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Abstract

Purpose: The aim of this paper is to study the challenges of digital advertising from the
characterization of the influencer phenomenon based on the perceptions of two different
and non-consecutive generations, explored from the perspective of parasocial
relationships (PSR). Design/methodology/approach: Using a quantitative methodology
design and a descriptive approach, a study is presented on a sample of 449 individuals
belonging to two generational niches, generation Z (N=227) and generation X (N=222).
For the study, characterization parameters have been defined based on existing literature,
defining  five-dimension  conceptualization:  strength, fairness, engagement,
trustworthiness, and social role. Findings: The results point to a different perception of
the phenomenon in some aspects that allow an intergenerational portrait of the figure of
the influencer to be made. The findings of the study are innovative because they were not
previously available and transcend academia to serve the companies that proliferate in
the representation and management of influencers, as the characterization of this figure
is important for the identification of key aspects in the adjustment of products and
messages offered to a certain public of a specific population niche, both for advertising
companies and for media and institutions. Originality: The study reveals interesting
challenges for digital advertising from the audience’s perceptions about influencers,
highlighting the relevance of influencers which clearly contributes to a better
understanding of more efficient strategies on digital advertising.
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1. Introduction

One of the most significant social transformations resulting from the popularization of
the Internet is the democratization of participation. In 2008 Jenkins described the new
communicative ecosystem as one of convergence and citizen participation, and that same



year Alex Burns coined the term “produser” to refer to the relationship between users and
transmedia narratives online, merging the function of content producers and users-
consumers. In turn, one of the defining features of the current media ecosystem is the
empowerment of citizens through the possibilities of participation offered by the web 2.0.
Blogs, entertainment platforms, and online shopping among others have gradually
become spaces of massive and global participation and social empowerment. Digital
communication technologies have transformed the role of the masses radically by
allowing them to influence each other in more democratic conditions in online
environments. As Kadushin (2013) points out, this transformation became more prevalent
with the popularization of social media, which enticed even more massive interaction and
participation. From a sociological standpoint, this transformation implies that society as
a whole can take a more active role than ever before, behaving as produsers to the extent
that the internet allows it, in a global, viral, and ecosystemic way (Pawle and Cooper,
2006). In addition to the new ways in which users can consume, contribute, criticize,
create, and influence, this shift also involves the emergence of new social actors appeared
on the web.

One of the most researched concepts of the last decade refers precisely to the new actors
that can influence big amounts of followers through the profiles on social media:
influencers. Though initially associated with brands and niches for younger audiences,
these new agents have emerged in other environments, including politicians, public
figures, and professions (chefs, healthcare professionals, educators, etc....). As a result,
online influencing has become a social and multidimensional phenomenon due to its
massive outreach and to the deep impact that it can achieve. As Meyers (2017) explains,
these social agents have a renowned digital reputation, act as experts in a specific topic,
and generate specific content consumed by thousands of followers, creating a virtual
community with high levels of interaction and engagement that were not possible before.
As the works of Alalwan et al. (2017), Djafarova and Rushworth (2017), Etter et al.
(2018), and Castillo-Abdul et al. (2022) show, the phenomenon of influencers has
transformed digital advertising significantly, as it facilitates highly efficient advertising
actions. Combined with the use of social media, influencers can have great impact in
digital advertising (Himelboim and Golan, 2019). However, academic inquiry on this
topic is still emerging and it behooves to make more studies about the subject.

With this in mind, this paper analyzes these social agents and contributes to the research
on the topic by studying the perception that social media users have of influencers. More
specifically, we establish a comparative intergenerational analysis including users from
generations Z and X. By excluding one generation (Y or Millennials) we compare the
perception that digital natives and digital immigrants have of influencers, which have
transcended their initial novelty and their original target generations, becoming a more
widespread phenomenon, especially after the global lockdown resulting from the Covid-
19 pandemic. Digital advertising and branded content are facing new challenges, and
influencers can constitute an ally to establish more audience engagement and to optimize
their efficiency.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Social networks: intergenerational phenomenon and changing paradigm



The development of social media has radically increased in the last decade, with level of
impact and a speed that has no precedent in human history. After the global lockdown
due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the numbers of active users of these platforms reached the
4,200 million worldwide, with an increase of 13.2% regarding the previous year
(Hootsuite, 2021). Social media have enticed the digitalization of social interactions as
well as the democratization of discourses online (Pedrero-Esteban and Pérez-Escoda,
2021). More specifically, younger generations socialize through these agoras greatly, a
habit that has drastically modified their time use patterns and their social interactions on
all realms (McCormick, 2016).

