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Introduction. Social media influencers, who achieve fame by attracting attention and cultivating 

a genuine personal image on social media platforms (Marshall & Redmond, 2015), have played a 

significant role in raising public consciousness about social issues and generat ing support for 

social initiatives. Due to their ability to attract public attention to social issues, they have helped 

in promoting not only sustainable products (e.g., Kapoor et al., 2023) but also socially 

responsible commitments of companies as their endorsers (e.g., Jiang & Park, 2021). However, 

influencers may be considered inauthentic if consumers believe that they are driven by external 

factors such as compensation, rather than honestly sharing their expertise on a subject, which can 

lead to consumers responding cynically (Lee & Eastin, 2022). Therefore, conveying an 

influencer's authenticity in their involvement with social issues is crucial in developing a 

favorable impression among consumers regarding the influencer's social issue-related message. 

Thus, this study aims to examine the antecedents that influence the perceived authenticity of 

influencers when they promote social causes on social media. 

 

Theoretical Background. Lee and Chung (2024) confirmed that being transparent contributes 

to enhancing the perceived authenticity of an influencer when communicating a social cause and 

focusing on a social cause relevant to an influencer’s domain of interest (i.e., social cause fit) 

positively moderates the influence of transparency. However, there is a lack of studies that 

investigate what makes influencers authentic when they discuss more controversial social issues, 

such as same-sex marriage. According to congruity theory, people are more inclined to positively 

assess a message that aligns with their views, which helps avoid psychological distress caused by 

inconsistency (Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955). On the other hand, a contradictory message is 

difficult to be accepted. Research on influencer marketing has also verified that when customers 

see congruency in values and beliefs with an influencer, they are more likely to trust them (Han 

& Balabanis, 2023; Kim & Kim, 2021).  

Therefore, according to the congruity theory and previous research, if consumers see an 

influencer's social cause message that is not congruent with their beliefs, it will be challenging 

for the influencer to receive a positive evaluation. Moreover, when a message is incongruent and 

likely to produce psychological discomfort for a consumer, it will further diminish the perceived 

authenticity of the influencer if it is not transparent and does not align with the influencer's area 
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of expertise. Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed: (H1) Transparency of an influencer’s 

controversial social cause communication positively affects the perceived authenticity; (H2) 

Social cause fit moderates the effect of transparency of an influencer’s controversial social cause 

communication on perceived authenticity; (H3) Congruency between an influencer and a 

consumer's stance on a controversial social cause moderates the effects of transparency and 

social cause fit on perceived authenticity. 

 

Methods. This study utilized a 2 (low/high transparency) x 2 (social cause non-fit/fit) 

experimental design. Participants were recruited through MTurk and completed an online survey 

using Qualtrics. Two pretest tests were conducted to 1) determine social issues that generate 

controversy and 2) confirm the manipulation of transparency and social cause fit in the stimuli. 

In the first pretest (N=100), animal testing in fashion and beauty product development emerged 

as the fashion-related social concern that had the greatest level of consumer engagement 

(M=4.60, SD=1.80), and participants regarded this cause to be controversial (M=4.32, SD=1.47) 

in response to questions using a 7-point Likert-type scale. The pretest also revealed that 

individuals exhibit a significant level of engagement with abortion rights as a non-fashion-

related issue (M=5.86, SD=1.55), and the participants likewise viewed the cause as controversial 

(M=6.45, SD=.93). Four stimuli were constructed based on the results, which involved 

manipulating transparency levels (low/high) and social cause fits (animal testing/abortion rights). 

In the second pretest (N=140), the successful manipulations of transparency (t(129.25)=-18.31, 

p<.001) and the social cause fit (t(138)=-8.57, p<.001) were confirmed.  

The congruency between consumers and influencers on each social cause was coded 

(0=incongruent; 1=congruent) based on the level of support for the social cause. It was measured 

using a 7-point Likert-type question that asked participants to indicate their level of support for 

the social cause. If a participant expressed their support for animal testing, their response was 

coded as 0 because the influencer in the stimulus was against animal testing, and vice versa. 

Of 491 samples collected for the main test, 371 responses were retained after cleaning the 

data. Exploratory factor analysis confirmed the one-dimensionality and the reliability of the 

perceived authenticity variable. Factor loadings of six measurement items were .59 or above with 

an eigenvalue higher than 1, 46.79% explained variance, and .77 of Cronbach’s α.  

 

Results. Process macro model analysis was conducted to test the hypotheses. As a result, 

transparency positively influenced perceived authenticity (b=.35, t=2.01, p<.05, F(9, 361)=9.80, 

p<.001, R2=.20), supporting H1. Social cause fit positively affected perceived authenticity 

(b=.32, t=2.33, p<.05), but it had a marginally significant moderation effect on the influence of 

transparency on perceived authenticity (b=-.37, t=-1.90, p=.05), which marginally supports H2. 

A significant 3-way interaction effect of transparency, social cause fit, and congruency on 

perceived authenticity was confirmed (b=.70, t=2.47, p<.05), supporting H3.  
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Discussion and Conclusion. Although the interaction between transparency and social cause fit 

in controversial social causes was marginally significant, congruency between a consumer and 

the influencer's stance on a social cause played a role in influencing the perceived authenticity of 

the influencer, as shown in a significant three-way interaction effect. Specifically, the lack of 

transparency and social cause fit worsen the perception of the influencer's authenticity when 

consumers experience psychological discomfort due to incongruency with the influencer's beliefs 

(Han & Balabanis, 2023). Thus, if influencers express their opinions on a controversial social 

issue in a way that is likely to conflict with the beliefs of their followers, they should consider 

being transparent about their social contributions and focus on a social cause that corresponds 

with their interest (e.g., fashion and beauty), which will help prevent unfavorable judgment and 

reduce any psychological discomfort experienced by consumers. Companies that aim to employ 

influencer marketing to promote their socially responsible commitments or products should 

deliberately partner with those who put effort into effectively conveying their authenticity to 

their followers based on the findings from this study.  
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