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ABSTRACT
The marketing landscape has intensely changed with the rise of digital platforms and
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social media. Social media influencer marketing was found by many previous studies to
be a significant factor in shaping consumer buying behavior. This explanatory study
investigates the impact of influencer marketing including para-social relationships,
unpaid collaborations, and influencer trustworthiness on Lebanese consumers buying
behavior. A quantitative analysis was employed using data collected through a
questionnaire from a sample of 250 respondents. The findings revealed that para-social
relationships and unpaid collaborations have a positive impact on Lebanese consumer
buying behavior. The study contributes significantly by providing insights into the
Lebanese market. By applying the Stimulus-Organism-Response Theory and Social
Learning Theory, the study enriches the theoretical understanding of influencer
marketing. Practically, it offers actionable strategies for marketers, emphasizing the
importance of influencer marketing in driving consumer buying behavior in Lebanon.
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Introduction

In recent years, marketing has transformed significantly due to the escalation of digital platforms and the
emergence of social media. This led to the growing impact of social media influencers on consumer
behavior which has been studied by many authors (Bognar et al., 2019; Cernikovaite, 2019; Chan, 2022;
Chopra et al,, 2021; Hapsari et al,, 2024; Khan & Phung, 2021; Rachmad, 2024; Ramya et al., 2024; Saldanha
et al, 2024; Varghese & Agrawal, 2021; Verplancke & Gelati, 2022; Vidani & Das, 2021; Ye et al, 2021).
Influencers, who are individuals with a significant online presence and the ability to sway opinions, have
become key players in the marketing ecosystem. Their capability to connect with followers has made
influencer marketing an influential tool for brands aiming to enhance their visibility, and engagement,
and ultimately, drive sales (Yesiloglu & Costello, 2020). The main goal of every business is reaching new
consumers and increasing the consumer base to achieve sustainable profits (O'brien, 2024). Advancements
in technology and new media have spurred a fundamental shift in how companies operate, engage with
customers, and market their offerings (Sayudin et al., 2023).

Based on the significance of influencer marking, the problem of this study lies in the gap in the lit-
erature regarding how influencer characteristics, such as influencer trustworthiness, parasocial relation-
ships, and unpaid collaborations, impact the buying behavior of consumers specifically in the context of
Lebanon. Thus, the purpose is to address this gap. The findings of this research not only contribute to
the academic literature surrounding influencer marketing but also provide actionable insights for mar-
keters aiming to enhance their campaigns. By delving into the factors that influence consumer behavior,
the study serves as an important resource for businesses striving to navigate the multifaceted landscape
of digital marketing. Ultimately, the implication of this study lies in its potential to enlighten strategic
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decision-making, enabling marketers to leverage influencers effectively and establish a more profound
connection with their target audience.

The main research query is as follows: How does influencer marketing impact consumer buying behavior
in Lebanon? The sub-questions are as follows: (1) How do para-social relationships with influencers impact
consumer buying behavior in Lebanon? (2) How do unpaid collaborations with influencers impact con-
sumer buying behavior in Lebanon? (3) How does influencer trustworthiness impact consumer buying
behavior in Lebanon?

Literature review
Social media marketing

Social media marketing (SMM) is a type of digital marketing that uses social media platforms to build a
brand, upsurge awareness, and generate sales (Moedeen et al,, 2024). This type of marketing leverages
the power of social networks to achieve marketing and branding goals by engaging with a target audi-
ence (Smith & Anderson, 2018) and creating content that users will share with their social networks.
SMM encompasses a range of activities, including content creation, advertising, community manage-
ment, and social listening, to create content tailored to the context of each social platform to boost user
engagement and interaction (Tuten, 2023). SMM is often more cost-effective compared to traditional
advertising methods, providing higher returns on investment (Duffett, 2015). Additionally, social media
analytics tools offer significant insights into customer behavior, helping brands refine their strategies (He
et al, 2013).

Effective social media marketing strategies involve several key components. Creating a content strat-
egy that comprises a mix of promotional and engaging content tailored to the target audience is crucial
(Hollebeek et al., 2014). Selecting the exact platforms based on where the target audience is most active
ensures effective reach and engagement (Alalwan et al., 2017). Maintaining a consistent posting schedule
helps keep the audience engaged and builds a loyal following (Abd Rahim & Aziz, 2023; Kumar et al,,
2016). Furthermore, monitoring social media conversations and analyzing engagement metrics through
social listening and analytics is essential for understanding customer needs and measuring campaign
effectiveness (Fan & Gordon, 2014).

