial relationship, trust, and relatability. Finally, the insights discovered
in this research can provide essential information to marketers to support the
development of more effective marketing communication strategies.

KEYWORDS

social media influencers, Generation Z, Ireland, digital environment, thematic analysis,
NVivo, marketing communications

1. Introduction

Influencer marketing is becoming a popular, trending topic, particularly when contrasted
to endorsement marketing, which uses product recommendations from influencers to drive
sales (Kim and Kim, 2021). Social media influencers (SMIs) are online opinion personalities
with many followers, are experts in certain areas and tend to promote products, services
or ideas to generate engagement and shape consumer attitudes toward a brand (Double
Click, 2006; Nafees et al., 2021; Klucarova, 2022). Nonetheless, their main objectives include
broader outcomes, such as creating content to gain the attention of potential customers,
simply being famous, increasing brand awareness, trying to intensify online word-of-mouth
effects and creating customer engagement with a product or a brand (Kim and Kim, 2021).

SMIs possess a strong power to promote brands, products and services to generate
brand awareness within a specific target audience (Ryan, 2014; Chaffey, 2021; Sanchez-
Fernandez and Jiménez-Castillo, 2021). A given brand usually contracts SMIs to promote
their products, increase sales, raise brand awareness and expand word-of-mouth (Ryan,
2014; Chaffey, 2021; Sanchez-Fernandez and Jiménez-Castillo, 2021). In marketing
communications in particular, SMIs have become an increasingly valuable community of
stakeholders who influence discourse and action and are the opinion leaders of this modern
society (Giachanou and Crestani, 2016; Ballestar et al., 2022). This has a vital role in
influencing young people in various ways due to their popularity amongst this specific age
group (Abidin, 2015; Nafees et al., 2021; Colmekcioglu et al., 2022).
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Although social media influencers target all age groups, this
article focuses on young people from 16 to 26 years old within
the Generation Z cohort living in Ireland. Generation Z is a young
people cohort born between 1997 and 2012 that tends to socialize
through social media channels, a habit that has considerably
modified their time use patterns and social interactions in all
spheres (Wood et al., 2021; Borau-Boira et al., 2022; Fan et al,,
2023). This generation responds rapidly and has a necessity for
immediacy and permanent interaction, even related to social
media, where they consider themselves competent users and make
use of these channels as their main source of information (Borau-
Boira et al., 2022). Borau-Boira et al. (2022) found that Generation
Z make more intensive use of Instagram (96%), YouTube (71.4%)
and Spotify (49.3%) than other generations. Concerning their
approach to SMIs, Gen Zers expect influencers to be interactive,
communicative, enthusiastic, credible and inspiring (Borau-Boira
etal., 2022). This cohort is therefore an ideal sample group for this
research, as they are actively online and tend to follow and interact
with SMIs. Ireland was chosen as an accessible location for data
collection and research.

The 2021 Sign of the Times survey by the Behavior and
Attitudes (B&A) Research and Insight (N = 1.000) reported
that during the COVID-19 pandemic Generation Z (classified as
aged 16-24 in this survey) have been spending more time on
TikTok and Instagram (82%) as an escape (Behaviour Attitudes
Research Insight, 2021; Reaper, 2021). This rise might relate to
the rise of mental health issues during the pandemic; 70% of this
generation feel that COVID has worsened their mental health,
and 65% (compared with 43% of the total sample) feel tired all
the time (Behaviour Attitudes Research Insight, 2021; Reaper,
2021). Furthermore, the time spent on streaming services as
entertainment are also high, with 93% consuming content from
at least one online entertainment source (Behaviour Attitudes
Research Insight, 2021; Reaper, 2021).

Additionally, the Digital News Report Ireland 2020, a study
for the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism at Oxford
University, found that Gen Z in Ireland is also increasingly using
social media as their primary source for news consumption,
growing by 3% points over 5 years (Kirk et al, 2020) with
smartphones being used by 71% of Gen Zers as their primary device
for accessing news, an increase of 18% points over 5 years (Kirk
et al., 2020).

The literature available about SMIs and their impact on
young people is limited, even more so regarding the influence
of SMIs on Generation Z
(2022) state that SMI is a relatively new topic of academic

in Ireland. Borau-Boira et al.

research; there are still few studies exploring how followers
perceive the figure of the influencer, which is crucial to design
marketing strategies.

The purpose of the present study is to holistically analyse the
influence of social media influencer content on young peoples’
lives. This objective can be summarized as the following question:
Who are the five preferred influencers that this young sample
follows and what are their motives for following them? This article
highlights responses to this question through a thematic analysis.
This research was conducted in Ireland with participants living
in Ireland, and they pertain to the Generation Z cohort aged 16
to 26.
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2. Methods
2.1. Participants

The sample population was recruited via two educational
institutions in Ireland: a secondary school and a private higher
education institution. All participants were volunteers, and no
incentives were offered to participate in this study. The sample was
selected purposively utilizing a homogeneous sampling scheme.
The sample size was set according to the purposeful sampling
theory that “is based on the premise that seeking out the best cases
for the study produces the best data, and research results are a
direct result of the cases sampled” (Leavy, 2017, p. 79). First, two
educational institutions were contacted, which agreed to participate
in this study. Next, written consent was obtained from subjects over
18 years old and from subjects and their parents or legal guardians
when under 18 years old.