In addition to the new communication paradigm resulting from the integration of social
media in all different realms, it must be noted that these platforms now constitute an
intergenerational phenomenon, since they have existed for two decades. It is true they
started as a novelty, only common the most technically skilled users that followed the
evolution of the Internet closely, but its current impact is global and intergenerational in
spite of the existence of a digital divide (Sadaba-Chalezquer and Pérez Escoda, 2020;
Vogels, 2019) to the extent that recent research regarding generational cohorts includes
the use of social media among their defining factors, in addition to their socioeconomical
and educational contexts. These are the Baby boomers, Generation X, Generation Y or
Millennials, and Generation Z (Gardner and Davis, 2014; Morduchowicz, 2008; Tapscott,
1998). With these cohorts in mind, multiple large-scale studies suggest that social media
use tends to be similar among the older groups (Baby boomers and Generation X) and the
younger ones (Generations Y and Z) (see Pew Research Center, Reuters Institute, Digital
News Reports). In turn, audience segmentation on social media can be easier, which
potentially results in more efficient and controlled audience reach.

From a socio-cognitive standpoint, there are great differences between Generation X and
Generation Z: the parents being digital migrants and their children being digital natives
(Piscitelli, 2006). Many authors point out that members of Generation Z are able to
respond rapidly and have a strong desire for immediacy and permanent interaction. They
consider themselves competent in their use of digital technology and give limited
credibility to social media even though they are their main source of information (Pérez-
Escoda and Pedrero-Esteban, 2021). Conversely, what motivates Generation X in their
use of social media is different. Unlike their parents, both men and women of this
generation were able to work beyond the domestic space, so professional development
drives them to stay up to date with technological developments in spite of the challenges
of being digital migrants. They were the protagonists of the rise of consumerism of the
1980s and grew up with a materialistic mindset, but they also became great professionals
that value the recognition and the impact of their work (Zemke et al., 2013). In sum, their
perception of social media differs from that of younger generations (Etter et al., 2018;
Pérez-Escoda and Pedrero-Esteban, 2021; De Miguel et al., 2022), yet the intensity of
their use is as strong as that of Generation Z, which makes both groups ideal for our
comparative sample.

2.2. The influencer phenomenon: new challenges for digital advertising
Digital advertising has evolved greatly in the last few years due to the proliferation of
social media, its intensive use by intergenerational groups, and the audience segmentation
they facilitate. The first pandemic of the digital age has contributed to consolidate social
media as a medium for interaction, information, and communication, demonstrating the
power of users in digital environments (Waqgas et al., 2022). In this context, the



advertising industry needs to adapt rapidly to find ways to empathize with customers.
Recently, the most decisive formulas to execute an effective communication strategy to
cultivate the relationship between brand and costumer have been the use of branded
content (Castillo-Abdul et al., 2022; Asmussen et. al, 2016) and of storytelling
(Woodcock et al., 2019; Llorente et al., 2022). However, the increasing marketing power
of influencers is turning these agents into more effective outreach tools, as the studies by
Masuda et al. (2022) and Abraham et al. (2022) illustrate.

Brands face the challenge of articulating and communicating a relevant, coherent
narrative, one that connects with the stakeholders so that they can behave as prescribers
of the company’s values. This is because online brand communities are more active than
ever: they demand to interact with the brand, they need to identify with its values, and
they prioritize emotion over logic as well as experiences over products (Bleier and
Eisenbeiss, 2015; Chen Lou et al,.2019). In this context, influencers emerge as the most
effective marketing formula. They operate as models for their communities, and they
generate emotional bonds with their followers to the point that they sometimes transcend
their community and become public social figures (Djafarova y Rushworth, 2017),
offering great differential value for digital advertising. In fact, many studies focus on how
the development of parasocial relationships (PSR) between influencers and their
followers can serve brand positioning and engagement. This paper emerges in response
to the need of deeper inquiry about these relationships. As Yuan and Lou (2022) argue,
digital advertising cannot face its challenges without understanding the parameters that
determine the foundations of the parasocial relationships (PSR) between influencers and
their followers.

