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Summary

Social media is increasingly being used by health organizations to communicate health-
related messages. For example, young adults are informed about sexual health behavior through
YouTube videos. However, it is not yet clear if and how health-related social media
communication influences behavior and which communication strategies affect this outcome.
Influencer vlogs are often used to communicate health-related messages to viewers and allow
viewers to develop a one-sided relationship with the influencer, the so-called parasocial
relationship. Self-disclosure, personal narrativity, perceived realism and perceived authenticity
were investigated as parasocial attributes to research the effectiveness of parasocial
relationships in health communication as a tool for stimulating healthy sexual behavior.
Therefore, this thesis focused on the relationship between these communication strategies and
the engagement generated by vlogs, due to the importance of engagement as a behavioral
change predictor. A content analysis was conducted on a corpus of 174 Dutch and English
YouTube influencer vlogs discussing sexual health behavior to code for the parasocial
attributes. The extent of viewer engagement was measured by views, likes, dislikes, comments,
message acceptance, positive sentiment and negative sentiment. In contrast to expectations,
personal narrativity, use and breadth of self-disclosure were not related to indicators of viewer
engagement. Furthermore, perceived authenticity was negatively correlated with negative
sentiment, whereas perceived realism was positively associated with dislikes. As expected,
depth of self-disclosure was positively correlated with message acceptance and positive
sentiment. Based on the results obtained, investing in influencers’ messages containing intimate
self-disclosure could be a good way for health organizations to increase viewers engagement.
In addition, it is advisable for health organizations to strive for authentic content in influencer

vlogs to ensure less negative engagement.
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1. Introduction
Health communication increasingly focuses on using social media to reach young adults
(Sarkar et al., 2018), for example, to educate them about safe sex. This focus is due to this age
group using social media more often than traditional media and spending more time on social

media than other age groups (Third, Bellerose, Oliveira, Lala & Theakstone, 2017).

One strategy that health organizations employ to reach young adults is to collaborate
with social media influencers (hereafter called “influencers”). Influencers are content creators
on social media platforms, such as Instagram or YouTube, with a large number of followers
(De Veirman, Cauberghe & Hudders, 2017). In the Netherlands, an organization that works
with such influencers is Soa Aids Nederland. This organization runs, for example, campaigns
in which influencers upload a video on YouTube to draw attention to sexual health. Because
sexual health campaigns are often communicated via vlogs (Lockie, 2019), the present study
focuses on this form of content. The term “vlog” is short for online video weblog, a form of
blogging. Vlogging is an important way for influencers to inform and entertain their fans
(Lockie, 2019).

Commercial companies are increasingly making clever use of influencers’ popularity
among young adults (Chung & Cho, 2017; Launchmetrics, 2020). Advertisers are also devising
agreements with influencers to promote their products in exchange for payment or free samples,
a phenomenon referred to as influencer marketing (De Veirman et al., 2017). Previous research
demonstrates that influencers significantly affect young adults’ attitudes and behavior
(Goodyear, Armour & Wood, 2018). Although extensive research has been conducted on
influencer communication for commercial purposes, there is less clarity regarding the
effectiveness of influencer communication in altering health-related behavior among young
adults. To investigate the impact of communication strategies in vlogs on viewers, this study
examines viewer engagement: the participation and consumption resulting from influencer-
generated content, such as views, likes, dislikes and comments (Hollebeek, 2011; Khan, 2017).
Message acceptance, positive sentiment and negative sentiment are indicators of viewer
engagement that are analyzed within the comments. Engagement is considered an important

predictor of attitudinal and behavioral change (Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014).

A strategy that is often used by influencers, is to build parasocial relationships with
viewers. Parasocial relationships are the one-way relationships the audience develops with a

media performer when watching TV, listening to the radio or watching influencer content
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(Horton & Wohl, 1956; Shin, 2016). Experiencing a parasocial relationship increases the
likelihood of the consumer purchasing a specific product when the influencer positively
evaluates the brand (Lee & Watkins, 2016). This experience consequently makes young adults
less critical towards the sponsored content (Boerman & Reijmersdal, 2020). Therefore, a
parasocial relationship is expected to lead to more viewer engagement. Parasocial attributes,
which refer to attributes that are used by influencers to build those parasocial relationships with
their viewers, are factors that play a key role in engaging viewers in influencer communication
(Goodyear et al., 2018). These attributes include self-disclosure, personal narrativity, perceived
authenticity and perceived realism. Revealing personal information to another individual is
referred to as self-disclosure (Derlega & Chaikin, 1977), which is called personal narrativity
when it occurs in a storytelling process involving emotions and motivations (Nelson & Fivush,
2004; Lin & Utz, 2017). In addition, the perceived degree of the content being genuine, true
and real (perceived authenticity) and the perceived degree of its reflection of real-world events
(perceived realism) are examined in the present study (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010; Gerbner &
Gross, 1976).

The present study explores the suitability of influencer communication as a tool for
communicating health-related information to a young audience. Although influencers are
already popular for marketeers to reach young adults, there is less certainty on influencers’
contribution to the communication of health-related messages. Therefore, the present study
examines the relationship between communication strategies used in influencer vlogs and the
generated engagement. This is done by carrying out a content analysis on a corpus that consists
of influencer vlogs about sexual health. Relying on research into communication strategies for
commercial purposes, such as purchase intention, the current study extends influencer
communication to non-commercial health-related topics (Lee & Watkins, 2016; Boerman &
Reijmersdal, 2020). The current study therefore contributes to scientific knowledge about the
possible role of influencers in health communication. More specifically by generating more
knowledge about the impact of this influencer communication on young adults’ attitudes and

behavior.

The expected insights can be utilized to make health campaigns featuring influencers
more effective. The main research question is formulated as follows: To what extent are
parasocial attributes (self-disclosure, personal narrativity, perceived authenticity and perceived
realism) of influencer communication in vlogs about sexual health behavior related to viewer

engagement?
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2. Theoretical framework

2.1 Health communication via social media influencers

Public health communication aims to persuade the target group to change health-related
attitudes or behavior through messages (Shen, Sheer & Li, 2015). To reach young adults, health
organizations are increasingly creating campaigns via social media, specifically in collaboration

with influencers.

Influencers are people who possess an extensive social network of followers (De
Veirman et al., 2017). They post messages about facets of their life, such as lifestyle or fashion
choices (Abidin, 2013; Niederhoffer, Mooth, Wiesenfeld & Gordon, 2007; Wissinger, 2015).
These messages can be conveyed via for example blogs or vliogs (De Veirman et al., 2017). The
current study focuses on vlogs, which are able to cover numerous different topics, including
daily activities, tutorials and product reviews (Lockie 2019). A popular platform for posting
such vlogs is YouTube, which is the most popular social media platform globally (Smith, 2020).
YouTube’s popularity among young adults is high, and the platform is increasingly preferred

over TV (Smith, 2020). Consequently, this video platform can reach a wide audience.

The popularity of social media platforms such as YouTube has not gone unnoticed by
companies. Recently, marketers have accepted social media as an essential element of
marketing (Launchmetrics, 2020). Organizations increasingly utilize influencers to reach young
adults with their brand messages (De Veirman et al., 2017). In the USA, Europe and Asia,
almost 95% of businesses in the fashion, beauty and luxury industries have employed influencer
marketing in 2020 (Launchmetrics, 2020). Their interest in this technique is unsurprising, given
that various studies have demonstrated an effect of influencers’ communication on young
adults’ attitudes and behavior (Goodyear et al., 2018; Boerman & Reijmersdal, 2020).
Extensive research has been conducted on the effects of such influencer communication in the
commercial field. In particular, influencers were found to increase purchase intention of their
channel’s endorsed products (Chung & Cho, 2017). Furthermore, their influence was shown to
encourage a less critical attitude from young people towards the sponsored content (Lee &
Watkins, 2016; Boerman & Reijmersdal, 2020). These studies show that influencers enhance
young adults’ brand attitudes and purchase intentions with their product endorsements and
therefore are able to influence young adults. Besides marketers, health communication
strategists could also have an interest in the utilization of influencers due to their unique

characteristics.
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Like other companies, health organizations have launched campaigns in collaboration
with influencers. This influencer communication might provide opportunities to prevent health-
related issues such as sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). According to the Rijksinstituut voor
Volksgezondheid en Milieu (2018), most STDs are found among people under the age of 25.
There is a decrease in the use of condoms among young people (Stack, 2019). To reduce the
number of positive STD cases, Dutch organizations such as Soa Aids Nederland and Sense and
foreign organizations such as the American Health Association and National Health Service
UK have published sexual health videos in collaboration with influencers. However, it remains
unclear whether influencer communication is actually an effective tool in health communication
and how influencer communication might affect young adults’ attitudes and behavior.
Therefore, this thesis seeks to take the first steps in exploring vlogs as a suitable tool to change

attitudes and behavior.

To investigate the effectiveness of vlogs in stimulating healthy behavior among young
adults, it must first be determined which strategies influencers use. Then, this thesis examines

the relationship between these communication strategies and the vliog generated engagement.

2.2. Engagement with influencer vlogs

To be able to make predictions about the relationship between communication strategies
in sexual health videos and the attitudes and behavior of the audience, this study examines
engagement, which is an important indicator of an attitudinal and behavioral change in health

communication (Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014).