Sample demographics (Figure 1) of the total population (N =
81) are as follows: N = 50 female, N = 31 male; N = 56 ages from
16 to 19 years old, N = 25 ages from 20 to 26 years old; N =
52 are enrolled in a secondary school and N = 29 are enrolled in
a private higher education institution (Jackson and Bazeley, 2019;
NVivo, 2022). All participants lived in Ireland at the time of study
and pertained to the Generation Z cohort.

2.2. Design and apparatus

This article is part of the qualitative strand of the research
project “An investigation of the personality traits that could
identify young people who will be susceptible to influence by social
media influencers (SMIs): the case of Gen Zers in Ireland.” This
qualitative strand, utilizing deductive thematic analysis, analyses
two free-answer questions part of a longer questionnaire called
“Susceptibility to be Influenced by SMIs (SUSIS Questionnaire).”
SUSIS Questionnaire is attached as Supplementary material. This
method was chosen for accessibility, reliability, and flexibility
(Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Two free-answer questions of the SUSIS questionnaire were
designed to get as much insights as possible from the participants’
responses. These questions are: Q5-Please indicate your five most
favorite influencers and in which social media channel you follow
them; and Q6-Please indicate five main motives that make you
follow your favorite influencers. The responses to these questions
directly correlate to the research question of the present study: Who
are the five preferred influencers that this young sample follows,
and what are their motives for following them?

2.3. Data collection

Data was collected in 2022 at two educational institutions
in Ireland: a secondary school and a private higher education
institution, in-person, via paper questionnaire. The questionnaire
informed the participants about the topic studied, their right to
withdraw from the study at any time, that their participation
was volunteered, the researchers contact information and that
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Participants Demographics
Sex Age Institution Course of Study
Sex=Female (50) Age =16 (36) Secondary School (52) Leaving Certificate (31)
Sex=Male (31) Age =17 (13) Private Higher Education Institution (29) | = Secondary School (14)
Total (81) Age=18(5) Total (81) Transition Year (TY) (7)
Age=19(2) Undergraduate Course (23)
Age=20(1) Postgraduate Course (6)
Age=21(3) Total (81)
Age=22(1)
Age=23(2)
Age=25(12)
Age =26 (6)
Total (81)
FIGURE 1
Demographic information of the sample population

participants must be living in Ireland and use social media to
participate. Then, participants were asked for consent to complete
the first section of the questionnaire. All names were replaced by
Participant 1, Participant 2, 3, 4, 5, etc., in numerical order.

The participants’ views were clear in their answers, writing
between one to three lines of text. All text was transcribed
from the paper-based questionnaire outlining the 5 favorite
influencers that this young sample follows, the channels where
they follow them and the motives to be following them. Not
all participants filled all blanks or linked the influencers to the
specific motives. All Word files were converted to PDF and stored
in NVivo.

3. Procedure, material and results

Thematic analysis (TA) is a foundational technique for
qualitative analysis because this method offers core skills that are
valuable for conducting various types of qualitative analyses (Braun
and Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis (TA) is very commonly
used in, but not limited to, psychology and has been previously
demonstrated to enable reliable analyses in pragmatic research
projects (Penders et al, 2019). This method seeks themes or
patterns through a dataset (Saunders et al., 2019). In addition, it is
not tied to a specific research philosophy, providing flexibility and
straightforward use (Saunders et al., 2019). The TA was designed
to be transparent around the process and practice of the method to
ensure reliability (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

In this study, a six-phase process proposed by Braun and
Clarke (2006) was used to conduct the TA, designed to support
the researcher in recognizing and attending to the important
elements of a TA, and is a flexible process (Xu and Zammit,
2020). The six phases are as follows: (1) familiarizing yourself
with your data; (2) generating initial codes; (3) searching for
themes; (4) reviewing themes; (5) defining and naming themes;
and (6) producing the report. For pragmatic orientation, a
deductive assumption was employed to interpret the data to ensure
that the codes could contribute to generating themes that were
relevant to answer the research question, as well as to make
sure that the emphasized participant/data-based meanings were
relevant (Byrne, 2022).
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BOX 1 Example of preliminary notes taken during phase 1,
elaborated by the author (2022).

“Students have been using the word “relatable” very often”.

“There is a great diversity of influencers, and it might be difficult to find a
pattern”.

“Participants always refer to celebrities and singers as influencers”.
“Participants were not assigning the influencers to the motives (Q5 to Q6),
they were generalising the motives”.