Despite its benefits, social media marketing presents challenges. The rapidly altering social media
landscape requires marketers to stay updated with platform algorithms and trends. The high level of
competition on social media platforms makes capturing and retaining audience attention challenging.
Additionally, ensuring consistent and authentic engagement without appearing overly promotional is a
significant hurdle for marketers (Desai & Vidyapeeth, 2019; Hayes, 2023).

Influencer marketing

Influencer marketing is an approach that leverages endorsements and product placements from individ-
uals who possess substantial influence within a specific niche (Ozuem & Willis, 2022). These influencers
impact the buying behavior of their followers due to their established relationships with their viewers
(Crisafulli et al., 2022). Influencers are segmented into categories depending on their follower count and
impact. Mega-influencers, often celebrities, have over 1,000,000 followers. Macro-influencers have between
100,000 to 1,000,000 followers, while micro-influencers, with 10,000 to 100,000 followers, are known for
their high engagement rates. Nano-influencers have fewer than 10,000 followers and are often highly
trusted within their niche (Tafesse & Wood, 2021).

The benefits of influencer marketing are many. Influencers are seen as more authentic and trust-
worthy relative to traditional marketing, making their endorsements highly effective (Audrezet et al.,
2020). They also extend a brand’s reach by tapping into its established follower base, allowing brands to
connect with audiences they might not otherwise reach. Furthermore, this type of marketing allows for
more precise targeting of specific demographics, enhancing the effectiveness of marketing campaigns.
Influencer-generated content typically achieves higher engagement rates compared to brand-generated
content, adding another layer of value to influencer collaborations (Lou & Yuan, 2019).



COGENT BUSINESS & MANAGEMENT . 3

Successful influencer marketing strategies involve several key components. Identifying the right influ-
encers is critical, and tools like BuzzSumo and Upfluence can aid in finding influencers who align with
a brand’s target audience (Glucksman, 2017). Setting clear objectives and defining key performance
indicators are essential for measuring the success of influencer campaigns (Haenlein et al., 2020).
Collaborative planning ensures that both the brand and the influencer are aligned on content guide-
lines and posting schedules (Childers et al, 2019). Finally, allowing influencers creative freedom to
deliver the brand message in their unique style enhances the authenticity and effectiveness of the
campaign (De Veirman et al,, 2017).

Despite its many advantages, influencer marketing also presents challenges (Zhou et al, 2021). The
potential for influencers to lose credibility due to perceived inauthenticity or oversaturation with spon-
sored content is a significant concern (Cartwright et al, 2022). Additionally, the lack of standardized
metrics for evaluating influencer performance can complicate the assessment of campaign effectiveness
(Santiago & Castelo, 2020). Brands must navigate these challenges carefully to maximize the reimburse-
ments of influencer marketing.

Consumer buying behavior

Comprehending the behavior of consumers is an asset as it helps understand how people feel toward
products and brands, and the influence of peer groups, family, and salespeople (Verplancke & Gelati,
2022). Consumer buying behavior is a dynamic process impacted by a range of factors. Psychological
factors such as motivation, perception, and attitudes shape how individuals perceive and respond to
products and brands (Solomon, 2020). Social influences from family, friends, and social networks play a
vital role in decision-making, as consumers often seek approval and guidance from their peers (Singh &
Singh, 2021). Cultural factors, including values, norms, and traditions, further impact consumer prefer-
ences and purchasing habits, reflecting the diversity in consumer behavior across different cultural con-
texts (De Mooij, 2021). Personal factors such as age, lifestyle, and economic status also contribute
significantly to buying decisions, influencing the types of products consumers choose and how they
allocate their resources (Kotler & Armstrong, 2022).

Businesses need to understand consumer buying behavior to create marketing strategies and
enhance customer satisfaction (Khan et al., 2022; Rane et al., 2023). By gaining insights into what
drives consumer choices, companies can adapt their offerings to better meet the needs and wants
of their target market. This knowledge not only provides a competitive advantage by anticipating
market trends and consumer preferences but also facilitates product innovation and strategic
positioning in the marketplace. Through market research, consumer segmentation, behavioral ana-
lytics, and customer journey mapping, businesses can uncover important insights that inform
decision-making and drive sustainable growth in a rapidly evolving market landscape (Rosédrio &
Raimundo, 2021).

