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Abstract: This study focuses on the use of influencers on social media to build trust-based brand-consumer connections in the
context of the digital age, with a special focus on the Chinese e-market. By analysing the impact of influencer marketing on
consumer brand trust, using Zhejiang Province as a case study, it aims to update brand trust theory for the digital marketing
environment. The paper highlights the popularity of social media in China and the potential for undue competitive behaviour by
influencer marketing. Ultimately, this marketing proposal aims to encourage the electronics industry to actively participate in

influencer marketing to enhance brand trust.
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1. Introduction

In the context of the digital age, influencers utilise their
reputation and extensive network of relationships on social
media to provide new ways of building trust-based
connections between brands and consumers, particularly in
the area of electronics which is particularly dependent on
consumer-perceived brand trust (Brown & Hayes, 2008). This
is due to the fact that electronic products often involve higher
purchase costs and demands for technical specifications.
China, the country with the largest social media presence in
the world, has reached an impressive 1.02 billion social media
users by 2022, a figure that highlights the popularity of social
media in China and the foundation it has laid for influencer
marketing (Thomala, 2023). In addition, Zhejiang Province is
considered the heartland of e-commerce in China, with e-
commerce giants such as Alibaba and a large number of social
media users, providing a rich source of case studies and data
for the study. (Zhang, 2021). Therefore, this marketing
proposal chooses Zhejiang Province as the study area to make
full use of its advancement and activity in influencer
marketing to explore in-depth the impact of influencer
marketing on consumer-perceived brand trust. Furthermore,
the theoretical significance of this study is that even though
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brand trust is a core concept in marketing research, most of
the existing theories mainly focus on the impact of traditional
marketing channels on brand trust (Keller & Lehman, 2010).
Influence (Keller & Lehmann, 2006). As influencer
marketing has become an important marketing channel,
traditional theories have not adequately considered the impact
of factors specific to the digital environment, such as
influencer credibilit influencer-brand fit, and audience
engagement. Therefore, this study contributes to updating the
brand trust theory to make it more relevant to the reality of
digital marketing. In terms of practical implications, literature
suggests that certain influencers in influencer marketing in the
Chinese electronics market engage in inappropriate
competitive practices, such as spreading inaccurate
information to discredit rivals in order to gain a competitive
advantage, and that such behaviours have triggered conflicts
within the industry (You, 2023). This marketing proposal
hopes that the results of the study will inspire the electronics
industry to do positive influencer marketing. Therefore, the
main purpose of this study is to verify whether influencer
marketing is effective in enhancing consumers' trust in brands
in the electronics market in Zhejiang Province. The structure
of this marketing proposal coversliterature review,
methodology, limitations of the research methodology, and
shows the direction for future research.



2. Literature Review
2.1. Definition of Key Term

[Keyterms _______________________________________________[Definition

Freberg et al. define influencer marketing as a form of influencing the decision-making
process of potential consumers through an individual's social media platform (Freberg
etal., 2011). However, De Veirman et al further state that influencer marketing involves
working with social media influencers to communicate a brand’'s message to a wider
audience (De Veirman et al., 2017). Influencer marketing is therefore defined as a
marketing strategy that utilises individuals with a high level of following and influence to
promote a brand, product or service through their social media platforms. While these
definitions reveal the basic framework of influencer marketing, they may not adequately
take into account the complexity and diversity of the influencer-audience relationship
and its far-reaching impact on the consumer decision-making process.

Influencer marketing

Perceived trust

Influencer credibility

Influencer-brand fit

Audience engagement

Morgan & Hunt, in their commitment-trust theory, emphasise that perceived trust refers
to the degree to which a consumer trusts a brand based on positive evaluations of the
brand's reliability, honesty and intentions (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Thus, perceived trust
specifically refers to consumers' perceptions of confidence and trust that a brand or
entity can reliably deliver on its promises and behaviours. While this definition
emphasises the cognitive aspects of trust based on brand attributes, it may not
adequately capture the influence of consumer emotions and experiences on perceived

trust.