Engagement with influencer content on social media can be measured through the
actions of viewers on the media platform, such as commenting, viewing, sharing, uploading
and liking/disliking (Khan, 2017). Evaluating such actions reveals differences between passive
and active users, since commenting on a post is more (inter)active than simply viewing a video.
In the context of consumers’ online brand-related activities, Muntinga, Moorman and Smith
(2011) divided engagement into three types: consuming, contributing and creating brand-
related content. The lowest level of engagement is consuming, which refers to people who only
view the content without interfering. The second level is contributing, which refers to when
viewers contribute to brand-related content, but do not produce their own content (e.g., liking
or disliking a video). The third level of engagement is the active involvement in creating and
publishing brand-related content, such as writing a review (Muntinga et al., 2011). Based on
these studies, this study distinguishes between low engagement (viewing), medium engagement



L. van Hunsel SNR:1271256

(liking and disliking) and high engagement (commenting). Because of the available data,

sharing and uploading are not included in the current study.

Health organizations might also benefit from more substantive information on how the
audience reacts to the information provided by the influencer. Therefore, the content of the
viewers’ comments will be further analyzed, specifically exploring message acceptance and
sentiment. The term message acceptance will refer to the degree of the viewer’s acceptance or
approval of the information provided by the influencer in the message. If people accept the
health-related message, they are more likely to change their behavior (Sherman, Nelson, &
Steele, 2000). Sentiment refers to the kind of tone the viewer’s response conveys (Lindgren,
2012) and can be positive or negative. This tone might indicate to what extent the viewer accepts
the health message being communicated, whereby positive sentiment indicates a primarily
positive comment and negative sentiment indicates a primarily negative comment towards the
emotional content of the video (Lindgren, 2012). The content of a comment is possibly
indicating the degree of positive attitudes of young adults towards the health-related message

in the vlog.

This study distinguishes and analyzes both positive and negative forms of engagement,
because they both provide information on how engagement is affected. The present study aims
to investigate to what extent these different types of audience engagement can be predicted by

the way influencers communicate in sexual health vlogs.

2.3. Parasocial attributes of influencer communication

Influencer communication characterizes itself by the ways they aim to build relationships
with their audience, by sharing for example authentic and intimate information (Dibble,
Hartmann & Rosaen, 2016). This relationship is called a parasocial relationship, because
followers might start to see the influencer as a ‘friend’, without the influencer knowing this

person (Horton & Wohl., 1956; Shin, 2016).

Parasocial relationships might contribute to viewer engagement in sexual health vlogs and
generate perceived similar beliefs, feelings of connectedness, interests and values between
media creators and the audience (Frederick, Lim, Clavio & Walsh, 2012). A social media setting
generates closeness, which makes it easier for fans to bond with a celebrity compared to an
offline setting (Chambers, 2013; Nambisan & Watt, 2011). Interactivity is also an important
factor in stimulating these parasocial interactions, and is clearly illustrated by the way in which

influencers often address their viewers directly by asking them questions, usually looking
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straight into the camera (Hartmann & Goldhoorn, 2011). Another aspect where this interactivity
emerges is the possibility on social media to interact with, for example, comments under a video
(Frederick et al., 2012).

Previous research, in the field of influencer brand endorsements, identified several
characteristics of influencer communication that might contribute to experiencing such a
relationship by the audience, causing the viewers to show more brand engagement. Although
these studies focus on commercial purposes, they could provide some information about health
communication. Based on these studies, it is therefore expected that there is appositive
relationship between parasocial relationships and viewer engagement. Parasocial relationships
play a major role in advertising, since advertising is especially effective when the degree of
parasocial interaction is high (Lee & Watkins, 2016). The findings of Lee and Watkins (2016)
therefore provide evidence that parasocial interaction results in more positive brand values
(Frederick et al., 2012; Horton & Wohl, 1956). Another reason for brands to invest in parasocial
relationships between influencers and viewers, is because this strategy promotes electronic
word of mouth (eWOM) and viewer’s purchase intention (Hwang & Zhang, 2018). The term
eWOM refers to statements that (potential) customers make about brands that are available
online and stimulates customer behavior related to engagement (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner,
Walsh & Gremler, 2004; Van Doorn et al., 2010). This eWOM refers to the third level of

engagement, which is active involvement (Muntinga et al., 2011).

Given that influencer marketing offers many opportunities to develop closeness between
viewers and the media personality (Labrecque, 2014), it is interesting to investigate the role of
parasocial interactions in viewers’ engagement. The factors that possible contribute to the
formation of parasocial relationships are self-disclosure, personal narrativity, perceived realism
and perceived authenticity. These factors are collectively referred to here as parasocial
attributes (Ferchaud, Grzeslo, Orme & Lagroue, 2018). These attributes were identified in
previous research as features that make the vlogger’s communication more intimate and

personal, thereby enabling viewers to build a parasocial relationship with them.

In the present study, it will be examined to what degree these so-called parasocial attributes
of influencer communication are able to predict how viewers reacts to vlogs on sexual health.
They may therefore also contribute to engagement and will be discussed one by one. In
particular, self-disclosure is proven to be an important indicator for building relationships in

both offline and online settings and a factor that may stimulate engagement (Cozby, 1973).

10
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2.3.1. Self-disclosure

A communication strategy that often occurs in influencer vlogs is self-disclosure. The
concept of self-disclosure is defined as revealing personal information to another person
(Derlega & Chaikin, 1977). Self-disclosure is an important component of developing offline
and online relationships (Cozby, 1973; Ferchaud et al., 2018) since relationships are developed
through sharing personal information (Altman & Taylor, 1973). Some studies indicate that self-
disclosure is important in both forming interpersonal and parasocial relationships (Horton &
Wohl, 1956; Nordlund, 1978; Meyrowitz, 1986; Perse & Rubin, 1989).

The study by Ferchaud et al. (2018) explored the ways in which the most popular YouTube
influencers employ self-disclosure. According to their findings, viogs make the most use of
self-disclosure compared to other video genres (Ferchaud et al., 2018), which makes this
parasocial attribute particularly relevant for the present research. In influencer communication,
self-disclosure is conveyed by influencers through their emotions, expressions, opinions on
various topics, photos of themselves and their relatives, and “behind the scenes” footage (Chung
& Cho, 2017). Such self-disclosure procedures add personality and intimacy to social media
interactions (Marwick & Boyd, 2011).

Based on research in contexts such as health care and interpersonal relationships, a positive
effect of self-disclosure on engagement is expected. Research in depression care, for instance,
indicates a positive relationship between self-disclosure and change in health behavior (Truong,
Gallo, Roter & Joo, 2019). This positive relationship means that individuals are more likely to
adopt certain health-related behavior when they interact with others who share similarities.
Such similarities between people are more likely to occur with self-disclosure (Ladhari, Massa
& Skandrani, 2020). Since individuals may adopt certain health-related behavior when they
interact with similar others (Malloch & Zhang, 2019), this effect might also occur with viewer
engagement in sexual health vlogs. This outcome would mean that viewers feel more engaged
with influencers who disclose personal information. Based on this observation, the following

hypothesis is proposed:

H1a: Influencers who disclose personal information in sexual health vlogs generate more viewer

engagement than influencers who do not self-disclose.

11
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The hypothesis implies positive forms of engagement (views, likes, comments, message
acceptance and positive sentiment). For the purpose of exploration, the relationship between
self-disclosure and the negative indicators of viewer engagement (dislikes and negative
sentiment) are assessed. In addition, this study also examines which type of engagement is most

affected by self-disclosure.

Furthermore, self-disclosure consists of two dimensions: breadth and depth (Altman &
Taylor, 1973). The first dimension, breadth, is generally defined as the variety of topics of self-
disclosure (Altman & Taylor, 1973). In the current study, breadth of self-disclosure will refer
to the amount of self disclosing subjects by the influencer. The second dimension, depth, refers
to the intimacy of the individual’s disclosed personal information. The depth dimension ranges
from superficial to intimate (Altman & Taylor, 1973). A very intimate level of depth in self-
disclosure occurs, for example, when a vliogger discloses their feelings about a previous sexual
experience. Since these are dimensions of self-disclosure, they are expected to also stimulate
engagement (Truong et al., 2019). Intimate self-disclosure was found to correlate with feelings
of closeness between social media users, whereas frequent statements of self-disclosure were
found to correlate with feelings of familiarity for social media users (Lin & Utz, 2017).
Therefore, these two dimensions of self-disclosure are expected to positively affect viewer
engagement, which suggests that an influencer providing information about him- or herself
including more topics or at a deeper level in sexual health vlogs might increase viewer

engagement. Thus, the following hypotheses are formulated:

Hib: There is a positive relationship between the breadth of influencer self-disclosure in sexual
health vlogs and viewer engagement.

Hic: There is a positive relationship between the depth of influencer self-disclosure in sexual

health vlogs and viewer engagement.