Theoretical framework

Stimulus-organism-response (SOR) theory

SOR theory provides a theoretical framework for interpreting consumer buying behavior, while
being based on the external stimuli that drive the state of internal organisms and trigger the behav-
ioral response from the consumer (Patmawati & Miswanto, 2022). The theory consists of stimulus (S),
organism (0), and response (R) which determine the outcome of an event. Stimulus is defined as
something influencing the individual and is the main external force affecting the mental state which
is the organism of an individual that in turn influences the response (Lin et al.,, 2022). SOR is
employed in this study to explain the buying behavior of consumers and the internal psychological
changes caused by external factors and the environment. Different studies (Armawan & Sudarmiatin,
2022; Chan et al., 2024; Hussain et al., 2023; Koay et al.,, 2021; Patmawati & Miswanto, 2022; Prasetio
et al., 2022; Safeer, 2024; Secilmis et al., 2022; Vonoga, 2021) linked the SOR theory to social media
influencers.
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Social learning theory (SLT)

SLT provides a structure that helps identify the role of people in influencing consumer buying
behavior. Social learning is an important psychological factor in social networking environments
where consumers have access to other people’s reviews and social experiences by communicating
with streamers (Li & Hua, 2021). SLT was used in several studies (Chan, 2022; Chia et al,, 2021; Le &
Hancer, 2021; Yang et al., 2024) to examine the influence of influencers on consumer behavior and
will be used here to provide a better comprehension of influencers’ marketing impact and consum-
er’s buying behavior.

Hypotheses development

Many studies tackled influencer marketing and consumer behavior in different contexts (Antunes, 2022;
Gayathri & Anwar, 2021; Horvéath & Fedorko, 2023; Huynh, 2020; Kamaldeep, 2021; Khan & Phung, 2021;
Mishra & Ashfaqg, 2023; Mittal, 2023; Nurhandayani et al., 2019; Pangarkar & Rathee, 2023; Pop et al.,
2022; Radwan et al., 2021; Serman & Sims, 2020; Suri et al., 2023; Tuomivaara, 2023). Based on these
studies, this study tends to examine the impact of influencer marketing on consumer behavior in the
context of Lebanon. To discuss influencer marketing impact, para-social relationships, unpaid collabora-
tions, and influencer trustworthiness were considered.

Para-social relationships and consumer buying behavior

Para-social relationships are defined as a one-sided psychological linking of individuals with influ-
encers through virtual media (Horton & Wohl, 1956). The audience creates an interpersonal relation-
ship with their preferred influencer, who they think is talking to them, leading to the feeling of
attachment as a friend, family, or even lover (Hung et al., 2011). Para-social relationships consist of
cognition, emotion, and behavior, which stimulate an emotional connection, and affect buying
behavior (Huang & Qiao, 2022). Consumers appear to trust reviewers they have built personal rela-
tions with, and they rely on their reviews and feedback which affects their buying behavior (Penttinen
et al., 2022). Research suggests that parasocial relationships enhance viewer attachment and trust
towards influencers, which can positively influence purchase intentions (Audrezet et al., 2020; Lou &
Yuan, 2019). Further, different studies (Armawan & Sudarmiatin, 2022; Chan et al., 2024; Hussain
et al., 2023; Koay et al., 2021; Patmawati & Miswanto, 2022; Prasetio et al., 2022; Safeer, 2024; Secilmis
et al., 2022; Vonoga, 2021) linked the SOR theory to social media influencers; however, Burnasheva
and Suh (2022) used the SOR theory to measure the strength of the parasocial relationship in mod-
erating influencers’ endorsers’ trustworthiness. They found that influencer endorser trustworthiness
was stronger for the para-social relationships group which means that influencer para-social relation-
ships impact buying intention. Thus, the SOR theory is used in this study to interpret the influencer
marketing impact (S-stimuli) on consumers’ perception and beliefs developing para-social relation-
ships with these influencers (O-organism), affecting their buying behavior (R-response). As a result,
the first hypothesis is as follows:

H,: Para-social relationship has a positive impact on Lebanese consumer buying behavior.