“Participants tend to be motivated and inspired by their influencers”.

Data were transcribed from the paper-based questionnaires,
organized with NVivo 12 Pro and Excel, and then stored (NVivo,
2022). NVivo was then used to sort the qualitative data into codes
and nodes, organizing themes and patterns for deep analysis and
giving further insights into this research. Influencers, channels and
motives were analyzed in different codes. All answers to question
5 in which participants had to indicate their favorite influencers
and channels, were researched during transcription for better
familiarization with the data and confirmation that the influencers
exist and produce online content on the channel listed. Notes about
the data were taken (Box 1) due to the importance of documenting
the data analysis for transparency (Byrne, 2022).

Next, initial codes were generated to categorize data with
similar meanings (Saunders et al., 2019). Coding involves labeling
each unit of data within a data item with a code that summarizes
the excerpt’s meaning (Jackson and Bazeley, 2019). This is a process
in which researchers are encouraged to examine the entire dataset
systematically, treat each data element with equal consideration and
identify facets of the data item that may help develop themes (Braun
and Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2022). A code can be a single word or a
short expression; a unit of data is a number of words and sentences
(Saunders et al., 2019).

In this coding process, all data that could be useful in answering
the research question and contribute to the research question (RQ)
were coded to help identify and interpret themes (Braun and
Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2022). A codebook was generated by NVivo,
as seen below in Table 1, including code names, descriptions, the
number of respondents and the number of references per node,
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a count of the number of selections within a source coded into a
node (Jackson and Bazeley, 2019). As some participants did not
fill in all blanks, according to their interests and preferences, the
response column varies. Some participants might not have five
favorite influencers or five main motives to follow these influencers.
The coding process was flexible, thinking mainly about answering
the RQ and contribute to the research purpose with influencers,
channels and motives receiving their own sets of nodes from 1 to 5.

NVivo was used to generate graphs for comparison and
interpretation of the coding process, such as the number of cases
coded by age (Graph 1) or by sex (Graph 2). Cases represent units
of analysis (Jackson and Bazeley, 2019).

The highest cases coded were counted in the ages 16 to 17,
which composed most of the population, followed by the group 25
to 26 (N = 18). The most cases coded appear in the influencer and
motive nodes as these spaces in the questionnaire required more
effort compared to channels, which required one or two words (e.g.,
YouTube, Instagram or both).

After all relevant data was coded, patterns and relationships
were identified and a list of themes related to the RQ and
research objective was created. A theme is a broader category
containing multiple codes that appear to be related to each other
and indicate ideas that are generally important to the research
question (Saunders et al., 2019).

Delving into the data and codes, judgements were made to
create relationships among codes until themes evolved. Six aspects
were taken into consideration prior to and during the establishment
of themes: (1) the fundamental concepts in the codes; (2) evident
patterns; (3) important elements; (4) trends; (5) codes that appear
to relate to one another; and (6) reasons as to why and how codes
are seemingly related (Bryman, 2004; Braun and Clarke, 20065
Saunders et al., 2019).

Word similarity was also analyzed using NVivo at a code level
and visualized by clustering (Graph 3). The “Channels” element has
more word similarities, indicating more patterns. The “Motives”
element can generate patterns; however, the similarity is medium
to low. Finally, the “Influencers” nodes show a diversity of words,
with similarity among only four, indicating that generating patterns
in this regard will be difficult.

The influencer and channel codes were analyzed first to identify
patterns and relationships. As the RQ involves five preferred
influencers for this young sample population, patterns were created
with a ranking scale from 1 to 5, indicating the first to fifth
most preferred influencers. The most cited influencers, channels
and created themes were then selected based on this ranking
scale. Nodes were then created in NVivo using the theme names
for storage.

Upon organizing the data, a word frequency analysis was
carried out for each node, identifying the most cited influencers and
channels (Table 2). To ensure that the entire sample population was
considered, all preferred influencers and channels were included in
this analysis, not just the most cited examples. This is because, in
qualitative analysis, it is essential to explore the participants’ views
and gather as many insights as possible (Morse, 1994).

This word count ranking confirms the clustering data from
Graph 3, due to the spread of the data, often ranging from 2 to
7 duplicate citations. This is contrasted with channels, in which
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frequency counts were much higher for Instagram, followed by
YouTube and TikTok.

Motive codes were then analyzed, storing the patterns and
relationships into new theme nodes using NVivo. Themes
were created based on participant responses and experimenter
interpretation of these data, taking the RQ into consideration
to identify patterns and relationships. Figure 2 below shows an
example of theme nodes in NVivo and their connection to
codes. This analytical step goes beyond outlining the motives,
additionally contrasting and correlating participant responses with
theoretical interpretation.

