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ABSTRACT 

	
Influencer marketing is widely used in social media, yet the mechanism through which influencer credibility translates into consumer action remains under-specified. This study examines whether brand storytelling engagement (STE)mediates the relationship between influencer credibility (IC) and behavioral intentions (BI) in a naturalistic social media context. A quantitative, cross-sectional survey was conducted with active social media users (N = 283) using a self-administered online questionnaire in a bilingual Persian–English format. All constructs were measured with multi-item Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), and scale reliability was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = .896 for IC, .892 for STE, and .853 for BI). Hypotheses were tested using Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Model 4) with 5,000 bootstrap resamples and unstandardized coefficients. Results indicate that influencer credibility is positively associated with behavioral intentions and also predicts higher levels of storytelling engagement. In turn, storytelling engagement is positively associated with behavioral intentions while controlling for influencer credibility. Bootstrapping confirmed a significant indirect effect of influencer credibility on behavioral intentions through storytelling engagement (ab = 0.161, 95% CI [0.092, 0.241]). The direct effect of influencer credibility remained statistically significant after accounting for storytelling engagement, indicating partial mediation. Overall, the findings suggest that credibility influences intentions both by shaping followers’ willingness to engage with brand narratives and through additional direct routes. The study contributes to influencer marketing and brand storytelling research by specifying a process-based pathway linking source credibility to intention formation in social media environments.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Influencer marketing has become a prominent persuasive approach in social media environments, but its effectiveness is not simply a function of reach or visibility (De Veirman et al., 2017; Ki et al., 2020). In practice, audiences often use source-related cues, especially perceived expertise and trustworthiness to evaluate influencer content and decide whether it merits attention and action (Freberg et al., 2011; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Ohanian, 1990). In parallel, brands increasingly employ narrative-based communication to make content more engaging and persuasive by fostering meaningful processing and emotional involvement (Dessart et al., 2016; Escalas, 2004; Forman, 2013). Against this background, the unresolved question is how influencer credibility translates into behavioral intentions in digital spaces and whether storytelling engagement provides a mechanism explaining this link.

This study addresses that gap by examining whether brand storytelling engagement (STE) mediates the relationship between influencer credibility (IC) and behavioral intentions (BI) on social media. Building on credibility theory and narrative processing perspectives, the article proposes that credible influencers enhance followers’ engagement with brand narratives, which then increases the likelihood of downstream behavioral intentions such as purchase intention and recommendation.
This study contributes to influencer marketing and brand storytelling research by identifying brand storytelling engagement as a mechanism linking influencer credibility to behavioral intentions. By testing a simple mediation model in a social media context, it clarifies that credibility influences intentions both directly and indirectly through narrative engagement, offering a process-based explanation for how influencer content translates into consumer action.

2.BRAND STORYTELLING

2.1.Influencer Credibility and Behavioral Intentions

Credibility is commonly conceptualized as perceived expertise and trustworthiness of the message source. In marketing research, source credibility has long been linked to persuasion outcomes, including attitudes and intentions (Ohanian, 1990). In social media contexts, credibility becomes particularly influential because users face information overload and use heuristic cues to form judgments quickly. Influencer credibility can therefore serve as a shortcut that increases confidence in the promoted brand and reduces perceived risk, resulting in stronger behavioral intentions (Lou & Yuan, 2019).

H1: Influencer credibility (IC) positively predicts behavioral intentions (BI).

2.2.Brand Storytelling Engagement As A Persuasive Mechanism

Brand storytelling shifts persuasion away from purely informational claims toward narrative meaning, emotional resonance, and identity alignment. Narrative processing research suggests that stories influence consumer responses by facilitating transportation, imagery, and self-referencing, which can shape judgments and intentions (Escalas, 2004). In social media, “engagement” with storytelling is not limited to likes and comments; it includes cognitive attention, emotional immersion, and perceived relevance, which together can strengthen persuasive impact (Dessart et al., 2016; Forman, 2013). Thus, credible influencers may not only affect what people believe, but also how deeply they engage with brand narratives.