Ohanian defines credibility as a dimensional construct based on knowledge,
trustworthiness, and attractiveness, which influence consumers’ evaluations of

information sources (Ohanian, 1990). Influencer credib

lity, therefore, sp Ily refers

to consumers' assessment of a social media influencer's expertise, honesty, and

charisma in a given domain, which directly influences the ac

ility of the

delivered by the influencer. While this definition captures the key dimensions of
influencer credibility, it may not adequately explore how these dimensions interact.

Booth & Matic discuss the degree of match between brands and endorsers,
emphasising that a good match can enhance the effectiveness of advertising
messages (Booth & Matic, 2011). Influencer-brand fit therefore specifically refers to the
alignment of the influencer's personal brand and values with the partner brand, an
alignment that is thought to enhance the effectiveness of marketing campaigns. Whilst
this definition emphasises the importance of fit for marketing effectiveness, it may
overlook how fit can be quantified and assessed.

Hollebeek et al. define audience engagement as the level of emotional, cognitive, and
behavioural input of consumers interacting with a brand (Hollebeek et al., 2014).
Audience engagement reflects the level of consumer interaction with brand content
(e.g., social media posts, videos, etc.), including liking, commenting, sharing, and
viewing behaviours. While defining multiple aspects of audience engagement, it fails to
adequately explain how different types of engagement affect brand awareness and
consumer behaviour.Subsequently, this study will outline the gap areas in existing
research.

Figure 1. Definition of Key Terms

2.2. Research Gap

In terms of geography, although there is a large body of
research on the impact of influencer marketing on brand trust,
relatively few studies have focused on specific regions (e.g.,
Zhejiang Province, China) and specific industries (e.g., the
electronics market). Geographic cultures, economic
conditions and consumer behaviours vary significantly across
regions and industries, and these factors may influence the
mechanisms by which audience engagement, influencer
credibility and brand fit act on brand trust. In-depth analyses
of the impact of these geographic and industry-specific
factors are lacking in the existing literature. In addition, while
influencer marketing and brand fit have been identified as key
factors influencing consumer trust, there is insufficient
research on how to accurately assess and optimise fit.
Furthermore, existing literature tends to focus on quantitative
metrics (e.g., the number of likes, comments, and shares)
when exploring audience engagement, while the quality and
depth of engagement is under-explored. Finally, the impact of
influencer credibility on consumers' perceived brand trust is a
complex process involving multiple factors such as individual
differences, behavioural consistency of the influencer, and the
closeness of the relationship between the consumer and the
influencer. Existing studies tend to use simplified models that
fail to adequately capture the dynamic relationships and
interactions between these variables.

2.3. The Relationship between Influencer
Credibility and Consumer Perceived
Brand Trust

Based on a previous literature review on influencer
credibility and consumer-perceived brand trust, several
studies have shown that influencer credibility on social media
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improves consumer-perceived brand trust by communicating
their expertise, reliability, and approachability. Further
empirical research has revealed a significant relationship
between influencer credibility and consumer-perceived brand
trust. In Erdogan's study, although the research focussed on
celebrity endorsements, its analysis of reliability can be
applied to social media influencers (Erdogan, 1999). It was
found that celebrity endorsers who are perceived as reliable
can significantly increase brand trust, as consumers tend to
trust sources of information that they perceive as honest and
credible (Erdogan, 1999). In addition, research by Friedman
and Friedman suggests that endorsers with domain-specific
expertise are more likely to influence consumer brand
perception and trust (Friedman, 1980). In the context of social
media influencers, when influencers demonstrate in-depth
knowledge in their area of expertise, their recommendations
of a brand are more likely to be perceived as credible by
consumers. What's more, Kahle and Homer's study explored
how the attractiveness of celebrity endorsers can affect
advertising effectiveness from a social adaptation perspective.
Although this study focused on physical attractiveness, its
findings also apply to the personal charisma and
attractiveness of influencers, factors that can increase
consumer attention and acceptance of brand messages,
thereby enhancing brand trust (Kahle & Homer, 1985).