2.3.2. Personal narrativity
The second parasocial attribute of influencer communication that this study examines is
the use of personal narrative. Narratives are often employed in vlogs to convey information and

are defined as “talk organized around significant or consequential experiences, with the

12
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characters undertaking some action, within a context, with implicit or explicit beginning and
end points, and significance for the narrator or her or his audience” (Miller-Day & Hecht, 2013).
In this research’s context, the term narrative refers to “revealing information about oneself in a
story-telling way” (Lin & Utz, 2017, p. 428). This technique might be effective for
communicating sexual health messages because storytelling is a powerful tool for delivering
health information messages (Hopfer, 2011) and is able to transport the listener or viewer into
the experience narrated, thereby enhancing audience identification with the storyteller (Lee,
Hecht, Miller-Day & Elek, 2011).

Narrativity has been explored in previous studies. Miller-Day et al. (2015) conducted
research in a teacher-student context and demonstrated that a lesson’s narrative quality is
significantly related to student engagement. This finding supports the narrative engagement
theory, which reasons that when health messages contain narratives, they are more likely to be
adaptable to the audience’s own experiences and knowledge (Miller-Day & Hecht, 2013).
These messages address the mental models of the audience, which consist of cognitive
representations of the world, to reshape their knowledge (Johnson-Laird, 2006). For a topic
such as safe sex, a narrative mode of learning may help generate better understanding of others’
situations (Schank & Berman, 2002; Hinyard & Kreuter, 2007).

Since the concept of narrativity is quite broad, the term personal narrativity is used here.
Personal narrativity provides more context for the events described (where and when) than
regular narratives and contain information regarding the narrator’s thoughts, emotions and
motivations (Nelson & Fivush, 2004). This term is more relevant for a health communication
topic because sexual health is a sensitive and personal subject. Adding personal narrative to
sexual health communication videos may help to increase the target group’s engagement.
Therefore, it is expected that the presence of personal narrativity corresponds with higher levels
of engagement (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H>: Influencers who include a personal narrative in sexual health vlogs generate more viewer

engagement than influencers who do not include personal narrative.

13
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The current study also examines the different types of engagement for this parasocial
attribute. In addition, the relationship between personal narrativity and the negative indicators

of viewer engagement (dislikes and negative sentiment) are assessed.

2.3.3. Perceived realism

A third important parasocial attribute is perceived realism. Perceived realism is described
as “the audience’s judgment of the degree to which the narrative world is reflective of the real
world” (Gerbner & Gross, 1976). Vlogs often present a “realistic” view of an influencer’s life,
and including such personal information increases the viewer’s perceived realism (Ferchaud et
al., 2018). Busselle and Bilandzic (2008) propose distinguishing between external realism and
narrative realism in stories. External realism describes the extent to which elements in the story
are coherent with the actual world. Narrative realism is the extent to which the information in
the story is coherent within the narrative (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). In this study, the term

realism refers specifically to external realism.

In other research fields, realism is a well-known concept. Realism in storytelling increases
the likelihood of people developing a parasocial relationship with non-fictional characters
compared to fictional ones (Giles, 2002). In the context of news reports, moreover, perceived
realism was found to be a positive predictor of parasocial interaction between news
personalities and viewers (Rubin & Rubin, 1985; Rubin, Perse & Powell, 1985). The expected
effectiveness of realism on engagement could be explained by attention. People who experience
certain media as realistic are found to pay more attention to the message communicated
(Wright, 2011) and hold a less critical attitude towards it (Hudson, Wartella & Donnerstein,
1998).

Perceived realism is expected to positively relate to viewer engagement. Recent studies
suggest the level of realism as an important factor for engagement in narratives (Busselle &
Bilandzic, 2008; Hall, 2003). In their research on the situations in which perceptions of
unrealness affect engagement in narratives in general, Busselle & Bilandzic (2008) suggested
a link between reflective realism and experiential engagement. Reflective realism refers to the
perceived realism after the narrative (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). This relates to experiential
engagement, the cognitively and emotionally engaging world viewers construct because of
textual, visual or auditory narratives (Oatley, 2002). More specifically, this means that
audience’s feelings of engagement and transportation are higher when reading or viewing

realistic narratives. This finding is also supported by other studies. For example, participants

14
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reported perceiving TV programs as more realistic when they were emotionally engaging (Hall,
2003). Research by Cho, Shen & Wilson (2012) too shows that realism appears to be an
important factor in encouraging emotional involvement, which is also likely to predict the same

for engagement.

These prior studies indicate a positive correlation between perceived realism and viewer
engagement (Hall, 2003; Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; Cho et al., 2012). Accordingly, the

following hypothesis is formulated:

Ha: There is a positive relationship between perceived realism in sexual health vlogs and

viewer engagement.

For the purpose of exploration, this study will also examine for which type of
engagement perceived realism is the strongest predictor. In addition, the relationship between
perceived realism and the negative indicators of viewer engagement (dislikes and negative

sentiment) are assessed.

2.3.4. Perceived authenticity

The fourth parasocial attribute is perceived authenticity. Perceived authenticity is found
to have a positive correlation with parasocial interaction and is also an important factor in
building parasocial relationships (Rubin & Rubin, 1985). To strengthen viewers’ feelings of
connectedness, the influencer or vlog must be authentic to some extent (Cohen & Tyler, 2016).
A highly recognizable feature of social media influencers is their attempt to appear authentic.
Authenticity refers to “the unobstructed operation of one’s true- or core-self in one’s daily
enterprises” (Kernis & Goldman, 2006, p. 294). Being authentic involves being true, real and

genuine (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010).

Since the concept of authenticity is broad, it is important to use a well-formulated
definition that refers to the specific topic of social media influencers. In the context of brand
endorsement, there are two types of authenticity that social media influencers use (Audrezet,
Kerviler & Moulard, 2020): transparent authenticity and passionate authenticity. In this
research’s context, perceived authenticity will refer to the definition of passionate authenticity.
Passionate authenticity refers to the intrinsic motivation of brands or people behind their content
(Audrezet et al., 2020). For influencer communication, this means that influencers are perceived

15
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as authentic when they publish content that is creative, respects their identity and is enjoyable
for the audience (Audrezet et al., 2020). The examined authenticity in the current study refers
to passionate authenticity, since this concept includes content produced by the influencer that

reflects his or her identity and style (Audrezet et al., 2020).

Introducing authenticity in this study on health communication is partly due to the
knowledge about authenticity in marketing. The benefits of authenticity in marketing could also
apply to influencer communication with regard to health-related messages. In marketing,
authenticity was found to positively influence relationships, evaluations of brands and purchase
intention (Brunell et al., 2010; Kowalczyk & Pounders, 2016). Furthermore, authenticity
enhances the receiver’s identification with the message or the sender and is therefore effective
in conveying messages (Brown, Kozinets & Sherry, 2003). In order to change young adults’
attitudes and behavior regarding health-related issues, the target group must accept the message
to a certain extent. Authenticity seems to contribute to this acceptance, which leads to greater
engagement (Brown et al., 2003). Previous research by Banet-Weiser (2012) on brand context
supports the expected positive effect of influencers’ passionate authenticity on viewers
engagement. Brands often build context surrounding their brand or product that they
communicate to their customers (Banet-Weiser, 2012). The context that surrounds a brand is
referred to as authenticity, and brands encourage their customers to adopt it as part of their own
identity (Banet-Weiser, 2012). For example, in one of the campaigns run by Coca-Cola,

customers could purchase bottles branded with their name and share these items with friends.

A way for companies to provide more authenticity is to use celebrities such as influencers
for campaigns. The effectiveness of influencers’ authenticity was investigated in multiple
studies. The study of Kowalczyk and Pounders (2016) on the engagement between consumers
and celebrities on social media, found that authenticity is an important motivator for consumers
to follow celebrities on social media. Moreover, authentic posts and emotional attachment were
what followers enjoyed most about following celebrities online (Kowalczyk & Pounders,
2016). These findings were supported by other studies. In their research on celebrity brands,
Ilicic and Webster (2016) found the perceived authenticity of a celebrity to be an even more
important predictor for consumers’ purchase intention than familiarity with the celebrity.
Furthermore, when consumers judge an influencer to be authentic, consumer trust increases
(Moulard, Raggio & Folse, 2016). Also, authenticity turns out to enhance the relationship
between celebrity and consumer (Kowalczyk & Pounders, 2016).
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These proven motivations for following influencers on social media are relevant to the
present study because they may offer further clarification on factors that might engage viewers.
Given that followers appear to care about authenticity when following a celebrity or influencer,
authenticity could be a useful addition to the parasocial attributes that predict viewer
engagement. Since perceived authenticity is demonstrated to be a positive predictor of
parasocial interaction and to affect the popularity of vlogs among young viewers (Rubin &
Rubin, 1985; Allen & Mendick, 2012), this attribute is expected to positively affect viewer

engagement. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Ha: There is a positive relationship between perceived authenticity in sexual health vlogs and

viewer engagement.

In addition to hypothesis 4, the current study also examines the relationship between
perceived authenticity and the types of engagement. For further exploration, the relationship
between perceived authenticity and the negative indicators of viewer engagement (dislikes and

negative sentiment) are assessed.