In my analysis of motives, I engaged in a comprehensive
process that began with an examination of motive codes,
focusing on identifying patterns and relationships to create new
thematic nodes within NVivo. The analysis, depicted visually with
colored circles for codes, themes, and sub-themes, went beyond
merely outlining motives and involved a careful interpretation of
participant responses and alignment with the theory. Themes were
generated during a third phase, followed by an exhaustive fourth
phase where I performed a recursive review of candidate topics,
considering factors such as theme quality, boundaries, meaning,
and coherence. This meticulous review led to the elimination
of themes that did not fit my analysis and culminated in the
creation of a final thematic map that significantly contributed to
answering the research question and achieving the objectives of
the study.

The central theme identified based on the analysis is the
“demonstration of some degree of being influenced by SMIs,” since
many quotes demonstrate a degree of influence in various ways,
including entertainment, motivation, inspiration or some sense of
familiarity. Other behavioral themes were generated based on an
analysis of the participants’ responses and related to the theory
covered in this research. These themes are “showing some degree

» o«

of parasocial relationship,” “showing some degree of trust” and
“showing some degree of relatability.” Identifying themes related
to these theories provides an insightful answer to the RQ, making
comparisons and synthesis possible.

Finally, the last themes created were the main motives to
be influenced by SMIs since the influence was evident through
their responses. In this analysis, each quote and its power,
clarity, linkage to the theory and connection among themes
were considered rather than ranking by frequency of a code.
Such themes concerning motives are: “seeking for entertainment,”

» «

“following them because their content is interesting,” “following
them because of product/brand recommendations,” “searching
for advice, tips and learning” and “interested in their lifestyle
and/or demonstrating interest in mental health, motivation,
healthy lifestyle, wellbeing and positive thoughts.” Sub-themes
were identified based on occurrences linked to the main themes:
“influenced by some sense of social causes or social justice,
“searching for news, political opinion and general information,”
“showing some degree of care for appearance, fashion, body image
and body satisfaction” and “searching for content related to sports,
gym and fitness.” These sub-themes are motives by individuals to
make them following influencers.

Next, a recursive review of candidate topics was carried out
in relation to the coded data elements and the dataset as a

frontiersin.org
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TABLE 1 Code book for the influencers, channels and motives, indicating descriptions and numbers of responses and references.

Code name (nodes) Description Responses References ‘
Influencer 1 1% through 5™ favorite influencers 79 79
Influencer 2 77 77
Influencer 3 69 70
Influencer 4 62 62
Influencer 5 55 55
Channel 1 Social media channels on which the participants prefer to see their 1° through 76 83
5% favorite influencers’ content
Channel 2 74 84
Channel 3 67 74
Channel 4 58 64
Channel 5 53 60
Motive 1 The 1% through 5™ main motives that make the participants follow their favorite 80 83
influencers
Motive 2 76 77
Motive 3 67 68
Motive 4 61 63
Motive 5 53 56
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Codes by age, elaborated by the author using NVivo (2022).

Frontiersin Communication

05

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2023.1217684
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
https://www.frontiersin.org

Alves de Castro

10.3389/fcomm.2023.1217684

Makix Coding Query - Ruwulls Provion

W
Doarez
Woeres
| =T

Wrere 1
@ rrvencr 2
e 1
CYrriseeee s

Wirssecss o

| 2
[
[ 2
(m 2T

Codes by sex, elaborated by the author using NVivo (2022).

[
£
4
H
H
T — T — -
8 2 5 3 % £ 2 ¢ 8 2} 3 b % b OB i
s 3 3 3 » £§ § § 3 § § & 5 § & E
EERE BRI I I
%,
w%
"-.“&Q
“
GRAPH 2

whole (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2022). Some refinement
requisites were as follows, (1) if they are themes; (2) the quality
of these themes; (3) the boundaries of these themes; (4) if they
are meaningful; and (5) if there is coherence in the generation of
themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2022). A review of the
relationships among the data items and codes that inform each
theme and sub-theme was then conducted, followed by a revision of
the candidate themes in relation to the data set (Braun and Clarke,
2006; Byrne, 2022). After rigorous analysis, 4 themes and 2 sub-
themes did not fit into the RQ and were removed. These negative
cases should be seen as positive for the research, as the analysis will
help refine explanations and interpretations (Saunders et al., 2019).

Once the data were coded and organized, the thematic
structure was analyzed and presented to name and define
themes that express the RQ and research objective (Braun and
Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2022). The themes were brought together
to create a clear and informative narrative that matches the
content of the dataset and is relevant to RQ (Figure 3) and
research objectives as recommended by the main theorists (Braun
and Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2022). During a final revision, some
themes were consolidated without the need to remove or modify
any themes.

Multiple excerpts from the data collected were chosen to
support the analysis of the RQ in a clear and persuasive way
while maintaining the diversity of the participants’ viewpoints and
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the coherence and cohesion of the analysis (Braun and Clarke,
2006; Byrne, 2022). These excerpts were deeply analyzed and
interpreted according to its constitutive theme, considering the
broader context of the research and the linkage among themes and
sub-themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2022). This was done
by illustratively covering a surface-level analysis of what subjects
wrote in the SUSIS questionnaire (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Byrne,
2022).