Unpaid collaborations and consumer buying behavior

Consumers perceive unpaid collaborations as more genuine and less driven by financial incentives,
thereby enhancing brand authenticity perceptions (De Veirman et al., 2017). There are very few pre-
vious studies discussing unpaid collaboration and its effect on consumer buying behavior. Hahl (2023)
discussed the perception of incredibility in influencers’ paid SMM collaborations. Asante et al. (2022)
confirmed the psychological engagement as an Organism (O) in the SOR theory that mediates organic
marketing practices, stimuli (S), on consumer behavior response (R). The authors highlighted the sig-
nificance of organic marketing practices and driving consumer buying behaviors. Thus, the SOR the-
ory was used to interpret the effect of unpaid collaborations (S-stimuli) on consumers’ perception and
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beliefs (O-organism), affecting their buying behavior (R-response). As a result, the second hypothesis
is as follows:

H,: Unpaid collaborations have a positive impact on Lebanese consumer buying behavior.

Influencer’s trustworthiness and consumer buying behavior

Only a few studies discussed the factors such as trustworthiness and expertise are perceived as import-
ant elements of an influencer’s credibility and thus can impact the buying decisions of consumers
(Abdullah et al.,, 2020; Balaban & Mustatea, 2019; Masuda et al., 2022; Weismueller et al., 2020). Baig and
Shahzad (2022) conducted a study based on the SLT to examine the efficacy of influencers while con-
centrating on source credibility considering trustworthiness and expertise. The authors found that trust-
worthiness has a significant effect on buying behavior. Thus, the SLT is adequate to study influencer
trustworthiness as a factor influencing Lebanese buying behavior, and the hypothesis is as follows:

H;: Influencer trustworthiness has a positive impact on Lebanese consumer buying behavior.

Figure 1 shows the variables of the study and the relationships between them. Para-social relation-
ships, unpaid collaboration, and influencer trustworthiness are the independent variables and buying
behavior is the dependent variable.

Method

The research design is explanatory and quantitative. A positivism philosophy and a deductive
approach were considered. A questionnaire was designed as a research strategy and inspired by
questions developed by Baranow (2019). Ethical approval was obtained from the research committee
of the Holy Spirit University of Kaslik (USEK). A Likert scale of 5 main agreement scales is used to
measure the variables. The structured questionnaire was administrated through Google Forms. The
questionnaire includes Likert scale questions to test the impact of para-social relationships, unpaid
collaboration, and influencer trustworthiness on the buying behavior of consumers. The population is
Lebanese consumers which is approximately 5,219,044 in 2024. Before filling out the questionnaire,
written informed consent was obtained from the participants and their involvement in this research
was voluntary. As per Qualtrics, for a population of approximately 5,219,044, a sample size of around
267 would be appropriate for a 94% confidence level with a 6% margin of error. Therefore, a snowball
sampling approach was used and the obtained sample was 250 participants which is close to the
appropriate sample size. It is important to note that ethical considerations were maintained through-
out data collection and the responses of the participants remained confidential and were only used
for research purposes.

H2
Unpaid
collaborations
H1 H3

Para-social Influencer
relationships trustworhiness

Buying
Behaviour

Figure 1. Research model.
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Cross-sectional data was analyzed using SPSS where descriptive analysis, Exploratory Factor Analysis,
reliability test, and regression analysis were employed.

Results and discussion
Sample profile

The findings show that female participants are higher with 58% compared to 42% of males. This gender
distribution reflects a slightly higher representation of females.

Concerning their ages, 72% are between 18 and 25years old, 26% are between 25 and 35years old,
and 2% are between 35 and 45years old. The predominance of younger participants (18-25years) sug-
gests that the findings may be more applicable to this age group, which could influence consumer
behavior differently compared to older age groups.

Concerning their educational background, 52% hold a master’s degree, 44% hold a bachelor’s degree,
and 2% hold Ph.D. degrees. The high level of educational attainment among respondents might affect
their perceptions and behaviors differently from those with less formal education.

Regarding their monthly household income, 42% earn between $500 and $1000, 24% of contestants
earn less than 500$, 18% earn between $1000 and $1500, and 16% earn more than $1500. Income dis-
tribution indicates a diverse economic background among participants, though a significant portion
earns within a lower to middle-income bracket, which might influence their purchasing decisions and
priorities.