3. Method
The relationship between parasocial attributes of influencer communication and
viewers’ engagement in sexual health videos on YouTube was investigated. The corresponding
hypotheses in this study were tested by means of a quantitative content analysis. The present
study is part of a larger research project in collaboration with Soa Aids Nederland, and the
corpus was developed in an earlier phase of that project (Daemen, 2020; Krabbenborg, 2020;
Senden, 2020).

3.1. Description of corpus

The corpus that was developed for this analysis consists of 174 YouTube vlogs created
by social media influencers in which they discuss topics related to sexual health. These vlogs
were made in collaboration with a (sexual) health organization, or on the influencer’s own
initiative.

The vlogs in the corpus were selected based on a number of criteria. First, the vlogs had

to be available on YouTube, which is the second most popular social media platform globally
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and known for its immense database of videos (Smith, 2020). YouTube is also highly popular
among young adults and is viewed more frequently than TV content (Smith, 2020), which
makes it a useful source for this study. To keep coding feasible, the vlogs had to be about one
of the following topics: unwanted pregnancy, beliefs about sexuality, STDs, HIV, AIDS, safe
sex communication and contraceptives. The channels posting the vlogs were required to have
at least 5,000 subscribers (Freberg, Graham, McGaughey & Freberg, 2011) because someone
can only describe him- or herself as an influencer if they have more than this number of
subscribers. Another criterion was that the influencers had to be self-made. A self-made
influencer is one known only for their work on social media, rather than for work on other
platforms such as TV (Dewey, 2014). This means that the influencers included in this study had
to be known only for their work on YouTube and not for being a traditional celebrity such as
an actor. Furthermore, the vlogs had to be shorter than 20 minutes and be either Dutch or

English.

The vlogs selected lasted between 1 minute 42 seconds and 17 minutes 32 seconds, with
an average length of 6 minutes 57 seconds (SD = 3.31). The corpus consisted of vlogs from 79
different YouTube channels to ensure variety, of which 84 vlogs (48.3%) were created in
collaboration with a partner organization. In 90 vlogs (51.7%), there were no collaborations
between companies and influencers, and the influencers produced the vlogs on their own
initiative. While the vloggers were based in various countries, this analysis only considered the
spoken language of each vlog included in the study corpus, analyzing 75 Dutch viogs (43.1%)
and 99 English vlogs (56.9%).

3.2. Procedure

For each vlog, a number of variables were documented in the corpus. The basic
information about the video, such as the title and spoken language of the vlog, was noted. The
information about the influencers and their channel was also described, including the gender
and the name of the influencer, the name of the channel, the description of the channel and the
number of subscribers on the channel. Technical documentations such as the URL, video length
and date of release were also included. Additionally, the corpus contained the main subject of
each vlog and the category the topic belonged to, for example, “They discuss an std-self test”
as the main subject that belongs to the category “STDs/HIV/Aids.” Finally, the number of
views, likes, dislikes and comments were noted in the corpus. These numbers were established
on April 24, 2020 (Daemen, 2020; Krabbenborg, 2020; Senden, 2020).
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Two codebooks were developed by three researchers to code the 174 vlogs and the viog
comments (see Table 9 and 10 in the Appendix). The parasocial attribute variables (self-
disclosure, personal narrativity, perceived realism and perceived authenticity) and comment
variables were coded. A maximum of 100 comments for every vlog was coded (Table 10, see
Appendix). Three researchers all coded a part of the variables. To guarantee objectivity in the
coding process, 35 vlogs (20%) were coded by a second researcher. For this subsample, the
Cohen’s kappa was calculated for each variable (Table 1). Another measure to maintain
objectivity was the use of test rounds of coding, in order to reach agreement between the two
coders. Based on these rounds, definitions of a few variables were adjusted. The variables’

operationalizations that were coded will be further elaborated below.

3.3. Operationalizations

3.3.1 Viewer engagement

In the current study, engagement was operationalized as the number of views, likes,
dislikes and comments that the vlogs generated. Engagement was divided into three ‘activity
levels’: low, medium and high levels of engagement. Views signified low engagement,
likes/dislikes represented medium engagement and comments denoted high engagement
(Muntinga et al., 2011). To control for differences in number of views, the ratios of likes,
dislikes and comments were calculated. For example, the like view ratio was calculated by

dividing the number of likes by the number of views.

For each vlog a maximum of 100 comments were coded for message acceptance,
positive and negative sentiment. Message acceptance was measured as the acceptance, approval
or importance of the information provided by the influencer in the message. Each comment was
coded based on presence (0 = absence, 1 = presence). To further investigate the comments of
the viewers, the comments were also coded based on sentiment: the emotional tone of the
message (Lindgren, 2012). Sentiment could either be coded as positive or negative (Lindgren,

2012). Positive sentiment was measured as the primarily positive state in a viewer’s comment,
primarily negative state in a viewer’s comment, such as “hey troye, i miss you. please comeback

vlogging like this. please &} & . Each item was evaluated and then assigned a value of 0 or 1

based on the presence of the variable.
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3.3.2. Self-disclosure

Self-disclosure is described as “revealing personal information to another person”
(Derlega & Chaikin, 1977), but not all self-disclosure information provided by influencers is
relevant. This study focuses on self-disclosure regarding sexual health behavior, coded for use
in each video (0 = absence, 1 = presence). Presence of self-disclosure in the vlog was coded
when the social media influencer offered some information about him- or herself that was
related to sexual health behavior. The topics covered include, for example, safe sex, STDs and
pregnancy. Vlogs that are not about sexual health behavior and do not include self-disclosure

are coded as absence.
Breadth of self-disclosure

Furthermore, self-disclosure was measured using its two dimensions: breadth and depth
(Altman & Taylor, 1973). Breadth includes the number of sexual health topics the influencer
reveals personal information about (Altman & Taylor, 1973). Sexual health related topics are,
for example, unwanted pregnancy, contraceptives and STDs. It was important to ensure that
each time a new topic was introduced by the influencer, this content was counted as another
self-disclosing statement. The breadth of self-disclosure was coded by the number of self-
disclosure topics of the social media influencer in the vlog. For instance, when the influencer

discloses two things about her period, this content is counted as one self-disclosure.
Depth of self-disclosure

Furthermore, the dimension of depth contains a range from superficial to intimate
(Altman & Taylor, 1973). This element of self-disclosure includes the level of intimacy of the
personal information revealed by the social media influencer in the vlog. For all self-disclosed
topics an overall intimacy level was coded, using a 3-point scale (1 = superficial, 3 = intimate).
The number of self-disclosures was counted and summarized in a level of intimacy. A video
was coded as low on intimacy when personal details were shared by the influencer on a low
level, such as biographic information. These self-disclosure statements refer to actual events
and objective information. An example of a low intimacy statement by the social media
influencer is “I always bring a condom.” A video was coded as medium on intimacy when the
influencer mostly revealed medium intimate information about him- or herself. This
information could be an opinion or an attitude, such as “I think people should always bring a

condom.” A video was coded as containing high intimacy when the influencer revealed intimate
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personal information, including disclosures of their feelings, emotions and fears. Such

statements could include, for example, “I am afraid to get an STD.”

3.3.3 Personal narrativity

The operationalization of personal narrativity in the present study was based on the
definitions of two studies (Miller-Day & Hecht, 2013; Lin & Utz, 2017). A vlog was considered
to contain a personal narrative when the social media influencer talked about a certain
experience. This experience, related to sexual health, also had to include some action by the
influencer and beginning and ending points. For example, an influencer telling how they
experienced an STD test. Additionally, the personal narrative had to be significant for the
narrator or the audience. Such a personal narrative does not only contain information on the
where and when of the event, but also on the how and why. More specifically, this feature

means that the influencer explains their feelings and/or thoughts about the event.

Personal narrativity by the influencer in the sexual health vlog was coded by presence
or absence (0 = absence, 1 = presence). Personal narrativity was coded as absent when the
influencer did not tell a story about an event that included reasoning and emotions, or if this
personal narrative was not about sexual health behavior (e.g., “Once | was in a relationship™).
When the influencer told a story about an event regarding sexual health that included emotions

and reasoning, the video was coded as present (e.g., “l once had unprotected sex”).

3.3.4. Perceived realism

In this study, there is an indication of perceived realism when the elements in the story
are coherent with the real world (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). More concretely, this means that
the video was considered realistic when more or less the same thing had occurred without a
camera present. Perceived realism was coded using the following item: “The video represents
things as they really are in life” (Rubin, 1979; Ferchaud et al., 2018). This item was adjusted to
specific research and coded on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).
A higher score on this item indicates a higher level of realism. More concretely, this score
means that the video is considered realistic when more or less the same thing had occurred
without a camera present. The vlog was coded as 1 on realism when the video was absolutely
not presenting things as they are in real life. In other words, the events described or depicted in
the video could not occur in real life, as in, for example, a sketch with humorous absurd
situations or a fantasy world. The vlog was coded as 5 when the video presented things as they

are in real life. Such content could include a vlog about sexual health featuring daily life

21



L. van Hunsel SNR:1271256

elements that are highly likely to occur, such as a conversation between a patient and a

consultant or taking an STD test.