H2: Influencer credibility (IC) positively predicts brand storytelling engagement (STE).

2.3.Brand Storytelling Engagement As A Pathway from Influencer Credibility to Behavioral Intentions

Brand storytelling engagement reflects the extent to which audiences become cognitively and emotionally involved in a brand narrative. When such engagement is high, brand messages tend to be processed as more meaningful, vivid, and personally relevant, which makes intention formation more likely. From an intention-based perspective, behavioral intentions represent a readiness to act and are shaped by persuasive inputs that influence beliefs and evaluations (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010). Accordingly, stronger engagement with brand storytelling should translate into stronger behavioral intentions because engaged audiences are more likely to see the brand as valuable and applicable to their own lives.

At the same time, storytelling engagement can be understood as a mechanism through which influencer credibility exerts its influence. Credible influencers are generally perceived as more trustworthy and competent, which may reduce skepticism and increase openness to the content they share. This can make followers more willing to pay attention to, connect with, and internalize brand narratives, thereby increasing storytelling engagement. If credibility increases storytelling engagement and storytelling engagement increases behavioral intentions, then engagement should carry part of the effect of influencer credibility on intentions. However, credibility may still retain a direct influence on intentions beyond narrative engagement, for example, through generalized trust in the influencer, suggesting that the mediation may be partial rather than complete.

H3: Brand storytelling engagement (STE) positively predicts behavioral intentions (BI).

H4: Brand storytelling engagement (STE) mediates the effect of influencer credibility (IC) on behavioral intentions (BI).
3.METHODOLOGY
A quantitative, cross-sectional survey design was used to test the proposed mediation model in a naturalistic social media setting. Data were collected via an online questionnaire (Google Forms) using convenience sampling. Eligible participants were adults (18+) who reported active social media use and followed at least one influencer; respondents who did not meet these criteria were screened out. The final sample consisted of 283 valid responses. The survey was administered in a bilingual format (Persian–English), and Instagram was the dominant platform reported by respondents.

All constructs were measured using multi-item, reflective Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) adapted from established sources. Influencer credibility (IC) captured perceived expertise and trustworthiness (Newell & Goldsmith, 2001; Ohanian, 1990). Brand storytelling engagement (STE) assessed cognitive and emotional involvement with brand narratives in social media content (Dessart et al., 2016; Forman, 2013). Behavioral intentions (BI) reflected the stated likelihood of future action toward the brand, including purchase and recommendation intentions (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010; Zeithaml et al., 1996). Scale reliability was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = .896 for IC, .892 for STE, and .853 for BI).

To support measurement validity, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted on the full instrument (which included additional constructs beyond the scope of this article). Sampling adequacy and factorability were acceptable (KMO = .910; Bartlett’s test p < .001). Within the retained factor solution, the IC, STE, and BI items loaded primarily on their intended factors with minimal cross-loadings, supporting their use in the present model. Hypotheses were tested using Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Model 4) with 5,000 bootstrap resamples; unstandardized coefficients (B) are reported.

Ethical safeguards were incorporated into the survey procedure. Participants viewed an information and consent statement at the beginning of the questionnaire; proceeding indicated informed consent. No personally identifying information was collected, and results were analyzed and reported in aggregate form.

4.RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The mediation model was estimated using Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Model 4) with 5,000 bootstrap resamples, and all coefficients are reported as unstandardized coefficients (B). The findings support the proposed model. Influencer credibility showed a significant total effect on behavioral intentions, indicating that higher perceived credibility was associated with stronger intentions to act toward the brand (B = 0.290, p < .001). Influencer credibility also significantly predicted brand storytelling engagement (B = 0.314, p < .001), suggesting that more credible influencers were more likely to generate deeper cognitive and emotional engagement with the brand narrative.
For the a path (IC → STE), the effect was significant (B = 0.314, SE = 0.046, t = 6.808, p < .001), and for the b path (STE → BI, controlling for IC), the effect was also significant (B = 0.512, SE = 0.078, t = 6.577, p < .001).