2.3.1. Social Media Value Model

The social media value model proposed by Lou and Yuan
(2019) can demonstrate the existence of a relationship
between influencer credibility and consumers' perceived
brand trust through the informational value of influencer-
generated content affecting fans' trust in the influencer's brand
posts and purchase intentions (Liu & Zheng, 2024). Based on
the information value dimension of this model, information
provided by highly credible influencers is perceived to be



more accurate and reliable, which enhances consumers' trust
in the content of the information, and thus indirectly enhances
consumers' trust in the brand. However, some studies have
shown that in a social media environment flooded with
information, even information from credible influencers may
be less influential due to overload (Eppler & Mengis). At the
level of its social value, when consumers observe highly
credible influencers interacting positively with a brand, this
sense of social identity and trust is transferred to the brand, as
people tend to trust brands recommended within their social
circles. At the relationship value level, the trust relationship
established between consumers and influencers can be
extended to brands recommended by influencers, especially
when influencers are perceived to be highly credible and the
relationship is perceived to be based on authentic interactions.
The higher the credibility of the influencer based on the social
media value model of analysis, the stronger the consumer's
perceived brand trust; therefore, Hypothesis 1 is proposed that
there is a positive correlation between the credibility of the
influencer and the consumer's perceived brand trust.

2.4. The Relationship between Influencer-
Brand Fit and Consumer-Perceived Brand
Trust

Based on a review of previous literature on influencer-
brand fit and consumer-perceived brand trust, it was found
that there is a significant relationship between influencer-
brand fit and consumer-perceived brand trust. Boerman's
research suggests that when influencers clearly disclose their
partnership with a brand on Instagram, this clear disclosure
can have a positive impact on brand evaluations. Consumers
may respect and trust the brand more as a result of this
transparency, as it demonstrates the brand's integrity and
respect for consumer intelligence (Boerman, 2020). Through
further empirical research, disclosure has a less negative
impact on brand evaluation when there is a higher match
between the influencer and the brand, which implies that a
high influencer-brand match enhances consumer trust in the
brand (Boerman, 2020). In addition, research by Amos et al.
provided an early understanding of the influencer-brand fit
concept, whereby endorsers with a high degree of fit are able
to blend more naturally with the brand image, making the
advertising message more acceptable and memorable to the
target audience (Amos et al., 2008). This is because
consumers tend to transfer positive attributes of the endorser
to the brand, thereby increasing brand awareness and appeal.
Therefore, a good match significantly improves the
effectiveness of the advert, which implies the potential
positive impact of match on enhancing brand trust.

2.4.1. Match-Up Theory

The match-Up theory, also known as the match-Up
hypothesis, suggests that the degree of fit (match) between the
image of the endorser (influencer) in an advert and the image
of the product or brand being endorsed has a significant effect
on the effectiveness of the advert (Kamins, 1990). According
to the match-Up theory, consumers tend to look for brands
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that match their values (Kamins, 1990). When a high level of
fit is shown between the influencer and the brand, this not
only validates the consumer's choice but also strengthens their
emotional connection to the brand. This emotional connection
is based on identification, which further enhances trust in the
brand. Furthermore, consumers experience cognitive
dissonance when confronted with information that does not
match their expectations, which may reduce trust in the brand.
Match-Up theory suggests that high fit influencer-brand
combinations reduce this cognitive dissonance because they
match consumers' expectations and beliefs about the brand,
thus indirectly increasing brand trust. Therefore, Hypothesis
2 is proposed that there is a positive relationship between
influencer-brand fit and consumers' perceived brand trust.

2.5. The Relationship between Audience
Engagement and Consumer-Perceived
Brand Trust

Based on the previous literature review on audience
engagement and consumers' perceived brand trust, it was
found that there is an important relationship between audience
engagement and consumers' perceived brand trust. Cheung et
al. in their study emphasised the influence of social media
comments on consumers' purchasing decisions, especially
when these comments originate from consumers' their own
social networks (Cheung et al., 2014). The number of likes,
comments and shares on social media can be used as proof
that the influencer has a high level of audience engagement,
indicating the public's recognition and trust in the brand. High
engagement (e.g., products with more likes) is often
perceived as more popular and trustworthy, which increases
consumers' willingness to purchase. Therefore, this study also
indirectly implies that the higher the audience engagement,
the higher the consumer perceived brand trust.