The themes and sub-themes, outlining the main excerpts
from the data in a quotation format, were documented with an
illustrative analysis for each theme and sub-theme (Appendix 1).
Themes and sub-themes related to channels and influencers were
quantitatively ranked and fully and deeply analyzed in the above
sections and are therefore not included in this Appendix. The data
excerpt table links themes and sub-themes, additionally including
an interpretation of participants’ views and an explanation as to the
ranking of the motives.

4. Summary of findings and discussion

The purpose of the present study was to holistically analyse
the influence of social media influencer (SMI) content on young
people’s lives. To address this objective, this study focuses on the
following research question: Who are the five preferred influencers

frontiersin.org
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that this young sample follows and what are their motives for
following them? This is since understanding motives for following
SMIs also led to a better understanding of the influence of SMI
content in their lives.

The data and its analysis showed that this young sample
population exhibits at least some degree of susceptibility to be
influenced by SMIs from different perspectives. The parasocial
relationship that is usually attributed to celebrity culture can also
be identified in the field of SMIs, and this research supported this
link from the relatability, attachment and high level of knowledge
about SMIs and their content that participants expressed, as if they
were a friend (Horton and Wohl, 1956; Aw et al., 2023). This
illusory relationship occurs when influencers show their day-to-
day routine, lifestyle and part of their intimate and private life
through their posts, therefore establishing an illusory personal
bond with their followers (Borau-Boira et al., 2022). Yuan and Lou
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(2020) outline that influencers are social agents that contribute to
the audience’s parasocial experience with them, such as through
social mediation. Borau-Boira et al. (2022) confirmed that the
main defining factors of an influencer’s strength for Generation Z
are communicative skills (54.5%), dynamism of posts (57.9%) and
interaction with audiences (61.7%). Linking these factors with the
research data, a parasocial relationship could be inferred between
the sample population and their listed influencers. Some degree of
intimacy from different perspectives, such as interactive, marketing
and disclosive, could be observed.

From a marketing perspective, parasocial relationships can
lead to trust, thereby leading to increased levels of purchase
intentions and brand evaluations, mainly when the SMI content
contains advertising disclosures (Breves et al., 2021). As seen from
the data, there is a certain degree of trust related to participant
interaction with SMI content. The sample trust their influencers
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TABLE 2 Word frequency analysis by themes/nodes, elaborated by the author using NVivo (2022).

Theme analysis—influencers and social media channels

Theme—1% preferred influencers Word frequency count Theme - 1% preferred channels Word frequency count
1. KSI 7 1. Instagram 37

2. Molly Mae 4 2. YouTube 34

3. Ronaldo 3 3. TikTok

4. PewDiePie 2 4. Telegram

T —

|
|

4. Twitter

1. KSI 3 1. Instagram 40
1. Olivia Neill 3 2. YouTube 28
2. Chloe Burrows 2 3. TikTok 12
2. Ronaldo 2 4. Spotify 4
2. Sidemen 2

H
|

1. CBUM 2 1. Instagram 35
2. Sidemen 2 2. YouTube 23
3. W28 2 3. TikTok 13
4. Spotify 2
5. Twitch 1

|
|

1. Adele 2 1. Instagram 28
1. Hybrid Calisthenics 2 2. YouTube

1. Emma Chamberlain 2 3. TikTok

1. Olivia Neill 2 4. Spotify

1. Sidemen 2 5. Twitch

17
13
4
1
1

|
|

5. Twitter

1. Sidemen 2 1. Instagram 29
1. Jacksepticeye 2 2. YouTube 15
1. Kardashian 2 3. TikTok 12
4. Twitter 2
5. Twitch 1
5. Spotify 1

when searching for products and brand recommendations, which
can be explained through a high level of parasocial relationship.
Additionally, the sample shows some sense of relatability to their
SMIs, sharing common characteristics and personality traits. This
might be another factor that strengthens the relationship between
followers and SMIs, as they perceive their own characteristics and
personality in their influencers.

These three main themes—parasocial relationship, trust, and
relatability-are the main factors that make this sample susceptible
to being influenced by SMIs. Therefore, this influence is the central
theme in the present thematic analysis. As such, the answer to the

Frontiersin Communication

research question is evident in the thematic map (Figure 3), mainly
because this map was generated with the research purpose and
research question in mind. The main influencers that this young
sample follows, sorted by participant ranking, are seen in Table 3.

These influencers can be inferred to influence this sample
more than other SMIs as they were cited more frequently.
These influencers, a brief description and the type of content
they post, their preferred social media platform and number of
followers/subscribers can be found in Appendix 2. These data can
be useful to improve marketing research as well as to enhance the
quality of marketing communication.
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FIGURE 2

yellow circles represent sub-themes.