When asked about the time spent on social media per day, 36% mentioned that they spend more
than 9hours, 34% spend between 6-9hours, 20% spend between 3-6hours, and 10% spend between
1-3hours. The high engagement with social media among the majority of respondents suggests that
digital influence is a significant factor in their consumer behavior.

Exploratory factor analysis

KMO and Bartlett’s test

Table 1 shows the KMO test attained a value of 0.800. This means that factor analysis is acceptable for
the data set and indicates a modest level of sampling, adequacy, typical, and common. On the other
hand, a p-value less than 0.05 indicates significance for the board let the test of sphericity. The number
of variables investigated for each factor is sufficient, and the correlation matrix among these variables
significantly deviates from an identity matrix. Therefore, exploratory factor analysis can be conducted.

Total Variance Explained—Principal component analysis (PCA)

Eigenvalue represents the total and initial amount of variation that a particular main component can
account for. Each subsequent starting from the first component is obtained from partitioning out the
preceding component. As a result, the first component accounts for the greatest variance, while the final
accounts for the least. The Rotation Sums Squared Loadings section is the most important as it contains
the components that can be reduced to factors. As shown in Table 2, and based on the Exploratory Factor
analysis, 4 components or factors have been saved, having an Eigenvalue of 1, and account for 73.7% of
the model. This means the 20 initial components have been reduced to the four underlying factors.

Rotated component matrix
The factor loadings (Pearson correlation coefficients) in the Rotated Component Matrix show the connec-
tion between the factors or components that underlie the variables and the variables themselves.

Table 1. KMO and Bartlett’s test.

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy 0.800
Bartlett's test of sphericity Approx. chi-square 4759.845
Df 190

Sig. .000
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Table 2. Total variance explained.

Initial Eigenvalues Extraction sums of squared loadings Rotation sums of squared loadings
% of % of % of

Component Total Variance Cumulative % Total Variance Cumulative %  Total Variance Cumulative %
1 5.383 26913 26.913 5.383 26913 26913 4.402 22.010 22.010
2 3.845 19.223 46.136 3.845 19.223 46.136 3917 19.585 41.594
3 3.268 16.340 62.476 3.268 16.340 62.476 3.451 17.253 58.847
4 2.252 11.262 73.738 2.252 11.262 73.738 2978 14.891 73.738
5 733 3.667 77.405

6 .644 3.218 80.623

7 .602 3.012 83.635

8 524 2.622 86.257

9 441 2.204 88.461

10 390 1.952 90.413

1 375 1.876 92.289

12 342 1.711 94.000

13 292 1.460 95.460

14 269 1.343 96.803

15 237 1.184 97.987

16 170 .852 98.839

17 112 .561 99.400

18 .091 457 99.857

19 .020 .101 99.958

20 .008 .042 100.000

Variables linked to factors that have a value greater than 0.40 are often kept (Henson & Roberts, 2006).
From this angle, the Rotated Component Matrix in Table 3 shows variables that measure each compo-
nent underpinning each theoretical dimension represented in the conceptual model.

This analysis reveals four key components related to influencer interactions and their impact on con-
sumer behavior. The first component, para-social relationship (PR), highlights how followers feel a per-
sonal connection, engagement, inspiration, and significant influence from influencers. The second, unpaid
collaborations (UC), underscores the perceived authenticity and trustworthiness of unpaid endorsements.
The third component, influencer trustworthiness (IT), focuses on the perceived honesty, genuine use of
products, and alignment of influencers’ recommendations with their values. Lastly, the fourth component,
Buying Behavior (BB), indicates the role of influencers in raising product awareness, providing options,
and positively influencing purchase decisions.

Reliability test
Cronbach’s Alpha was used to measure the reliability and as shown in Table 4, it is 0.83 which is greater
than 0.7. This means that the data is dependable and suitable.

Validation of the hypotheses

Multiple linear regression analysis was used to understand how the different independent variables
(Para-social Relationship, Unpaid Collaboration, and Influencer Trustworthiness) collectively influence the
single dependent variable (Lebanese consumers buying behavior).

Model summary test
According to Table 5, R is 0.789, indicating a strong correlation. Also, the R2 shows that the independent
variables explain 62.2% of the variability of consumer buying behavior.