3.3.5. Perceived authenticity

Perceived authenticity was measured based on the following definition: “the
unobstructed operation of one’s true- or core-self in one’s daily enterprises” (Kernis &
Goldman, 2006, p. 294). This definition specifically means that the influencer is perceived as
true, real and genuine (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010) and presents content to the audience that is
consistent with their own identity and personality (Audrezet et al., 2020). Perceived authenticity
was coded on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) with one item:

“The personality in the video is being true to him/herself” (Ferchaud et al., 2018).

When the vlog showed that the influencers were being true to themselves, a 5 was coded
for perceived authenticity. An influencer was coded as completely authentic if there was a high
degree of their own style and way of doing things. Examples of such authenticity include videos
in which influencers give their own twist to the presentation of the information or content, as
well as cases where they are very open and reveal detailed information about themselves. In
cases where an influencer, for example, played a character in the vlog, a 1 was coded, such as
when the influencer used a different name and behaved differently.

3.3.6. Control variables

There might be a few factors that could have affected the degree of engagement, such
as the number of subscribers a channel has or the date a vlog was published. The number of
subscribers is relevant because it can cause more people to watch the video, thereby generating
more engagement. Moreover, the date a vlog was published is important, since the longer a
video is online, the more opportunity people have to watch it. Also, length of video could have
had an effect on engagement. Longer videos could contain more elements due to the length,
such as a higher number of self-disclosure topics. The number of subscribers and days online
are based on the data established on April 24, 2020. Ultimately, the results were controlled for

length of video, number of subscribers and date of publishment.

4. Results
The descriptives and intercoder reliability of the control, engagement, comment and
vlog variables are presented in Table 1. The inter-coder reliability of both the vlog and comment
variables turned out to be relatively low, with a maximum Cohen’s kappa of .65. Therefore, the

results should be interpreted with caution. Before testing the hypotheses, correlations were
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calculated between all the viewer engagement indicators and the control variables “number of
subscribers,” “days online” and “length of the video.” These correlations can be found in Table
2. The control variables that significantly correlated with the dependent variables were included

in the analyses as an extra predictor or as a covariate.

Table 1.

Overview of all variable descriptives (control variables, viewer engagement indicators,

comment variables and vlog variables).

Frequency (%) M SD Cohen’s kappa (k)
Control variables
Subscribers 1181642.29 3273031.75
Days online 1328.84 799.24
Length video (seconds) 411.98 214.23
Viewer engagement indicators
Views 374866.42 883386.88
Like-view ratio 2.25 1.82
Dislike-view ratio 077 .20
Comment-view ratio .29 .28
Likes 10187.44 35371.46
Dislikes 697.53 5625.21
Comment variables
Positive sentiment 3869 (51.1%) .646
Negative sentiment 925 (12.2%) 221
Acceptance 2456 (21.0%) .611
Vlog variables
Level of self-disclosure
Use of self-disclosure 139 (79.9%) 551
Breadth self-disclosure 4.50 3.64 194
Depth self-disclosure 1.65 81 441
Personal narrative 73 (42.0%) 530
Perceived authenticity 3.71 A7 167
Perceived realism 3.44 T7 .304
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Cohen’s Kappa: <.50 not acceptable | .50 - .60 bad | .60 - .70 questionable | .70 - .80 acceptable | .80 - .90 well |

.90 — 1.00 excellent (Heijst, 2020).

Table 2.

Correlations between control variables and viewer engagement indicators.

Control Views Like-view Dislike-view  Comment-  Positive Negative Message
variables ratio ratio view ratio  sentiment sentiment  acceptance
Lengthvideo r=.12 r=.21** r=.07 r=.07 r=.13 r=-.09 r=.02
p=.128 p =.006 p =.363 p =.358 p=.093 p=.225 p=.812
Subscribers r=.75** r=.21** r=.43** r=-.04 r=-.20** r=-.08 r=-.20**
p =.000 p =.006 p =.000 p =.599 p=.010 p=.301 p =.008
Days online r=.01 r=-14 r=-.05 r=-.08 r=-.05 r=-.10 r=-.04
p =.907 p =.070 p=.482 p=.303 p = .557 p=.197 p =.642

**_ Correlation significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

4.1. Analyses of (co)variance

Two-way between-groups analyses of (co)variance were performed to investigate the
relations between the use of self-disclosure and personal narrativity and viewer engagement
(Hypotheses 1, and 2). The independent variables were use of self-disclosure and personal
narrativity. A separate AN(C)OVA was conducted for each type of viewer engagement, namely
views, likes, dislikes, comments, positive sentiment, negative sentiment and message
acceptance. If needed, analyses were controlled for length of the video, number of subscribers
and/or number of days online (see Table 2). All analyses were checked for homogeneity and
normality, with no violations. Therefore, the outcomes of the AN(C)OVAs can be interpreted

safely.

4.1.1. Use of self-disclosure and viewer engagement

Hypothesis 1. predicts that influencers who reveal personal information in sexual health
videos generate more viewer engagement than influencers who do not. However, in contrast to
these expectations, none of the analyses demonstrated a significant main effect of use of self-

disclosure (see Table 3). Based on this outcome, hypothesis 1. cannot be confirmed. More
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specifically, viewer engagement does not depend on the influencer’s use of self-disclosure in a

video.

Table 3.

Overview results AN(C)OVAs with viewer engagement indicators as a function of self-

disclosure.

Viewer engagement F Df p 7’

Views .04 1,169 .850 .000
Like-view ratio .23 1,168 .629 .001
Dislike-view ratio 13 1,169 723 .001
Comment-view ratio .00 1,170 .992 .000
Message acceptance 2.05 1,169 154 012
Positive sentiment .56 1,169 .456 .003
Negative sentiment 1.34 1,170 .250 .008

4.1.2. Personal narrative and viewer engagement

Hypothesis 2 predicted that influencers who include personal narrative in sexual health
vlogs generate more viewer engagement than influencers who do not include personal narrative.
However, none of the analyses demonstrated a significant main effect of use of personal
narrativity. These results (see Table 4) indicate that use of personal narrative does not predict
viewer engagement and therefore hypothesis 2 cannot be confirmed.

Table 4.

Overview AN(C)OVAs with viewer engagement indicators as a function of personal narrativity.

Viewer engagement F df p 7’

Views .00 1,169 .986 .000
Like-view ratio 15 1,168 .702 .001
Dislike-view ratio .00 1,169 .829 .000
Comment-view ratio .01 1,170 187 .000
Message acceptance .84 1, 169 .361 .005
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Positive sentiment 1.94 1,169 .166 .011
Negative sentiment .89 1,170 .346 .005

4.2. Regression analyses

To investigate the relation between parasocial attributes (breadth of self-disclosure,
depth of self-disclosure, perceived realism and perceived authenticity) and viewer engagement
(Hypotheses 1y, 1¢, 3 and 4), hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted on each
type of viewer engagement. In model 1, the significant control variable(s) were entered (see
Table 2), followed by the parasocial attributes. In order to find out how the results should be

interpreted, the assumptions were checked. Overall, the findings can be safely interpreted.

4.2.1. Breadth of self-disclosure and viewer engagement

Hypothesis 1, predicted that breadth of self-disclosure was positively associated with
indicators of viewer engagement (likes, dislikes, views, comments, positive sentiment, negative
sentiment and message acceptance). None of the analyses demonstrated a significant effect of
breadth of self-disclosure, so breadth of self-disclosure does not play a role for viewer
engagement (see Table 5). This is contrary to what was expected in hypothesis 1p; therefore,

this hypothesis cannot be confirmed.
Table 5.

Overview results regression analyses of breadth self-disclosure and viewer engagement.

Viewer engagement  R? F df p b B t Df p

Views .56 3386 5,133 <001 445405 .02 24 133 810
Like-view ratio A2 2.95 6,132 .01 -.03 -05 -41 132 .683
Dislike-view ratio 24 8.44 5133 <.001 -01 -09 -89 133 374
Comment-view ratio .02 .67 4,134 61 .00 -006 -.05 134 961
Message acceptance A2 3.48 5133 .01 -.50 -11 -1.04 133 303
Positive sentiment A1 3.44 5133 .01 -.66 -12 -111 133 .268
Negative sentiment .03 111 4,134 .35 -.06 -02  -13 134 .894

4.2.2. Depth of self-disclosure and viewer engagement
Hypothesis 1c predicted that there is a positive relationship between the depth of
influencer self-disclosure in sexual health vliogs and viewer engagement. The analyses showed

that depth of self-disclosure was not a significant predictor of number of views, like-view ratio,
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dislike-view ratio and comment-view ratio. Based on these results, which are displayed in Table
6, depth of self-disclosure by the influencer is not a significant predictor of these forms of

viewer engagement.

Depth of self-disclosure did appear to be a significant predictor of positive sentiment, b
=7.06, f=.29,1 (5, 133) = 2.74, p =.007, Pearson’s r = .25. The positive relationship between
depth of self-disclosure and positive sentiment the more intimate self-disclosure by an
influencer is, the more positive sentiment viewers show in comments. This result means that
the deeper self-disclosure by the influencer is, the more positive sentiment there is from the
viewer. This finding is consistent with hypothesis 1c. Depth of self-disclosure was also found
to be a significant predictor of message acceptance, b =6.70, =.33,t (5, 133) = 3.19, p =.002,
Pearson’s r = .28. Message by the viewer increases if there is deeper self-disclosure by the
influencer, which is in line with hypothesis 1c, which predicted a positive relationship between

depth of self-disclosure in sexual health vlogs and viewer engagement.