Codes and Themes for Motives, elaborated by the author via NVivo (2022). Orange circles represent codes, green circles represent themes and

The main channels for the influencers are also the most cited
social media channels in this study. Instagram is the most cited
channel for all five ranking places, followed by YouTube and
TikTok. This data is linked to SMI main channels (Appendix 2).
This is in line with the understanding that Gen Zers are more
present on Instagram and YouTube (Borau-Boira et al.,, 2022).
Channels are important to create more effective digital marketing
and integrated marketing communications strategies (Ryan, 2014;
Chen et al., 2022).

The various motives in this study are directly connected to
the susceptibility of this young sample to being influenced by
SMIs since the reasons given are the catalysts that explain their
attachment to influencers’ content. Many motives exist for the
consumption of influencer content, including interest, escapism,
community, subjective norms related to the influencer, relatability,
influencer authenticity, influencer-related perceived behavior
control, attitudes toward the influencer, personal relevance, trust,
inspiration and perceived risk (Coco and Eckert, 2020; Chopra
et al.,, 2021; Croes and Bartels, 2021; Klucarova, 2022). In this
population of youth in Ireland, five main motives and some sub-
themes were documented.

The first motive that makes this young sample follow their
influencers was “Seeking for entertainment,” which the sample
demonstrated through many quotes, outlined in Appendix 2. This
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motive has already been referenced in the literature, in which
it is related to parasocial relationships and the entertainment
value of content to make that content more engaging and
attractive. This is especially true after the COVID-19 outbreak,
upon which influencer marketing grew and people increasingly
turned to social media for entertainment and online social
experiences (Kim and Kim, 2021; Rohde and Mau, 2021). This
theme is connected to parasocial relationships and the next
main motive.

After entertainment, the second main motive was “Following
them because their content is interesting’ as indicated by
responses that clearly outlined interest in SMI content. While
interest in SMI content can make a given person search for
and follow the influencer, this varies and depends on each
person’s interests and needs. This theme is linked to the theme
of trust, since the factors that cause participants to show
interest are what might lead them to trust the influencers and
their content.

Trust is also directly linked to the third main motive, “Following
them because of products/brands recommendations.” This is evident
from responses that indicated that the participants receive and
search for content related to product/brand recommendations,
additionally trusting these reccommendations. SMIs are well-known
to be important in marketing communications to build trust and
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FIGURE 3

Finalized thematic map demonstrating themes, sub-themes and relationships.
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TABLE 3 Consolidated ranking of the 5 Main Influencers by frequency.

Ranking—5 main influencers

1t KSI

2nd | KSI, Olivia Neill

3 | CBUM, Sidemen, W2S

4th Adele, Hybrid Calisthenics, Emma Chamberlain, Olivia Neill, Sidemen

5t Sidemen, Jacksepticeye, Kardashian

loyalty (Ryan, 2014; Coates et al., 2019; Hughes et al., 2019; Ki
et al., 2020; Kim and Kim, 2021; Rohde and Mau, 2021; Sdnchez-
Fernandez and Jiménez-Castillo, 2021; Zhou et al., 2021; Dinh and
Lee, 2022; Masuda et al., 2022). This study shows that SMIs indeed
hold an important role in influencing young people to follow
brands and buy products and are therefore key players in marketing
strategies and should be taken into consideration to enhance the
effectiveness of strategies, particularly in terms of digital marketing
and social media marketing.

The next motive “Searching for advice, tips and learning” also
demonstrates some degree of trust, as they are relying on SMIs to
provide advice and be a source for learning. This is in addition to
using SMIs as a source for “news, political opinions and general
information,” one of the sub-themes. This is in line with the
results from the Digital News Report Ireland 2020, which showed
that Gen Z in Ireland is increasingly using social media as their
primary source for news consumption (Kirk et al., 2020). This is
also congruent with the results from a study involving in-depth
interviews of small, female sample (N = 18) aged 18-30 years
old, in which the participants were more likely to follow the
advice of influencers than celebrities, deeming them more credible
(Djafarova and Rushworth, 2017).

Finally, the last motive was built based on participant
response patterns (Appendix 1): “Interested in their lifestyle and/or
demonstrating interest in mental health, motivation, healthy lifestyle,
wellbeing and positive thoughts.” This theme is linked to the theme
of relatability and two sub-themes: “Showing some degree of care
for appearance, fashion, body image and body satisfaction” and
“searching for content related to sports, gym and fitness.” This
theme and the two sub-themes align with much of the principal
content of the five main influencers, including CBUM, Hybrid
Calisthenics, and Olivia Neill. This demonstrates interest in the
lifestyle of SMIs, as well as different ways of living, such as a
healthy lifestyle, digital nomad lifestyle and veganism. In addition,
this theme encompasses care for appearance and seeking advice in
this regard.