When both influencer credibility and storytelling engagement were entered as predictors of behavioral intentions, storytelling engagement remained a strong positive predictor (B = 0.512, p < .001). At the same time, the direct effect of influencer credibility on behavioral intentions decreased but remained statistically significant (B = 0.129, p = .048). This pattern indicates that storytelling engagement accounts for a meaningful portion of the credibility–intention relationship without eliminating it entirely. Consistent with this interpretation, the bootstrapped indirect effect was positive and statistically significant (ab = 0.161, 95% bootstrapped CI [0.092, 0.241]), as the confidence interval did not include zero. Taken together, these results support the mediation hypothesis and indicate partial mediation, meaning that influencer credibility influences behavioral intentions both by increasing engagement with brand storytelling and through an additional direct route not captured by storytelling engagement alone.
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Figure 1. The estimated mediation model and corresponding path coefficients
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Figure 1. Path model for the mediation of influencer credibility and behavioral intentions through brand storytelling engagement. Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients (B) are reported. The indirect effect (a×b) was estimated using 5,000 bootstrap resamples; the bootstrapped 95% confidence interval (CI) is reported. p < .05. ***p < .001.

This study helps clarify why influencer credibility matters in social media marketing by showing how it translates into behavioral intentions. The findings indicate that influencer credibility predicts behavioral intentions both directly and indirectly through brand storytelling engagement. In other words, credibility does not function only as a general “trust cue” that pushes people toward action; it also appears to shape the way audiences enter and experience a brand narrative. When followers perceive an influencer as credible, they are more likely to pay attention to the story being told, process it with less skepticism, and become more engaged with its meaning. That deeper engagement, in turn, is associated with stronger intentions to act.

The mediation pattern is partial, which is theoretically important. If storytelling engagement fully explained the credibility–intention link, it would suggest that credibility works mainly by drawing audiences into narrative processing. Instead, the remaining significant direct effect implies that credibility also influences intentions through additional pathways beyond storytelling engagement. This aligns with the broader credibility literature, where credible sources can affect judgments through heuristic acceptance, reduced perceived risk, and greater confidence in recommendations-even when message processing mechanisms are accounted for (Ohanian, 1990; Lou & Yuan, 2019). Practically, it suggests that improving narrative engagement is not a substitute for credibility; the two operate together.

From a narrative persuasion perspective, the results are consistent with the argument that stories can influence intention formation by making brand-related outcomes feel more vivid, personally relevant, and easier to imagine. Engagement with a story can enable mental simulation and self-referencing processes that strengthen evaluative judgments and readiness to act (Escalas, 2004). In a business communication context, storytelling also supports coherence and meaning making, which can help audiences connect brand claims to real-life situations (Forman, 2013). The current results extend these ideas into influencer marketing by positioning storytelling engagement as a measurable mechanism that helps explain why credibility “converts” into intentions, rather than treating credibility and storytelling as separate tactics.

Overall, the study contributes to influencer marketing and content marketing scholarship by offering a process-based explanation: credible influencers facilitate engagement with brand stories, and that engagement strengthens behavioral intentions. Methodologically, the significant bootstrapped indirect effect supports the use of mediation analysis for unpacking these persuasion pathways in social media settings (Hayes, 2022). Theoretically, the findings suggest that future work should treat influencer credibility as a factor that shapes the quality of message processing, particularly narrative processing, rather than only an attribute that shifts attitudes and intentions directly.