In sum, depth of self-disclosure is positively associated with two components of viewer

engagement: message acceptance and positive sentiment.
Table 6.

Overview results regression analysis of depth self-disclosure and viewer engagement.

Viewer engagement  R? F df p b B t Df p
Views .56 33.86 5,133 <001 -70169.20 -.07 -.88 133 .381
Like-view ratio A2 2.95 6,132 .01 33 15 1.42 132 159
Dislike-view ratio 24 8.44 5133 <.001 .03 14 1.41 133 .162
Comment-view ratio .02 .67 4,134 61 .04 A2 1.07 134 .289
Message acceptance A2 3.48 5133 .01 6.70 .33 3.19 133 .002**
Positive sentiment A1 3.44 5,133 .01 7.06 29 2.74 133 .007**
Negative sentiment .03 1.11 4,134 .35 1.00 .06 51 134  .608

** p <.01, two-tailed. * p < .05, two-tailed

4.2.3. Perceived realism and viewer engagement

Hypothesis 3 predicted a positive relationship between perceived realism and viewer
engagement. Perceived realism did not significantly predict number of views, likes, comments,
positive sentiment, negative sentiment and message acceptance. The results of the regression

analyses are summarized in Table 7. Perceived realism did positively predict dislike-view ratio,
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b=.06, 5 =.24,1(5, 133) = 2.61, p =.010, indicating that the more realistic a vlog is perceived
to be, the more dislikes a vlog receives. This finding is not consistent with hypothesis 3, which
predicted a positive relationship between perceived realism and positive indications of viewer

engagement.

Table 7.

Overview results regression analysis of perceived realism and viewer engagement.

Engagement R? F df P b B t Df p
Views .56 3386 5,133 <.001 -23164.04 -.02 -.29 133 771
Like-view ratio A2 2.95 6,132 .01 -42 -.18 -1.80 132 074
Dislike-view ratio 24 8.44 5,133 <.001 .06 24 2.61 133 .010*
Comment-view ratio .02 .67 4,134 61 -.02 -.032 -31 134 157
Message acceptance 12 3.48 5,133 .01 -11 -.01 -.05 133 .958
Positive sentiment A1 3.44 5,133 .01 -1.68 -.07 -.66 133 513
Negative sentiment .03 1.11 4,134 .35 2.64 14 1.36 134 176

**pn < .01, two-tailed. * p < .05, two-tailed

4.2.4. Perceived authenticity and viewer engagement

Hypothesis 4 predicted a positive relationship between perceived authenticity and
viewer engagement. Perceived authenticity did not significantly predict number of views, likes,
dislikes, comments, message acceptance and positive sentiment. The results of the regression
analyses are summarized in Table 8. Perceived authenticity was found to negatively predict
negative sentiment (b = -6.14, 5 = -.20, t (4, 134) = -1.95, p = .053), meaning that the more a
vlog is perceived to be authentic, the less negative sentiment a vlog receives. However, this
effect is marginal, meaning that there is a trend that indicates a negative relationship between
the variables. Therefore, there is a slight indication of a negative relationship between perceived

authenticity and negative sentiment.
Table 8.

Overview results regression analysis of perceived authenticity and viewer engagement.

Engagement R® F df P b B t Df P
Views 56 3386 5,133 <001 6534790 .04 51 133 .612
Like-view ratio A2 2,95 6,132 .01 .63 .16 1.67 132 .096
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Dislike-view ratio 24 844 5,133 <.001 -.03 -.07 -.82 133 413

Comment-view ratio .02 .67 4,134 61 .05 .09 .84 134 402

Message acceptance A2 348 5,133 .01 -1.29 -.04 -.38 133 .703

Positive sentiment A1 344 5,133 .01 7.21 A7 1.74 133 .084

Negative sentiment 03 111 4,134 .35 -6.14 -.20 -1.95 134 .053
5. Discussion

Increasingly high numbers of young adults have been testing positive for STDs, partly due
to a decline in condom use (Rijksinstituut voor Volksgezondheid en Milieu, 2018; Stack, 2019).
To reach this target group and reduce the number of STDs among young adults, health
organizations have started campaigns through social media. Social media platforms could be a
useful tool for reaching large groups of young adults when attempting to spread health
communication messages. The aim of the present study was to take the first steps towards
answering the question of whether influencer communication, in the form of vlogs, is a suitable
tool to stimulate health-related behavior among young adults. Because social media offers
opportunities for more interaction between influencer and viewer, there are more possibilities
to build a relationship (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020). Such a relationship is termed a parasocial
relationship and can be enhanced by the ways influencers communicate with their audience.
More specifically, this study attempted to answer the question to what extent parasocial
attributes of influencer communication (self-disclosure, personal narrativity, perceived
authenticity and perceived realism) in influencer vlogs about sexual health behavior are related
to viewer engagement. The hypotheses that were tested to answer this question will be discussed

below.

5.1. Self-disclosure

In the first hypothesis (H1a), influencers who disclose personal information in sexual
health vlogs were expected to generate more viewer engagement than influencers who do not
self-disclose. This expectation was not confirmed by the results of the current study. The use
of self-disclosure by the influencer in a video does not appear to be a predictor of the number
of views, likes, dislikes and comments. Furthermore, the use of self-disclosure was not a

predictor of positive sentiment or message acceptance either.

Breadth of self-disclosure was expected to be positively associated with viewer
engagement in hypothesis 1p. However, the results did not indicate any significant effects of

this variable on the viewer engagement indicators. This outcome means that the number of
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topics an influencer discusses when disclosing information about him- or herself does not
predict the number of views, likes, dislikes and comments. Positive sentiment, negative

sentiment and message acceptance could not be predicted by breadth of self-disclosure either.

Although no results were found related to use and breadth of self-disclosure, the present
study nevertheless found that depth of self-disclosure does relate to some viewer engagement
indicators. The positive relationship between viewer engagement and the degree of intimacy of
the disclosed information was predicted in hypothesis 1c. A number of significant results were
found for this relationship. First, a positive relationship between depth of self-disclosure and
message acceptance was established. The more intimate an influencer’s self-disclosure is, the
more viewers seem to accept the message conveyed in the video. The other significant result
was the one regarding positive sentiment. Namely, the finding that the effect of depth of self-
disclosure on positive sentiment shows that deeper self-disclosure from an influencer is

apparently associated with more positive sentiment from viewers.

The finding of intimate self-disclosure affecting message acceptance and positive
sentiment is valuable for literature regarding health communication. These viewer engagement
indicators provide information about commenting, which is the most active form of engagement
(Muntinga et al., 2011). As this is the ultimate level of online brand-related activeness, this
could be the most valuable indicator of viewer engagement. When an influencer discloses
intimate information about him- or herself, this enhances engagement in an active way. Viewers
show more acceptance and positive sentiment towards the influencer’s content. The expectation
was that the stronger a bond between influencer and viewer, the faster the viewer will accept
the health-related message from them. The results show that intimate self-disclosure, that
influencers use to try build a relationship with their followers, actually leads to more message

acceptance and positive sentiment.

This gained knowledge may be useful because accepting the message regarding sexual
health could be a first step to eventually change behavior (Sherman et al., 2000). In addition,
positive sentiment could ensure that the viewer is more open to the message communicated by
the influencer (Lindgren, 2012). According to the findings of this study, it is not the breadth of
the influencer’s self-disclosure, but the depth that affects the active forms of engagement. This
finding is interesting for literature on the development of (para)social relationships, because
intimate self-disclosure brings people closer together. Given that depth of self-disclosure is
important, but not breadth, it appears that people become more involved in a parasocial

relationship when emotions, fears and feelings occur. Health communications might then focus
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on building a more intimate parasocial relationship between influencer and viewer. This
intimacy may manifest itself through the expression of feelings and emotions. Health
organizations could have influencers reveal intimate personal information to their viewers in
their campaigns’ videos. Revealing intimate information will strengthen their viewers’
engagement, for example by telling something about their own sexual health in their video.
More specifically, this self disclosing information could imply influencers disclosing how they
feel about this subject, how they fear STDs or how they experienced a certain related event

including corresponding emotions.

5.2. Personal narrativity

In the second hypothesis, the use of personal narrative was expected to be associated
with viewer engagement. However, this hypothesis was not confirmed by the results obtained.
The influencer’s use of personal narrative was not associated with more views, likes, comments,
message acceptance, negative sentiment or positive sentiment. While 42% of the videos
contained personal narrative, this approach ultimately did not lead to higher engagement with
their viewers. The current study’s findings regarding personal narrativity do not seem to support
the findings of research in teacher-student context, which suggested a positive relationship

between a lesson’s narrative and student engagement (Miller-Day et al., 2015).