First, the trust of this relationships is strengthened when influencers show part of their
intimate and private life in their posts, establishing a quasi-personal bond with their
audience (Meyers, 2017). In addition, there are three significant aspects in the
development of the parasocial relationship, according to Yuan and Lou (2022): 1) the
influencer’s features, 2) the audience’s features and 3) the process of interaction between
them. Being a relatively new topic of academic research, there are still few studies
exploring how the audience perceives the figure of the influencer, which is crucial to
design marketing strategies.

Some studies about influencers examine their defining features as social agents that
contribute to the audience’s parasocial experience with them. First, they refer to their
performative characteristics influences their strength and credibility, such being
attractive, having good leadership skills, or being good communicators. Second, they
mention the way they interact, such as their verbal and body language, their honesty, and
their credibility (Tilo and Goldhoorn, 2011). More recent work relevant components such
as the influencer’s level of engagement and trustworthiness (Bond, 2016) or social
mediation (Yuan and Lou, 2020). Our study takes these features into consideration and
hypothesizes that they will appear in our subjects’ description of influencers as media
persona stablishing innovative relations with their followers.

With this state of affairs in mind, we established the following research objectives:

RO1: Analyzing the intergenerational differences of social media use and influencers’
following.



RO2: Comparing intergenerational perceptions of influencers and their strengths and
fairness as a phenomenon.

RO3: Exploring the factors that, according to users, generate engagement and
trustworthiness with the audience.

RO4: Examining the intergenerational perception of influencers in their social role as
generators of stereotypes and social commitment.

2. Research design and methodology

This study relies on a descriptive correlational research design with a quantitative
methodology to approach the influencer phenomenon with an innovative perspective,
through the perception of users and through an intergenerational comparative analysis.

To comply the data, we developed an ad hoc questionnaire in which the variables and
constructs were determined by sociological and communicative theoretical approaches as
well as by the previous works developed by Munnukka et al. (2016) and Lou and Yuan
(2019). Thus, this exploration adopts the five-dimension conceptualization of source
characterization: (1) Strength, (2) Fairness, (3) Engagement, (4) Trustworthiness and (5)
Influencer’s mediating role.

After the validation of experts in Communication Studies and Social Studies (N=5), who
handled the first design of 50 variables, the result was an instrument with 40 variables.
Out of those, there were 5 independent variables, 3 of them socio-demographical ones to
determine gender, age, and level of studies, and 2 of them referring to their use of social
media and the type of influencer they follow; the remaining 36 were dependent study
variables distributed among the 5 analysis constructs, as shown on Table 1.

Table 1. Study constructs based on the forenamed theoretical approaches and number of
variables studied on each construct

Research construct Definition N variables

Strength (RO2) Their persuasive ability depends to a great extent on the 7
community they generate and on the level of expertise
associated with them. The qualitative aspect serves as a
differentiating element though dynamism, leadership,
communicative ability, etc.

Fairness (RO2) The generation of attitude through their content defines 9
influencers because of their transparency, credibility,
honesty, charisma, etc. but also because of negative
aspects such as manipulation, deceit, self-interest, etc.

Engagement (RO3) The ability to remain permanently up to date, the use of 9
friendly and familiar language, one-on-one, makes them
reach their audience through familiarity, enthusiasm, a
sense of experience, etc.

Trustworthiness Influencers are not only able to influence regarding 7
(RO3) specific products or messages, they themselves become

role models for their followers building trust.
Sacial role (RO4) Intense visual narratives that can be constantly consumed, 3

such as leisure and entertainment, which generate
engagement and invite a mediation and interdependence
flow with a specific social role.