2.5.1. Social Capital Theory

Social capital theory originates from the field of sociology
is a theory that explains how individuals or organisations gain
value and resources through relationships in social networks
(Lin, 2017). This theory helps to identify the relationship
between audience engagement and consumers' perceived
brand trust. It argues that relationships in social networks can
generate value and resources, including information,
influence, and so on. Firstly, the accumulation of relational
capital, also known as likes, comments and shares on content
posted by influencers, directly increases consumer trust in the
brand. Second, high audience engagement promotes the
spread of positive word-of-mouth through positive social
interactions. Word-of-mouth serves as a powerful social proof
that further strengthens consumer trust in the brand. Finally,
the sharing of cognitive capital makes it easier for consumers
to emotionally connect with the brand and feel that the brand's
philosophy fits with their personal values. This empathy
enhances consumers' trust and loyalty to the brand. Therefore,
Hypothesis 3 is proposed that there is a positive relationship
between audience engagement and consumers' perceived
brand trust.



3. Hypothesis Framework

Influencer credibility
Influencer-brand fit

Audience engagement

Consumers perceive brand trust

:Positive correlation

(+)
(- ) :Negative correlation

Figure 2. Hypothesis framework

4. Methodology

4.1. Research philosophy

Positivism is the acquisition of knowledge based on
observation and measurement, emphasising objectivity and
verifiability (Popper, 2005). The purpose of this study was to
objectively assess the pervasive impact of influencer
marketing factors on brand trust. This quantitative phase of
the research focuses on providing quantifiable evidence to
support theoretical hypotheses. In contrast, constructivism
believes that knowledge is constructed through people's
interactions in a particular social and cultural context,
emphasising the importance of individual experience and
subjectivity (Berger & Luckmann, 2023). This qualitative
phase focuses on gaining a deeper understanding and
interpretation of the motivations, attitudes and feelings
behind quantitative findings as well as exploring how
individual consumers subjectively perceive and interpret
influencer marketing and brand trust. In this case, the main
study focuses on whether there are influences on consumers'
perceived brand trust in the Chinese contextual culture. By
combining positivist and constructivist approaches, the study
can comprehensively analyse consumers' perceptions and
feelings of brand trust from both objectivity and subjectivity
perspectives.

4.2. Research Approach

The research method chosen for this marketing proposal is
explanatory sequential design, which, in contrast to
convergent parallel design, allows the researcher to go deeper
in response to the initial findings through qualitative research
conducted after quantitative research, and is particularly
suitable for exploring the Zhejiang Province electronics
market's specific cultural and economic factors on brand trust
(Creswell, 2014). Secondly, in contrast to exploratory
sequential design, explanatory sequential design begins with
guantitative analyses to provide direction for qualitative
research (Creswell, 2014). This sequence is appropriate for
first identifying generalised trends and then delving into and
explaining the reasons behind these trends, especially when
they are related to geographical and industry-specific factors.
Compared to embedded design, explanatory sequential design
places more emphasis on the interpretation and deepening of
quantitative findings from qualitative data, which helps to
provide more in-depth and nuanced insights into the
electronics market in Zhejiang Province (Creswell, 2014).
However, it also has limitations in that interpretive sequential
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design requires a phased approach to research, which can lead
to longer research cycles and higher resource requirements
than other designs, such as parallel convergent designs.

4.3. Time Horizon

The time horizon will briefly identify the period in which
the study took place (Melnikovas, 2018). This study examines
the challenges of influencer marketing on consumer-
perceived brands and needs to determine whether influencer
credibility, influencer-brand fit and audience engagement are
associated with consumer-perceived brands in the Chinese
electronics market. In addition, a cross-sectional design is
preferred for this study. However, this cross-sectional design
only allows researchers to record evidence without
intervening in the testing environment and helps to compare
multiple variables simultaneously. However, the researchers
were unable to understand the actual conditions of the study
participants before and after the study.