A final sub-theme, “influenced by some sense of social cause or
social justice,” is linked to the core theme. This sub-theme might
leverage the degree of influence, since some participants show
specific interest in influencers that have content related to women’s
rights, environment/climate change and injustices. Indeed, green
influencers who are engaged in climate change and social causes
are known to be impactful and engaging among their followers
(Pittman and Abell, 2021; Yildirim, 2021).

Additionally, through this holistic analysis the sample
population in this study was found to be susceptible to being
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influenced by SMIs in several different contexts. The main
drivers that generated this influence were parasocial relationship,
trust and relatability. Different results can stem from such
influence, mostly related to entertainment, interest in the content
produced by SMIs and product/brand recommendations. From a
marketing perspective and the participant responses, it is evident
that SMIs have an important and influential role in marketing
communication strategies, specifically regarding product and
brand recommendations.

Finally, the data analysis of a young sample population reveals
a complex relationship between social media influencers (SMIs)
and their followers. The susceptibility of these young individuals to
be influenced by SMIs is intricately linked to three main themes:
parasocial relationship, trust, and relatability. These participants
seem to view their favorite influencers as friends, demonstrating
relatability, attachment, and extensive knowledge about SMIs and
their content. This illusory relationship, fostered through intimate
insights into influencers’ lives, lays a foundation of trust that
impacts participants’ purchase intentions and brand evaluations.
This trust is further emphasized when the SMIs’ content contains
advertising disclosures. Influencers like KSI, Olivia Neill, and
Sidemen were frequently cited, with their effectiveness in engaging
the audience hinging on their communicative skills, dynamism
of posts, and interaction with audiences. Thus, the influence of
SMIs becomes a central theme, underpinned by the interaction of
parasocial relationships, trust, and relatability, shaping marketing
strategies and enhancing the understanding of Generation Z’s
digital engagement.

5. Implications for managers,
academics and society

For managers, especially those in marketing and branding roles,
the study’s findings are crucial. The importance of social media
influencers (SMIs) in shaping consumer behavior, particularly
among Generation Z, cannot be overstated (Nirvinen et al,
2020). Given the strong influence of parasocial relationships,
trust, and relatability, managers should focus on these dimensions
when choosing SMIs to represent their brands (Nérvinen et al.,
2020). In particular, managers could use the findings to fine-
tune their influencer marketing strategies, choosing influencers
who have strong communicative skills, post dynamically, and
most importantly, have the ability to interact effectively with
their audiences (Sijabat et al., 2022). Given that this study found
Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok to be the primary platforms
for engagement, focusing marketing strategies on these platforms
could yield significant dividends.

For academics, this study adds to the growing body of
literature on the influence of social media influencers. The findings
illuminate the multi-faceted relationship between influencers and
their followers, dominated by the dynamics of trust, relatability,
and parasocial relationships (Nédrvinen et al., 2020). Academics
could expand upon this research by examining larger and more
diverse sample sizes, diving deeper into the nuanced psychological
and social aspects of these relationships. The thematic map
and outlined motives can serve as a template for developing
more complex models or hypotheses (Kaurav et al, 2020).
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As a recommendation, future research could also explore the
ethical implications of such influence, especially in the context of
susceptibility to misinformation.

Societally, the implications are more mixed. On the one hand,
the power of influencers to build trust and engagement can
be harnessed for positive societal outcomes, such as promoting
healthy behaviors or social justice causes (Smit et al, 2022).
On the other hand, the study found that some influencers
disseminate aggressive gaming content and possibly unreliable
information, which could have negative implications (Michaelsen
et al, 2022). For policymakers, there is an urgent need to
establish a regulatory framework that ensures the responsible use
of influencer marketing, especially given its enormous impact on
younger populations (Michaelsen et al., 2022). This might include
regulations on the disclosure of paid partnerships and the vetting
of information for accuracy when SMIs discuss topics like news
or health.

In conclusion, this study holds meaningful implications across
various sectors. Managers can use the insights to refine their
marketing strategies, academics can build upon the foundation
laid by this research, and society at large needs to consider the
regulatory and ethical frameworks that can harness this influencer
power for the greater good.

6. Conclusion

The research objective of this paper was attained, which aimed
to provide insights into the factors that lead Generation Z to
be influenced by social media influencers (SMIs). The thematic
analysis brought a holistic overview of this matter using participant
responses and outlined the main influencers, their main channels
and the motives for following them. The thematic map from the
analysis can be used for, and studied more deeply in, further
research studies.

This research offers specific evidence for the influence of SMIs
on young people’s lives and is in line with previously published
findings in the area, expanding it by providing a more focused point
of view, given the sampled population. Since motives to follow
influencers can differ by age, sex, region and culture, this provides
specific insights into Generation Z youth in Ireland. Previous
studies as well as the current manuscript show important elements
related to being influenced by SMIs in different age groups.