We obtained a convenience, non-probabilistic sample made up of 449 total individuals of
which almost half and half belonged to each of the studied generations: Generation Z
consisted of 50.6% (N=227) and Generation X consisted of 49.4% (N= 222). In terms of
gender, 22.9% of the sample were men (N=103) and 77.06% of the sample were women
(N= 346). Regarding the level of studies, on Generation Z the average age was M=20,5,
and 16.2% of them has a high school diploma, 55.3% of them are college students, and
28.3% hold a bachelor’s degree. Regarding Generation X, the description indicates that
the average age was M=44 and 14% have a high school diploma, 5.8% are college
students, 60.3% hold a bachelor’s degree, and 19.36% have a PhD.

To collect the data, the study relied on an online survey as an optimal methodological
procedure, as Vilches (2012) argues. In fact, the online approach was particularly
appropriate given the fact that the data collection took place in the midst of the second
and third waves of the Covid-19 pandemic in Spain, during the first semester of the
academic year (October 2020-January 2021).

The survey was distributed through the application Google Forms, using emails and social
media, and each participant gave their consent before responding. According to George
and Mallery (2003), when the Alpha coefficient is >0.90, the reliability of the instrument
is excellent, and if it is >0.80 it is good. Thus, the internal consistency of our data
collection instrument proved to be very reliable, with a level of Cronbach’s Alpha over
0.80 on the five study constructs.

3. Results

The results are presented in a comparison between the two generations taking into
consideration the five study constructs and the outlined objectives. The comparative
analysis regarding the perception of the influencer figure relied on basic descriptors
(means, medians, typical deviations, contingency tables, and correlation with Chi-
square).

To study the first objective (RO1), we first present how both generations in our sample
use social media, since it would not make sense to continue the study if the sample does
not prove to be active in their use of social media. The data show differences between
both generations coinciding with bigger studies such as IAB 2021 (2021) that can be seen
on Figure 1, which illustrates the percentage of individuals using social media by
generation.

Figure 1. Percentages of social media use by generation. Own elaboration.
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Generation Z appear to make a more intensive use of Instagram (96%) followed by
YouTube (71.4%) and Spotify (49.3%). In contrast, Generation X makes a more intensive
use of Facebook (74.3%), Twitter (56.3%), and Linkedin (57.2%). There are significant
differences between the two studied generations on the statistic Chi-square on four social
media platforms: Facebook (y2 (1) = 18.98, p < 0.005), Instagram (2 (1) = 26.71, p <
0.005), LinkedIn (2 (1) = 18.39, p < 0.005) y Spotify (2 (1) = 18.03, p < 0.005).

For the exploratory analysis of the first objective (RO1), it is also important to consider
the type of influencer users follow. The established typology responds to the criteria of
number of followers the influencer has (Casalo et al., 2018; Lou and Yuan, 2019),
resulting in microinfluencer (5K-100K), macroinfluencer (100K-500K), celebrity (50K-
1M) and opinion leader (over 1M).
Figure 2. Percentages of following by type of influencer. Own elaboration.
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In this sense, the results show interesting differences between both generations,
particularly regarding the following of macroinfluencers: Generation Z shows a
percentage of 53.3% while Generation X only shows a percentage of 21.6%, thus
illustrating statistically significant differences (y2 (2) = 49.54, p=.000); (p < 0.005). In
addition, both generations differ in their following of opinion leaders conversely:
Generation X follows this type of influencers more (41.4%) while Generation Z shows a
significantly smaller percentage (14.1%), (x2 (1) = 41.98, p=.000).

3.1. Strength and fairness

To study the second objective (RO2), comparing intergenerational perceptions of the
figure of the influencer through its strengths and conceptualization, we present the results
of 2 study variables with a total of 16 variables. First, our study analyzes the defining
elements of an influencer’s strength through 7 dimensions established in previous studies
(Lou and Yuan, 2019). The data show that both generations differ in their perception, as
seen on Figure 3 which illustrates the frequency of the positive responses for each of the
studied dimensions.