4.4. Research Design

4.4.1. Quantitative Study

(1) Research Hypothesis

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between
influencer credibility and consumer perceived brand trust.

Hypothesis 2: There is a positive relationship between
influencer-brand fit and consumer-perceived brand trust.

Hypothesis 3: There is a positive relationship between
audience engagement and consumer-perceived brand trust.

(2) Sampling

This study defines the stratified random sampling
technique, which reduces sample selection bias and improves
estimation accuracy compared to simple random sampling
because it takes into account heterogeneity within the
population (Lohr, 2021). Compared to other sampling
methods, the study chose to sample from a wider range of the
population, including different cities, age stages, and genders
within Zhejiang Province. The researcher could evaluate
different ranges of population samples to make the
conclusions of the study more accurate. In recruiting
participants, social media can be used to post survey
invitations for younger consumers, while older people who do
not use social media often need to be invited by distributing
questionnaires in offline nursing homes. Krejcie & Morgan's
research suggests that the sample size should range from 300-
500 (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970).

(3) Research Tool

In quantitative studies, the Likert scale, named by Rensis
Likert, is a commonly used survey measurement tool to assess
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the extent to which a respondent holds a certain opinion
(appendix 1). The Likert scale in this study is divided into five
levels, ranging

From "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree". Firstly, the
Influencer Credibility Scale is based on Ohanian's (1990)
study, which constructed and validated a scale, a theoretical
framework and scale that has been widely used to assess the
credibility of social media influencers (Ohanian, 1990).
Secondly, Kamins' Influencer-Brand Match Scale explores
the 'matchmaking assumption' in celebrity advertising, i.e.,
the impact of the fit between the celebrity's image and the
image of the product or brand he or she is endorsing on the
effectiveness of the advertisement (Kamins, 1990). This
concept also applies to the fit between social media
influencers and brands. Thirdly, this research questionnaire
references Hollebeek et al. who defined consumer brand
engagement in the context of social media and developed and
validated a corresponding scale. This work provides a
theoretical basis for understanding and measuring consumer
engagement in social media interactions with brands
(Hollebeek et al., 2014). Finally, the Consumer Perceived
Brand Trust Scale references the Commitment-Trust Theory
proposed by Morgan and Hunt (1994), which emphasises the
central role of trust in building lasting relationship marketing
(Morgan & Hunt, 1994).

(4) Data

During the data preparation phase, data collection for this
study collected primary data mainly through online
questionnaires and offline distribution of questionnaires. This
study entailed rigorous data cleaning measures, including
dealing with missing values and outliers, and these methods
were chosen to reflect conventional practices in social science
research (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2011). In addition, data were
coded and variables transformed to accommodate subsequent
statistical analyses, a process that follows widely accepted
practices in the social sciences (Creswell, 2017). This study
focused on the statistical processing of performing descriptive
statistics, reliability analyses, correlation analyses, and
regression analyses using SPSS analytical tools. Descriptive
statistical analyses provide an overview of the dataset,
including measures of central tendency and dispersion of the
sample, which is essential for understanding the
characteristics of the sample in this study (Pallant, 2020).
Reliability analyses assess the internal consistency of the
scale by calculating Cronbach's alpha coefficient (Cronbach,
1951).Correlation and regression analyses are needed to
validate the relationship between the independent variables
(e.g., influencer trustworthiness, influencer brand fit, and
audience engagement) and the dependent variable (consumer
perceived brand trust).

Hypothesis 2: There is a positive relationship between
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influencer-brand fit and consumer-perceived brand trust.
Hypothesis 3: There is a positive relationship between
audience engagement and consumer-perceived brand trust.