ANOVA test
Table 6 shows that the para-social relationships, unpaid collaboration, and influencer trustworthiness sta-
tistically significantly predict the buying behavior, F (3, 246) = 135.146, p < .0005.

Coefficients test
Table 7 includes the coefficients, measures of the variability or error of each estimate, and test statistics.
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Table 3. Rotated component matrix.
Components 1 2 3 4

PR | feel a personal connection to the influencers | follow. 0.878
| feel engaged with the influencers | follow by regularly liking, 0.954
commenting on, and sharing their content.
| feel that the success of the influencers | follow is important to 0.938
me.
| feel inspired by the lifestyle of the influencers | follow to 0.937
make changes in my own life.
| feel that my attitudes and perceptions towards products or 0.977
services are significantly influenced by influencers’ opinions.
uc | think unpaid collaborations provide more authentic and 0.908
honest reviews than paid promotions.
| feel more trust towards product recommendations from 0.947
unpaid collaborations.
| prefer to follow influencers who mainly engage in unpaid 0.890
collaborations.
| feel more positive about both the influencer and the product 0.922
when the collaboration is unpaid.
I am more likely to purchase a product recommended through 0.879
an unpaid collaboration than through a paid endorsement.
IT | trust that influencers share honest views and opinions about 0.853
the products they promote.
| believe that influencers genuinely like and use the products 0.856
they endorse.
| think that the influencers | follow prioritize their audience’s 0.889
interests when recommending products or services.
| feel that the content shared by influencers is consistent with 0.721
their stated values and beliefs.
| am more likely to follow product recommendations from 0.843
influencers who | feel engage genuinely with their
followers.
BB | think that influencers play a significant role in making me 0.692
aware of products | need or might need.
| trust influencers to provide me with a variety of options and 0.797
honest appraisals of alternatives.
| feel more confident in my purchase decisions when they are 0.735
influenced by trusted influencers.
| often feel the need to share my satisfaction or dissatisfaction 0.804
with a product on social media after a purchase.
| feel that my overall decision-making process is positively 0.762
influenced by following certain influencers.

Table 4. Reliability statistics.
Cronbach’s Alpha Number of items
0.835 20

Table 5. Model summary.

Change statistics Change statistics

Adjusted R Std. error of R square Sig. F

Model R R square square the estimate change F change df1 Model df2 change
.789° 622 618 59135 622 135.146 3 1 246 .000

2Predictors: (constant), para-social relationship, unpaid collaboration, and influencer trustworthiness.
bDependent variable: buying behavior.

Table 6. ANOVA test.

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig
Regression 141.780 3 47.260 135.146 .000°
Residual 86.025 246 350

Total 227.805 249

2Dependent variable: TBB.
bPredictors: (constant), para-social relationship, unpaid collaboration, and influencer trustworthiness.

According to Table 7, para-social relationships and unpaid collaboration have a p<0.05, statistically
significant. As for influencer trustworthiness, it has a p-value of 0.848>0.05.
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Table 7. Coefficient.

Standardized
Unstandardized coefficients coefficients 95.0% confidence interval for B
Model B Std. error Beta t Sig Lower bound  Upper bound
(Constant) 1.376 178 7.732 .000 183 .985
TIT —-.007- .038 —.008- -.192- .848 —.082- .068
TPR 153 .064 150 2.388 .018 .027 .280
TUC 738 .070 667 10.619 .000 601 .875

2Dependent variable: TBB.

Table 8. Hypotheses testing results and alignment with previous studies.

Hypothesis Result Findings Comparison with previous studies

H, Supported Para-social relationship positively ~Supported by various studies (Armawan & Sudarmiatin, 2022; Audrezet
affects consumer buying et al.,, 2020; Chan et al., 2024; Huang & Qiao, 2022; Hussain et al.,
behavior (3=0.150, t=2.388, 2023; Koay et al., 2021; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Patmawati & Miswanto,
p<0.05). 2022; Penttinen et al., 2022; Prasetio et al., 2022; Safeer, 2024;

Secilmis et al., 2022; Vonoga, 2021) that show para-social
relationships enhance viewer attachment and trust towards
influencers, positively influencing purchase intentions.

H, Supported Unpaid collaboration positively Supported by studies (Asante et al., 2022; De Veirman et al., 2017;
affects consumer buying Hahl, 2023) indicating unpaid collaborations are perceived as more
behavior (3=0.667, t=10.619, genuine, enhancing brand authenticity perceptions and driving
p<0.05). consumer engagement behaviors.