The main defining factors of an influencer’s strength for Generation Z are the
“communicative skills (54.5%), the “posts’ dynamism” (57.9%), and the “interaction
with audiences” (61.7%). This last dimension is the only one showing statistically
significant differences with Generation X (y2(1) = 15.47, p=.000). Generation X values
these factors much less, with a percentage of 45.5% regarding the influencer’s
“communicative skills”, of 42.1% regarding the “posts’ dynamism”, and of 38.3%



regarding their “interaction with audiences.” The only dimension that Generation X
values over Generation Z is “charismatic leadership” (Generation Z, 46.7% vis-a-vis
Generation X, 54.3%). Interestingly, both generations share similar perceptions regarding
“knowledge of the brand,” slightly more valued by the older group (Generation Z, 48.8%
vis-a-vis Generation X, 51.2%), and regarding “responsible commitment”, which is
slightly more valued by the younger niche (Generation Z, 52.8% vis-a-vis Generation X,
47.2%).

Figure 3. Representation of the positive frequencies for the influencer’s seven strengths in both
studied generations. Own elaboration.
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To complete the study of objective two (RO2) we analyze the way in which both
generations define the influencer figure. Table 2 illustrates the results of the responses’
frequencies as well as the existing correlation between variables (p).

Table 2. Basic descriptors and correlation between studied variables and the dependent
generational variable.

Gen Z (N=227) Gen X (N=222)
Analyzed parameters p
Yes (%) No (%) Yes (%) No (%)

Credible 714 28.6 40.5 59.5 .000*
Transparent 22.9 77.1 18 82 199
Honest 19.4 80.6 24.3 75.7 .205
Inspiring 58.1 41.9 55 45 495
Charismatic 51.1 48.9 50.9 48.6 .599
Self-interested 77.7 27.3 79.7 20.3 .080
Deceitful 76.2 23.8 90.1 9.9 .000*
Controversial 74.9 25.1 91.9 8.1 .000*
Manipulative 84.6 15.4 85.3 14.7 .663

*p < 0.005

To characterize influencers, the study defined five positive features (credible, transparent,
honest, inspiring, and charismatic) and four negative features (self-interested, deceitful,
controversial, and manipulative). The differences between both generations stand out,
especially regarding negative features. We found statistically significant differences on
the definition of “deceitful” (x? (1) = 15.37, p= .000), a feature that Generation X
associates with influencers more (Generation Z=76.2% vis-a-vis Generation X=90.1%),



as well as on the definition of “controversial” (2 (1) = 23.31, p=.000), which 74.9% of
Generation Z respondents found as a defining feature, while 91.9% of Generation X
respondents did. There is also a significant difference regarding the feature “credible,”
which Generation Z associates with influencers on 71.4% of the responses while
Generation X only associates it on 40.5% of the responses.

A portrait of the influencer figure considering only the positive responses to conceptualize
the perceptions of both generations results on the data shown on Figure 4.

Figure 4. Representation of the positive responses used to define the influencer figure in both studied
generations. Own elaboration.
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3.2. Engagement and trustworthiness

The third study construct refers to engagement to respond to objective 3 (RO3).
Engagement is defined as the influencers’ strategy to reach their audience. The following
elements illustrate the features that our sample considers ideal for the audience reach to
be wider. In this sense, our study relied on two approaches to analyze engagement: (A1)
personal parameters including authenticity and familiarity, feelings conveyed,
enthusiasm, and persuasion; and (A2) professional parameters including experience,
professionalism, reputation, unsponsored posts, and lifestyle. The results can be seen on
Table 3.

Table 3. Basic descriptors of the personal and professional parameters that configure the
influencer’s engagement according to the sample’s positive perception.

Gen Z (N=227) Gen X (N=222)
Approach Parameters
n % n %
Authenticity and 120 52.9 105 473 238
familiarity
A Feeling conveyed 125 55.1 108 48.6 174
Enthusiasm 55 24.2 51 23 754
Persuasion 58 25.6 49 22.1 .387
Experience 32 141 40 18 .258
Professionalism 35 15.4 53 23.9 .024
A Reputation 71 31.3 58 26.1 228
Unsponsored posts 20 8.8 32 14.4 .064
Lifestyle 87 38.3 73 32.9 229