5.MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCHES

Managerial implications from these findings are straightforward for brands and content strategists. First, influencer selection should prioritize credibility–fit rather than reach alone, because working with influencers who are perceived as knowledgeable and trustworthy can strengthen the impact of brand storytelling by increasing audiences’ engagement with the narrative, not merely their exposure to the content. Second, collaborations benefit from story-first content briefs that guide influencers toward narrative structure, emotional resonance, and audience relevance, instead of focusing narrowly on product display or promotional claims. Third, brands should treat brand storytelling engagement as a meaningful performance indicator by tracking narrative-focused responses-such as perceived relevance, immersion, and emotional connection-alongside traditional engagement metrics, given its demonstrated link to behavioral intentions. Finally, to improve consistency across campaigns, firms can invest in repeatable narrative assets (e.g., adaptable story frameworks and recurring brand themes) and allow credible influencers to translate these narratives into their own authentic voice, maintaining coherence while preserving creator authenticity.

This study is cross-sectional and relies on self-reported measures; therefore, causal inference should be made cautiously. Although the tested relationships are theoretically grounded, the temporal ordering among influencer credibility, storytelling engagement, and behavioral intentions cannot be confirmed with the current design. Future research should employ longitudinal designs to examine whether changes in influencer credibility perceptions precede increases in storytelling engagement and whether these changes translate into later behavioral outcomes. Experimental research would also be valuable, particularly studies that manipulate storytelling features and source cues to identify which elements most strongly drive engagement and intentions.

A second limitation concerns measurement and method. The study focuses on perceptual evaluations captured via a single survey, which raises the possibility of common method bias and does not capture actual behavior. Future studies could combine survey measures with behavioral indicators such as clicks, shares, saves, or conversion-related actions, or use platform analytics to validate whether intention patterns correspond to observed behaviors. Researchers may also refine measurement by distinguishing sub-dimensions of storytelling engagement, such as cognitive immersion and emotional resonance, to clarify whether different aspects of engagement operate through different mechanisms.
Finally, the relationships may vary across contexts and audiences. Social media platforms differ in content formats and user consumption patterns, which could influence the strength of the IC → STE → BI pathway. Replication across platforms and content formats would strengthen generalizability. In addition, future research could test boundary conditions that may amplify or weaken the pathway, including product category involvement, influencer–brand congruence, audience skepticism, and prior brand familiarity. Examining these moderators would help specify when influencer credibility is most likely to translate into storytelling engagement and when storytelling engagement most strongly predicts behavioral intentions.

6.CONCLUSION

This study shows that influencer credibility is not only directly associated with behavioral intentions but also operates through a narrative mechanism. Brand storytelling engagement partially mediates the credibility–intention relationship, indicating that persuasive effectiveness in social media depends on both the perceived trustworthiness and expertise of the communicator and the extent to which audiences become engaged with the brand’s story. In other words, credibility appears to help audiences enter the message, while storytelling engagement helps translate that entry point into stronger intention formation.

The findings support a process-oriented view of influencer marketing in which source cues and narrative experience work together rather than functioning as independent drivers. Because the mediation is partial, credibility retains an influence on intentions even after accounting for storytelling engagement, suggesting that story engagement complements—rather than replaces—the role of credibility. For marketing practice, the implication is that influencer campaigns are likely to be most effective when they pair credible endorsers with story-driven content that is coherent, audience-relevant, and capable of sustaining attention and emotional involvement over time.

The findings also indicate that higher storytelling engagement is associated with stronger perceptions of content marketing effectiveness and that perceived content marketing effectiveness is positively related to behavioral intentions. Importantly, the mediation results show that content marketing effectiveness partially transmits the effect of storytelling engagement on intentions, suggesting that narrative engagement contributes to action readiness not only through direct psychological involvement but also through an evaluative pathway in which audiences judge the content as effective, valuable, and worth engaging with.

These results support a process-based view of persuasion on social media. Storytelling engagement appears to function as an upstream mechanism that shapes how users interpret and assess brands’ broader content stream, and those assessments are associated with stronger intention formation. In practical terms, the findings imply that storytelling is likely to be most consequential when it does more than attract attention—when it also improves the perceived effectiveness of ongoing content marketing. Future research can build on this pathway by clarifying the conditions under which storytelling engagement most strongly enhances content evaluations and by examining whether these relationships hold across different platforms, content formats, and audience segments.
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