H, Neither supported  No significant evidence of the Contradicts some studies (Abdullah et al., 2020; Baig & Shahzad, 2022;

nor refuted. positive effect of influencer Balaban & Mustdtea, 2019; Masuda et al., 2022; Weismueller et al.,
trustworthiness on consumer 2020) which found trustworthiness significantly impacts consumer
buying behavior (3=-0.008, buying behavior.

t=-0.192, p=0.848>0.05).

Discussion

Table 8 shows the hypotheses testing results and alignment with previous studies that were used to
develop the hypotheses.

The first hypothesis posits that a para-social relationship has a positive significant impact on Lebanese
consumer buying behavior. This finding is supported by the findings of this study, which show that
para-social relationships positively affect consumer buying behavior (3=0.150, t=2.388, p<0.05). These
findings align with various previous studies (Armawan & Sudarmiatin, 2022; Audrezet et al., 2020; Chan
et al, 2024; Huang & Qiao, 2022; Hussain et al.,, 2023; Koay et al.,, 2021; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Patmawati &
Miswanto, 2022; Penttinen et al., 2022; Prasetio et al, 2022; Safeer, 2024; Secilmis et al., 2022; Vonoga,
2021) that demonstrate para-social relationships enhance viewer attachment and trust towards influenc-
ers, thereby positively influencing purchase behavior.

The second hypothesis asserts that unpaid collaborations have a positive significant impact on
Lebanese consumer buying behavior. This hypothesis is supported; thus, unpaid collaborations positively
impact consumer buying behavior (3=0.667, t=10.619, p<0.05). This finding is in line with the findings
of Asante et al. (2022), De Veirman et al. (2017), and Hahl (2023) who suggest unpaid collaborations are
perceived as more genuine, enhancing brand authenticity perceptions and driving consumer engage-
ment behaviors.

The third hypothesis proposes that influencer trustworthiness has a positive significant impact on
Lebanese consumer buying behavior. However, this hypothesis is neither supported nor refuted by the
findings of this study, which show no significant evidence of the positive effect of influencer trustwor-
thiness on consumer buying behavior (8 = -0.008, t = -0.192, p=0.848>0.05). This finding contradicts
some previous studies (Abdullah et al., 2020; Baig & Shahzad, 2022; Balaban & Mustatea, 2019; Masuda
et al, 2022; Weismueller et al., 2020), which found that trustworthiness significantly impacts consumer
buying behavior. This divergence might be due to the unique social, cultural, a economic context of
Lebanon; especially since Lebanon has recently faced severe economic and political instability (Al Maalouf
et al., 2023; Al Maalouf & Al Baradhi, 2024; Yacoub & Al Maalouf, 2023). In such a crisis, consumers
prioritize factors such as price sensitivity, perceived value, or immediate needs over the trustworthiness
of an influencer. This could overshadow the role of trustworthiness in shaping consumer behavior.
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In addition, due to the growing saturation of influencers across various platforms, consumers may have
become more skeptical or desensitized to influencer endorsements, thereby diluting the impact of trust-
worthiness. Furthermore, the rise of micro-influencers, whose appeal lies in perceived authenticity and
relatability rather than trustworthiness alone, could suggest that other dimensions of influencer charac-
teristics; such as likeability or perceived expertise, play a more critical role in consumer decisions.

Conclusion
Theoretical implications

This study aims to investigate a contemporary, significant topic revolutionizing global society. As
mentioned in the theoretical background, SOR theory provides a theoretical framework for inter-
preting consumer buying behavior while being based on the external stimuli that drive the state
of internal organisms and trigger the behavioral response from the consumer. It was applied to
analyze and interpret the entire process of para-social relationships and unpaid collaborations by
studying the effect of social media influencers’ marketing and unpaid collaborations (S-stimuli) on
consumers’ perception and beliefs developing para-social relationships with these influencers
(O-organism), affecting their buying behavior (R-response). The findings revealed that para-social
relationships and unpaid collaborations do have a significant positive impact on Lebanese con-
sumer buying behavior, supporting the SOR theory. Also, SLT provided a structure that helps iden-
tify the role of peers and experts that influence consumer buying behavior and was applied to
study influencer trustworthiness as a factor influencing the Lebanese buying behavior, and social
media followers of these influencers. The findings could not reveal whether there is an impact of
trustworthiness on consumer behavior.