The failure to confirm a relationship between the use of personal narrative and viewer
engagement could have several causes. First, this result could be due to factors underlying the
success of personal narrative. According to Lee et al. (2011), personal narrativity enhances the
viewer’s perceived identification and similarity with the narrator. Thus, this research seems to
suggest that the use of personal narrative provides greater reader identification. In the study by
Murphy, Frank, Chatterjee & Baezconde-Garbanati (2013) on the effectiveness of narrative and
nonnarrative formats, identification appears to be a precondition for its success. According to
this research, narratives could be more effective when viewers identify with the influencer. This
leaves the question whether identification is necessary for a sexual health video to be successful.
Future research could focus on a possible meditating effect of identification on the relationship
between personal narrative and engagement. Through the use of experiments, such a research
could investigate the direct relationship between narratives and engagement, and also the
indirect relationship through the mediating factor identification. A research like that could help
find an explanation for the lack of a relationship between the use of a personal narrative and
engagement in the present study. Second, the results could have been caused by the

operationalization of personal narrativity in the present study. This was reflected in the low
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intercoder reliability, which could be an indication that the definition of personal narrative was
not sufficiently defined. Personal narrativity was coded on the influencer telling a story about
an event regarding sexual health that includes emotions and reasoning. The possibility of the
definition not being sufficiently delineated, might have caused an incorrect number of personal
narratives. There is a possibility that personal narrativity is difficult to define, especially for
vlogs. There are many differences between vlogs, some of which are less structured. For
example, when there is no common thread throughout the vliog. One vlog will then more clearly
contain a personal narrative than the other. Further restrictions on the identification of personal
narrativity lead to greater objectivity, which give more insights into the role of personal
narrativity on viewers engagement. This is useful for literature related to health communication,
because of the gained knowledge on communication strategies. Health organizations can adjust

their campaigns accordingly.

5.3. Perceived realism

Perceived realism was expected to be positively associated with viewer engagement
(Hs). More specifically, realism concerns the extent to which elements of the story, or in this
case the video, are perceived to be the same as the real world (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). The
results did not demonstrate any significant connection between perceived realism and viewer
engagement (positive sentiment, views, likes, comments and message acceptance). Hypothesis
3 is therefore not confirmed by the findings of the present study. However, there was a

significant relationship between perceived realism and dislikes.

The lack of a significant relationship between perceived realism and positive indicators of
viewer engagement could be explained based on a suggestion proposed by Busselle and
Bilandzic (2008). In their article exploring perceptions of unrealness, perceived realism and
engagement in narratives in general they found a link between reflective realism and
experiential engagement. However, they also stated the possibility for viewers to be more likely
to notice inconsistency in narratives than consistency (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). The
audience is less motivated to positively evaluate a realistic narrative. Busselle and Bilandzic
(2008) further explained that only evaluations of unrealism seem to contribute in some way to
viewers engagement, though negatively. This previous research therefore seems to indicate that
realistic content in a narrative, for example in a video, is generally accepted by viewers and is
not considered by them further. There only appear to be cognitive processes involved when
content is not coherent with the viewer’s own perception of the world (Busselle & Bilandzic,

2008). This observation could explain why a higher degree of perceived realism in a video did
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not increase viewer engagement. Future research could elaborate further on the possibility of a
negative relationship between realism and engagement, by exploring the process of perceiving
information that is inconsistent with the viewer’s worldview. Questionnaires could be used to
measure this relationship. The results could further be explained by the operationalization of
perceived realism in the current study. The low inter-coder reliability was very low (.30), which

might have affected the found results.

Although perceived realism was not found to be related to positive indicators of viewer
engagement, it was related to a negative indicator of viewer engagement. Dislike-view ratio
was positively predicted by perceived realism. This result means that a higher degree of
perceived realism in a video is related to a higher degree of dislikes by the viewer. While
speculative, the relationship between perceived realism and dislikes might be due to the
assumption that a realistic view is less likable. Accordingly, highly realistic stories and videos
might contain more negative emotions and content. Reality sometimes contains negative events
or emotions, while unrealistic content is able to leave them out. More specifically, a vlog that
is not realistic does not correspond to reality and may therefore contain less negative content.
A realistic vlog on the other hand, shows reality with both positive and negative elements.
Sexual health is a serious topic that contains negative aspects such as STDs. Viewers might
perceive such aspects as less likable.

5.4. Perceived authenticity

In hypothesis 4, perceived authenticity was expected to be associated with viewer
engagement. The results did not confirm this hypothesis. From these results, it can be deduced
that the degree of which an influencer is seen as authentic does not lead to more views, likes
and comments. Moreover, an influencer who is perceived as more authentic does not increase
message acceptance or positive sentiment among viewers. However, a marginally significant
negative relationship between perceived authenticity and negative sentiment was observed: an

influencer who is perceived as more authentic receives fewer negative comments.

Authenticity was expected to be appreciated by viewers (Brunell et al., 2010;
Kowalczyk & Pounders, 2016), and present study’s findings confirm this expectation. The
findings show that videos that are perceived as more authentic, generate less negative sentiment.
Less negative sentiment could point to a positive indication of engagement. This could indicate
a general appreciation of authenticity in health communication. However, the inter-coder

reliability was very low (.167). This low value of reliability might explain why next to this

33



L. van Hunsel SNR:1271256

significant finding, other viewer engagement indicators (likes, dislikes, views, comments,
positive sentiment and message acceptance) were not found to correlate with perceived
authenticity. This low inter-coder reliability might be related to the subjectivity of authenticity
as a concept. Evaluating whether an influencer is being true to him- or herself might not be an
objective measurement. Future studies could improve objectivity by using questionnaires next
to content analyses to gain knowledge on what viewers perceive as authentic when it comes to
influencer communication. This knowledge can provide more evidence of what authenticity

exactly means when it comes to influencer communication.

5.5. Limitations

Although the study has many strong aspects, there are also some limitations. A content
analysis was used in the present study to explore the communication strategies and their effect
on viewers engagement. However, a content analysis is no suitable method to predict the change
in attitudes and behavior among young adults. While engagement is a good first step in
predicting behavior, further research using a different method should investigate how actual
healthy behavior of viewers is stimulated. This could be done, for example, by conducting long-
term research. Another limitation of the content analysis is the lack of information of the
viewers themselves. The indicators of active viewer engagement (e.g. message acceptance) may
not provide a complete picture of the way viewers respond to the videos. Moreover, the
components that were included in this study to predict viewer engagement (including message
acceptance) may not provide a complete picture of the actual levels of engagement. Because
content analysis does not allow for more extensive information about the viewer, this might
give a distorted view of the results. One underlying factor for this distorted view is the
sensitivity of the topic. Sexual health might be a difficult topic for viewers to discuss. Another
factor that could have affected the results is age. This might also play a role in determining their
decision whether or not to post comments. Finally, the analyses were not checked for the
viewers’ sexuality, although this factor possibly plays a role in engagement. Future research
might explore these characteristics further to provide a comprehensive review of viewer
engagement. Moreover, in follow-up research, these factors could be taken into account by
conducting online questionnaires among YouTube users about their demographics and social

media use.

Another limitation has to do with the reliability of the present study. In order to ensure
reliability, two coders were always deployed to code the vlogs’ variables. Although multiple
coding rounds were carried out to reach agreement between coders, the inter-coding reliability
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for the variables turned out very low. Based on the results from this study, the Likert scale
variables appear to be more sensitive to subjectivity. However, the inter-coder reliability
(Cohen’s kappa) turned out to be very low. A low Cohen’s kappa indicates that the reliability
is low, which affects the results of this study. Low reliability means that the measurement of
perceived realism is too subjective to ensure a proper measurement. This outcome is a
shortcoming of the study methodology that could be improved in future research. First, a higher
inter-coder reliability could be achieved by conducting more extensive literature research and
eventually developing more specific definitions in the codebook. Second, there is more
difficulty in coding Likert scales compared to variables that are coded categorical (Neuendorf,
2002). The variables measured using a Likert scale ultimately yielded lower reliability scores
compared to the categorical variables (presence vs. absence). For future research, this
discrepancy implies that there should be a focus on categorical variables or improvement of

definitions coded with a Likert scale.

The aim of the present study was to explore communication strategies influencers use
to engage their viewers and eventually stimulate health-related behavior. For these
communication strategies, this research focused on parasocial attributes used to build parasocial
relationships between influencers and viewers. However, this study is unable to encompass the
entire field of influencer communication strategies. In addition to parasocial relationships, other
strategies can be effective for health organizations. This research focused mainly on the
relationship between influencer and viewer with parasocial attributes. Strategies that have more
to do with the visual aspect of influencer communication could also be looked at. This could,
for example, have to do with the setting of the video or appearance of the influencer. In addition,
personality traits or gender of the influencer could also be important factors in engaging

viewers.

5.6. Implications

The current study takes the first steps in exploring the effectiveness of influencer
communication, especially vlogs, as a useful tool to stimulate health-related behavior among
young adults. Although this research constitutes only the initial steps in this field, the current
findings are applicable for health organizations. In particular, depth of self-disclosure was found
to lead to more positive sentiment and message acceptance among viewers, indicating increased
viewer engagement. Therefore, health organizations that collaborate with influencers are
recommended to invest in intimate self-disclosure techniques in their videos. To ensure that a

health-related message is accepted by the viewer, the influencer will have to reveal personal
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information about him- or herself, such as their fears, emotions and feelings. This approach
ensures that the viewer both accepts the message more quickly and exhibits a more positive
attitude. Moreover, the findings indicate that a higher score of perceived realism leads to more
dislikes among viewers. Therefore, influencers do not have to present a completely realistic
view of the issues addressed in their vlogs in order to engage their viewers. Lastly, there is a
cautious indication that higher perceived authenticity leads to less negative sentiment. Health
organizations can therefore focus on authenticity in campaigns. This authenticity implies that
the sexual health campaign should match the influencer’s identity in order to be successful in
engaging viewers. Because the present study examined both English and Dutch vlogs, the

findings can be widely used.