*p < 0.005



From the personal approach (A1) the sample does not indicate significant differences
between generations (p>0.005). The results about the defining elements of an influencer’s
engagement were similar: regarding “authenticity and familiarity” the percentages were
52.9% for Generation Z and 47.3%, for Generation X, and regarding “feeling conveyed”
the percentages were 55.1% for Generation X and 48.6% for Generation Z. Conversely,
“enthusiasm” and “persuasion” do not appear as relevant values, since in both groups 8
out of 10 individuals does not consider them. Regarding the professional approach (E2),
there are no statistically significant differences between the two generations either
(p>0.005). Yet certain aspects are worth noting: “experience” and “professionalism” are
hardly considered by the sample, with only 1 out of 10 of Generation Z users (14.1% and
15.4% respectively) and only 2 out of 10 of Generation X users (18% and 23.9%
respectively). According to the obtained results, the professional approach to influencers
has little relevance for their impact: in the case of “reputation,” only 31.3% of Generation
Z users and 26.1% of Generation X users consider it, and in the case of “lifestyle” the
responses are slightly higher but still moderate, with 38.3% of consideration by
Generation Z users and 32.9% by Generation X users.

Secondly, trustworthiness generated on social media is one of the crucial aspects of the
relationship between an influencer and their audience, as Bleier and Eisenbeiss (2015)
explain. Consequently, to study our third objective (RO3) we analyzed how influencers
build trust according to each of the analyzed generations, as seen on Table 4.

Table 4. Basic statistics for the study of the necessary elements that make an influencer
generate trust with their audience

Variables de estudio Gen Z.(N=227) Gen X (N=222) p
Yes (%) No (%) Yes(%) No (%)

Transparency @ 639 36,1 0 333 66,7 .000*
Credibility @ 68,3 31,7 @ 725 275 325
Originality @ 515 48,5 @ 329 67,1 .000*
Representing values O 46,7 53,3 D 46,4 53,6 949
Healthy habits @ 128 87,2 @ 11,3 88,7 715
Life style @ 67,8 32,2 @ 21,2 78,8 .009
Impact of the posts @ 211 78,9 & 76,6 23,4 .000*

*p < 0.005

To facilitate the data interpretation, the percentages have been marked with 3 icons
responding to 3 ranges of meaning: the green icon encompasses between 66-100% to
illustrate that most of the sample recognizes this feature as important to build trust with
the audience; the yellow icon encompasses between 33-66% to show that the feature is
considered by less than two thirds of the sample; and the red icon encompasses 0-33%
and shows those features that are not considered relevant to build trust with the audience.
Regarding the intergenerational differences it must be noted that there were statistically
significant differences regarding “transparency” (y2? (1) = 41.9, p= .000), which is a
crucial feature to build trust for 63% of the respondents from Generation Z, while for and
for 66.7% of respondents from Generation X it is not an important feature. Regarding
“originality” there is a 1-point difference (y2 (1) = 16, p=.000), with 51.5% of respondents
from Generation Z who consider it important and only 32.9% of respondents from
Generation X who do. Lastly, there are differences regarding the “impact of the posts”
(x2 (1) =46.3, p=.000), as 8 out of 10 individuals from Generation Z consider that it does



not build trust, while 76.6% of the respondents from Generation X consider it as a crucial
feature for an influencer to build trust.

3.3. Influencers’ social role

The last study construct, which responds to objective 4 (RO4) of this work,
analyzes the influencer’s commitment to gender equality as well as their creation of
stereotypes though 3 variables with Likert scale responses in which 1= Strongly disagree;
2= Somewhat disagree; 3= Indifferent; 4= Somewhat agree; 5= Strongly agree. As Table
5 illustrates, there are only statistically significant differences on the first item,
“influencers are committed to gender equality” (y? (4) = 15.28, p=.004). In both
generations, almost half of the respondents considers that influencers are committed to
gender equality. If we combine responses 4= Somewhat agree and responses 5= Strongly
agree the percentages for Generation Z are 55% and for Generation X are 50.4%.

Table 5. Basic statistics and frequencies for study construct Social Role.

1 2 3 4 5

Influencers... p Gen Gen Gen Gen Gen Gen Gen Gen Gen  Gen N
VA X Z X Z X Z X A X

A8 COMMIMd 10 gop 5y 98 31 15 48 77 74 56 52 56 449
gender equality.

...contribute to the

formation of 643 5 7 16 12 58 57 82 70 66 76 449
stereotypes.