Practical implications

In today’s interconnected business environment, influencer marketing is a must for marketers. It should
be integrated with the company’s overall marketing plan to reach a wider audience, better understand
the demands of the target market, and increase consumer engagement. However, to give consumers, the
information they require, marketers should also entice their clients to visit their company’s social media
pages. Therefore, when developing their social media network policy, marketers ought to keep several
suggestions in mind. They should establish quantifiable objectives, such as increasing traffic, drawing in
new clients, enhancing consumer service, and engaging consumers. For example, a fashion brand might
aim for a 30% increase in traffic through targeted influencer collaborations. Choosing influencers who
align with the brand’s identity is crucial; for instance, a health and wellness brand should partner with
fitness influencers whose values reflect those of the brand. Moreover, to make the business easier for
consumers to identify and recognize, marketers should align the influencer’s pages with the company’s
corporate identity. For instance, if a company emphasizes sustainability, influencer content should high-
light eco-friendly aspects of the product. Case studies like Daniel Wellington's successful use of fashion
influencers and Glossier's engagement with beauty influencers illustrate how effective these strategies
can be. These brands achieved significant results by ensuring content consistency and leveraging influ-
encer authenticity. Additionally, monitoring campaign performance and adjusting strategies based on
analytics can optimize results. For example, if certain content formats or influencer types perform well,
marketers should scale these successful elements. By following these recommendations, marketers can
effectively integrate influencer marketing into their strategies, enhancing consumer engagement and
achieving their marketing goals.

Limitations and future research

While this study offers valuable insights into the influence of para-social relationships, unpaid collab-
orations, and influencer trustworthiness on Lebanese consumer buying behavior, the scope is limited
to the unique cultural and economic landscape of Lebanon. The country’s ongoing political
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instability and economic crisis may have shaped consumer priorities differently compared to more
stable markets. For instance, the positive impact of para-social relationships and unpaid collabora-
tions found in this study might be more pronounced in Lebanon due to heightened consumer pref-
erence for perceived authenticity and value during economic hardship. In contrast, in more stable
economies, factors such as influencer trustworthiness or brand loyalty might play a more significant
role, as indicated by previous studies. Consequently, the results should be interpreted with caution
when generalizing to other contexts. Future research could investigate how these factors perform in
different cultural or economic environments to provide a more comprehensive understanding of con-
sumer behavior across various settings. Also, due to the Lebanese economic crisis which has desta-
bilized the country since 2019, and the impact of external forces that are impacting the Lebanese
market environment, it is advised to carry out the same study once the circumstances in Lebanon
have stabilized. Moreover, future research could compare Lebanese consumers with those from dif-
ferent cultural or economic backgrounds to provide broader insights into how influencer marketing
operates in various contexts.

Also, since the results of hypothesis three were insignificant, future research could explore whether
other influencer traits, such as expertise or attractiveness, exert a stronger influence on consumer behav-
ior in the Lebanese market. Additionally, examining the impact of contextual factors, such as consumer
demographics, product type, or economic conditions, may provide more nuanced insights into how and
when trustworthiness matters most. Furthermore, future research could also investigate the role of dif-
ferent types of influencers on consumer trust and engagement. Moreover, future research could explore
additional factors that might influence consumer behavior, such as cultural values, psychological traits,
or media consumption habits.

Finally, future research could dig deeper into the potential impact of content quality by examining
how the authenticity, creativity, and relevance of influencer content affect consumer engagement and
purchasing decisions. Incorporating factors like content quality could further differentiate between influ-
encers’ effectiveness across various product categories or industries. Additional investigation can be car-
ried out on this topic, particularly because it's a current issue that’s always evolving.

Contributions

The study contributes significantly by providing insights into the Lebanese market, confirming that
para-social relationships and unpaid collaborations positively influence consumer buying behavior. It
challenges the assumption that influencer trustworthiness alone impacts purchasing decisions, suggest-
ing other factors may be more influential. By applying the SOR model and SLT, the study enriches the
theoretical ussnderstanding of influencer marketing. Practically, it offers actionable strategies for market-
ers, emphasizing the importance of emotional connections and perceived authenticity in driving con-
sumer behavior in Lebanon.
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