4.4.2. Sampling

This study defines the sampling technique as purposive
sampling, a sampling method that allows researchers to
selectively recruit participants based on specific objectives
and research needs. The study chose to sample from a specific
population including active social media users, consumers of
electronic products in different cities, age stages and genders
within Zhejiang Province (Bethlehem, 2009). Compared to
other sampling methods, researchers can also evaluate
samples in purposeful sampling. This is because this sampling
method is useful when researchers need to obtain a
representative sample from a diverse population. In terms of
recruiting participants, this study can be conducted by posting
recruitment threads in a number of forums focusing on
electronics as well as by setting up recruitment points through
offline community centres. In their study, Guest et al. found
that data saturation tends to begin to occur after interviews
with 12 to 15 participants (Guest et al., 2006). This suggests
that this range could provide sufficient depth of data for the
study, whilst also taking into account resource and time
constraints.

(1) Research Tool

In qualitative research, this study used semi-structured
interviews, a tool proposed by Berelson (appendix2), where
the researcher was able to gain insights into how consumers
understand and evaluate influencer marketing and its impact
on brand trust (Asheim, 1980). This qualitative approach
reveals more about participants' personal experiences,
emotional responses and complex decision-making processes
than quantitative research.

(2) Data

In the data preparation phase, data collection for this study
was mainly through forum posting of recruitment threads as
well as primary data collection through offline community
centres. Qualitative researchers have identified the problem
and selected a targeted sample to gather knowledge to address
the problem (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). However, the data
obtained can be unspecific or daunting due to the sheer
volume of material that needs to be processed without
adequate review before a decision can be made (Merriam,
2009).Braun and Clark propose six steps to help assess the
data, create initial codes, scan for themes, identify and name
themes, and analyse the data. These steps include assessing
the data, creating initial codes, scanning for themes,
identifying and naming themes, and writing a report
(Creswell, 2013). Figure 3 below illustrates the review
process.
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Question

P Y

QN

Systematically identify relevant (“best fit") publications
of frameworks, conceptual models or theories using
the BeHEMoTh approach

J1

N

Generate the a priori framework from identified
publication(s) using thematic analysis

Systematically identify relevant primary research studies
with qualitative evidence using the SPIDER approach

JL

hvd

Extract data on study characteristics from included studies
and appraise the quality of the studies

-

Code evidence from included studies against the a priori framework

-

Create new themes by performing thematic analysis on any evidence that cannot be coded against the framework

-

Produce new framework composed of a priori and new themes supported by the evidence

-

Revisit evidence to explore relationships between themes or concepts, thus creating a model

“Test” this synthesis and model by exploring the issues of dissonance and the impact of variables such as quality

Figure 3. Six-step thematic analysis procedure (Carroll, Booth, Leaviss and Rick, 2013)

5. Ethical consideration

Sekaran & Bougie emphasise that ethical considerations
should be taken into account when accessing raw data, and
that researchers should value private consent, ensuring that it
is only used for testing purposes and that details are not
disclosed to unrelated third parties. Respondents’ personal or
invasive details should be respected and kept confidential,
this is even more crucial (Saunders et al., 2016). The
researcher made it clear that participants should not be asked
to answer specific questions because their results were
uncomfortable. Interviewers must inform participants that
they should not express racist views or use abusive language
while participating in the interview. On the other hand,
applicants are encouraged to participate in the interview by
answering truthfully and accurately the questions posed in the
interview.

6. Limitation of the Study

There are a number of limitations to the scope of this
research proposal, including time, geography, and
participants. These limitations may have an impact on the
generalisability and replication of the research findings.
Firstly, due to the cross-sectional design, the study data only
reflects the situation at a specific point in time, which does
not capture the trends and dynamics over time, limiting the
observation and analysis of long-term effects. Secondly, due
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to limited resources, only respondents from Zhejiang
Province in China participated, which may lead to
geographical limitations of the study results, restricting the
ability to generalise to other regions or countries. Based on
these limitations, this study could have taken a number of
steps to ensure rigour. Whilst this study utilised a cross-
sectional design, the impact of temporal change on the results
could be explored by introducing longitudinal data collection
through a follow-up study. As far as possible, participants
from different backgrounds, ages and genders were recruited
for the sample to ensure that the findings are representative
and comprehensive.
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