The findings from this study can be useful for marketers
to understand the importance of SMIs within marketing
communication strategies, as well as to studies from the field of
social sciences that aim to explore the influence of SMIs from both
positive and negative perspectives. This research does not show
direct evidence of harmful content promoted by SMIs, with the
possible exception that a few influencers cited by participants might
have some degree of aggressive gaming content related to war
scenes and/or weapons. In addition, the intent of participants to
seek information related to news and political opinion may also be
a concern, as the information provided may not always be accurate,
intentionally or unintentionally, thereby drastically increasing
the spread of fake news as these influencers can reach millions
of subscribers. Similarly, the attachment to other information
provided by SMIs, such as political opinions, is also concerning.
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Acknowledging the limitations of this study is essential
to guide future research and ensure a more comprehensive
understanding of the issues under investigation. The primary
limitations encountered in this research pertain to the sample size
and access to the sample population, both of which may have an
impact on the breadth and depth of the findings.

The sample size in this study was relatively limited, which may
curtail the generalizability of our findings. Given that larger sample
sizes have the potential to uncover a wider range of themes and
subthemes, the current study’s conclusions may not fully capture
the richness and complexity of the phenomena under investigation.
It is thus recommended that future research in this area consider
using a more substantial sample size. A larger sample would allow
for a more comprehensive exploration of the themes and subthemes
pertinent to this area of study, and provide a deeper qualitative
analysis, thereby providing more robust and reliable data.

Access to the sample population was also a significant
constraint in this study. The utilization of a paper-based
questionnaire distributed face-to-face inherently restricted the
population that could be reached, limiting the diversity and range of
participants. This might have induced a bias, as those who are more
accessible or willing to participate may not be representative of the
broader population of interest. It is suggested that future studies
could adopt more inclusive and wide-reaching data collection
methods. Leveraging digital platforms for data collection, for
instance, could facilitate wider access to potential respondents,
minimize geographical constraints, and allow for more diverse
responses. This would ultimately enhance the representativeness
and validity of the findings.

In future studies, an online questionnaire may more easily
provide results from a larger sample size. Further analyses
should also more deeply investigate the motives that make
young people follow their influencers from a cross-cultural
perspective, making the results applicable to different counties
and cultures. Also, further study can investigate and define
different types of influence and content, such as contrasting
positive and negative content. Although the findings provide
important insights, it is crucial to reflect critically on some
aspects of the research, such as explicitly investigating the
effect of marketing advertisements promoted by SMIs on young
people’s lives.

This research clearly highlighted five main factors influencing
young people in Ireland to follow their influencers. In addition,
this study shows evidence that their favorite SMIs hold influence
over this sample in different contexts. Some degree of parasocial
relationship and trust are identified through the analysis as
drivers of this influence. In marketing communications, marketers
can encourage the presence of the factors discovered here
to enhance the online presence of SMIs within marketing
communication strategies focused on specific target audiences,
Marketers
might also use this study as a foundation for designing new

such as the Generation Z cohort studied here.

frameworks and strategies they wish to impose on customers
who follow influencers to increase the leverage of a marketing
communication strategy by better understanding target audiences
and the macroenvironment.

In summary, this manuscript makes a noteworthy contribution
to the field by providing a comprehensive analysis of the influence
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exerted by social media influencers (SMIs) on the lives of
Generation Z in Ireland. The research delves into the preferences
and motives of this demographic in following specific influencers,
thereby illuminating the contributing factors to this influence. The
findings underscore parasocial relationships, trust, and relatability
as the principal drivers of SMI influence on this young population.

The identified susceptibility to influencer impact is widespread,
spanning multiple contexts, including entertainment, content
interest, and product or brand recommendations. In the field
of marketing, these insights have immense relevance. The
research elucidates the paramount role of SMIs in marketing
the of
product and brand endorsements. The insights garnered can

communication strategies, especially in domain
be leveraged to bolster the effectiveness of these marketing
approaches, thus enhancing their ability to resonate with and
influence Generation Z. Additionally, this study contributes
to the understanding of how young people communicates
with  their

this phenomenon.

influencers and the potential impact behind

Moreover, this study strengthens the existing body of
literature by augmenting it with a more refined perspective
on the studied population. Despite the limitations concerning
sample size and population access, the findings proffer a deeper
comprehension of the sway of SMIs over young people’s lives.
The findings act as a stepping stone for future research,
paving the way for explorations into cross-cultural perspectives,
varying types of influence, and the impact of SMI-promoted
marketing advertisements.

Furthermore, this study goes beyond answering its central
research question about the identity and appeal of five preferred
influencers for a young sample. It embarks on a thematic
analysis to illuminate the underlying motives that make
these young individuals follow their chosen social media
influencers. With the inclusion of 81 Generation Z participants
residing in Ireland, the study findings confirm that these
young people are susceptible to the influence of SMIs across
various contexts.

Finally, this research offers valuable insights that
inform  marketing strategy and  contribute to the
academic discourse on the influence of social media

influencers on the youth. It provides a crucial starting
point for additional investigations and serves as a vital
reference for further scholarly inquiries and marketing

practices alike.
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