... women

influencers have .037 4 10 11 11 54 73 79 74 79 54 449
more followers.

p < 0.005

According to the results, there are no statistically significant differences between the two
age groups with regard to the other two variables. Regarding the statement “influencers
contribute to the construction of stereotypes” no differences are found, (y2 (4) = 2.510,
p=.643). If we combine the answers “somewhat agree” and “Strongly agree” the
percentages are 65.2% for Generation Z and 65.7% for Generation X, as seen on Figure
5.

Figure 5. Positive and negative perception of the variables of the construct “mediating role” on both
generations. Own elaboration.
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Regarding the last variable, “women influencers have more followers” there are no
statistically significant differences, (y2 (4) = 10.22, p=.037), however, the percentage is



higher on Generation Z (69.6%) than on Generation X (57.6%) in the perception that
women’s profiles generate more engagement and thus more followers.

4. DISCUSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Influencing the audience through traditional media was gradually becoming more
challenging vis-a-vis digital environments, as Palmer and Koening-Lewis (2009) note.
Yet, the permanent transformation of the advertising landscape described by previous
literature (Bleier and Eisenbeiss, 2015; Himelboim and Golan, 2019; McCormick, 2016)
is not the only conclusion of our study. The underlying evidence suggests that these
agents have transcended the advertising realm and consolidated as social prescribers in
very diverse areas and with a high degree of intergenerational relevance that requires
more inquiry.

This paper allows for a detailed understanding of how influencers are perceived as a social
agent exploring the development of parasocial relationships between them and their
followers through an intergenerational comparative analysis, covering users from
Generations Z and X. While drawing from previous studies about the phenomenon of
influencers (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Waqas et al., 2022), the novelty of our contribution
lies on out intergenerational methodological approach, in spite of the limited size of our
sample. We reached the following conclusions regarding digital advertising:

1. For Generation Z, the strength of an influencer lies on their communicative skills,
on their interaction with their audience, and on their enthusiasm. For them, the
main defining features of an influencer must include being credible and inspiring.
But Generation Z users are also aware that influencers have an agenda, that they
can be opportunistic, deceitful, controversial, and manipulative. Generation Z
users consider that the engagement influencers generate is based on the familiarity
they show, on the feeling they convey, on their digital reputation, and on their
depicted lifestyle. This group of users believe that in order to build trust with their
audience, influencers must cultivate their transparency and credibility as well as
their lifestyle. The majority of the sample (7 out of 10) considers that influencers
contribute to the construction of stereotypes, claiming that women influencers
reach wider audiences and have higher engagement than men influencers.

2. Regarding Generation X, they also attribute the influencer’s strength to their
communicative abilities, but they place more emphasis on the dynamism of their
posts and on their leadership skills. This group also values credibility and
charisma as features that should define influencers, and even more of them
compared to Generation Z users (9 out of 10) consider that influencers are
opportunistic, deceitful, controversial, and manipulative. This generation,
conversely, considers that professionalism is an element that generates more
engagement, although they agree with their younger counterparts in their
perception that credibility and transparency are key. But in spite of agreeing with
Generation Z that the influencer’s credibility is crucial, they differ in that consider
that influencer’s trust with the audiences is based on the impact of their posts.

Ultimately, this study offers an innovative segmented perspective that complements
existing works on the subject. It allows us to conclude with a different portrayal of the
figure of the influencer based on each demographic niche. Some of our results agree with
the negative perception of influencers, coinciding with the works of authors such as
Childers and Boatwright (2021), who approach this figure as key in digital
communication but also as deceitful. Regarding the creation of stereotypes, our results



coincide with the existing literature in that it seems to be a problem that depends on the
influencer’s gender, as argued by Martinez-Sanz y Gonzalez (2018). Lastly, our results
make it apparent that influencers are no longer a matter of youth, as previous studies
concluded (Chatzigeorgiou, 2017; Fromm and Read, 2018).

The implications of this study transcend academia to serve emerging companies that
manage and represent influencers, since the characterization of an influencer is crucial to
identify key aspects to adjust products and messages offered to a specific audience and to
a specific demographic niche, as argued by Zhang et al. (2017) and Yuan and Lou (2020).
More work needs to be done on this line of study to track the development of this social
phenomenon that, far from being a model due to its negative features, has a relevant
presence that requires attention within the field of social and communication studies.
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