To conclude, health organizations such as Soa Aids Nederland are advised to invest in
achieving a deep level of self-disclosing information and authenticity in their communication

strategies in order to engage their viewers and stimulate healthy behavior.
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7. Appendix

Appendix 1: Corpus
The link to the corpus used in this study:

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/17jsYgjt9pwe8WEVGf51VfaicyL5vPjYjhkPMn-
JQYSY/edit#gid=332370794

Appendix 2: Codebook vlogs

Table 9.

The variables on vlog level.

Variable Values
| ] _ ] |
Use of self-disclosure by social media 1 = present, 0 = absent
influencer
Breadth self-disclosure social media Number of self-disclosure topics by social
influencer media influencer.
Depth self-disclosure social media 1 = low intimacy, 2 = medium intimacy, 3 =
influencer high intimacy
Use of personal narrative 1 = present, 0 = absent

The personality in the video is being true to 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree
him/herself (Authenticity)

The video represents things as they really 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree

are in life (Realism)

Description of variables

Use of self-disclosure. In the vlog, the social media influencer reveals personal information

regarding sexual health behavior.
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- Presence: The social media influencer reveals personal information regarding sexual
health. Topics that relate to sexual health are communication on safe sex, STDs,
contraceptives, unwanted pregnancy and opinions on sexuality. For example: “I once
had unprotected sex”.

- Absence: The social media influencer does not reveal personal information about sexual
health. The influencer’s self-disclosure is not about communication on safe sex, STDs,
contraceptives, unwanted pregnancy and opinions on sexuality. For example: “My name
is ...” or “I have ingrown hair”. Statement where examples or demonstrations are given

by the influencer are not coded as self-disclosure.

Breadth self-disclosure. Breadth includes a variety of topics used by the influencer and is coded
by frequency. The breadth of self-disclosure is coded by the number of self-disclosure
expressions of the social media influencer in the vlog. Each time a new topic is introduced by
the influencer, this is counted as another self-disclosure. When the influencer for example

discloses two things about her period, this is counted as one self-disclosure.

Depth self-disclosure. This part of self-disclosure includes the level of intimacy of the revealed
personal information by the social media influencer in the vlog. The number of self-disclosures

is counted and summarized in a level of intimacy (Altman & Taylor, 1973).

- Low intimacy: The social media influencer reveals intimate details about him- or herself
on a low level, such as biographic information. These self-disclosure statements refer to
actual events and general information. Examples of low intimacy by the social media
influencer are “I always bring a condom”.

- Medium intimacy: The social media influencer reveals medium intimate information
about him- or herself. This information could be an opinion or an attitude. For example:
“I think people should always bring a condom”.

- Highintimacy: The social media influencer reveals personal information on a high level.
These are disclosures such as feelings, emotions and fears. This could be for example:

“l am afraid to get an STD”.

Use of personal narrative. The vlog contains personal narrative when the social media
influencer talks about certain experiences. This experience, related to sexual health, should
contain some action of the influencer, including beginning and ending points. The personal

narrative should also be significant for the narrator or the audience. The personal narrative does
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not only contain information on the where and when of the event, but also on the how and why.

Specifically, this means that the influencer explains his feelings and/or thoughts about the event.

Absence. The social media influencer does not tell a story about an event with reasoning
and emotions, or this personal narrative is not about sexual health behavior. For
example, “Once | was in a relationship”.

Presence. The social media influencer tells a story about an event regarding sexual
health, which includes emotions and reasoning. For example: “I once had unprotected

sex”.

Authenticity. The concept authenticity refers to “the unobstructed operation of one’s true- or

core-self'in one’s daily enterprises” (Kernis & Goldman, 2006, p. 294). Authenticity also means

being true, real and genuine to your own identity (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010; Audrezet et al.,

2020). In other words, someone is perceived as authentic when their actions are in line with

their identity and are intrinsically motivated. The degree of authenticity is determined by the

following statement: “The personality in the video is being true to him/herself” (Ferchaud et
al., 2018).

Strongly disagree: A social media influencer is absolutely not being true to him- or
herself. This occurs when the influencer plays a character in the video and does not
present him- or herself. For example, when the influencer gives him- or herself a
different name and behaves differently.

Disagree: A social media influencer is not being true to him- or herself. More
specifically, this means that the influencer is not him- or herself, but not to an extreme
degree like another name and personality.

Neutral: A social media influencer is somewhat true to him- or herself and somewhat
not true to him- or herself. This might occur when an influencer is in principle him- or
herself, but this does not really show. For example, when the influencer is in function
of the video. Examples of such a degree of authenticity could be that the influencer
holds an interview and shows little expression, or the influencer has an informing role
in collaboration with the brand.

Agree: A social media influencer is being true to him- or herself. This means that the
influencer’s behavior and appearance match his or her identity and any previously
posted videos and content. For example, the influencer can answer questions from

viewers and thereby gives their own opinion and vision.
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- Strongly agree: An influencer is completely authentic if there is a high degree of their
own style and way of doing things. If they give their own twist to the presentation of
the information or content. The influencer is very open en shows a lot of information

about him- or herself.

Realism. The vlog contains indications of realism, meaning that the elements in the story are
coherent with the real world (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). To determine the degree of realism
of each vlog, a statement has been formulated which is coded with a 5-point Likert scale. A
higher score on this item indicates a higher level of realism. The degree of realism is determined
by the following statement: “The video represents things as they really are in life” (Ferchaud
et al., 2018). The elements in the vlog are coherent with the real world and depict a situation
that could occur in real life. More concrete, this means that the video is considered as realistic

when more or less the same thing had happened without a camera.

- Strongly disagree: The video is absolutely not presenting things as they are in real life.
The things that happen in the video could not occur in real life. For example, a sketch
with humorous absurd situations or for example a fantasy world.

- Disagree: The video does not present things as they are in real life. It is not unrealistic
to the extreme, but it would not happen anytime soon in real life. The video was staged,
but in some way, it fits reality. This could be an interview between an expert and an
influencer.

- Neutral: The video shows certain elements that could occur in real life without a camera,
but other things in the video would not happen. More specifically, a part of the video is
staged, and the other part of the video is spontaneous. This might occur when the first
part of the video is a natural conversation between two people, and then the video shows
a game in collaboration with a brand.

- Agree: The video does largely present things as they are in real life. If it had not been
for the camera, the people in the video could have done more or less the same. For
example, talking about sexual health and problems that viewers face regarding sexual
health.

- Strongly agree: The video presents things as they are in real life. This could be a vlog
about sexual health with daily life elements that are highly likely to occur. For example,

a conversation between a patient and a consultant or taking an STD test.
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Appendix 3: Codebook comments

Table 10.

The variables on comment level.

Variable Values

Message acceptance 1 = present, 0 = absent
Positive sentiment 1= present, 0 = absent
Negative sentiment 1= present, 0 = absent

Description of variables

Message acceptance. In the comment, the viewer indicates some kind of
acceptance/importance/approval of the information provided by the influencer in the message.
These can be thoughts or emotions about the message. The comment should also relate to the

content of the message and not to the influencer itself.

- Absence: Comments like “I love your vids” and “Always fun” do not deal with the
content of the vlog but can still be seen as acceptance of the vlog. When a viewer
comments that the person that is a guest in the video is funny, for example, this is not
referred to as acceptance.

- Presence: Emoticons in the comment with a positive sentiment are considered as
acceptance too. Examples of comments that do not contain acceptance are: “See now
where you get those great tits from™ and “Yes a marathon”. Examples of comments that
include acceptance of the message in the vlog are “Nice this Q&A”, “I really like your
message, well done!”” and “Good that you talk so openly about this”. Some vlogs feature
guests such as family members, friends or experts. If the viewer shows acceptance about
this person, provided this concerns the content of the vlog, this is regarded as
acceptance. For example: “Glad your mom is so open” or “Your conversation in the

video was very helpful”.

Sentiment. The comments are judged by the emotional tone of the message, called sentiment.
Sentiment indicates to what extent the viewer accepts the health message (Lindgren, 2012). The
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tone of the comment can be positive or negative. Coding the sentiment of comments includes
text and emoticons. This variable will only be about the nature of the sentiment, so the comment

does not need to be in line with the content of the vlog.

- Positive sentiment. The viewer’s comment contains positive sentiment, which refers to
a primarily positive statement. A positive sentiment can be a compliment or admiration.
Happy emoticons and heart emoticons are considered as positive sentiment.

Exclamation marks are also an indication of positive sentiment. Examples of positive

- Negative sentiment. The viewer’s comment contains negative sentiment, which refers
to a primarily negative statement. A negative sentiment might contain anger, sadness or
insult. Examples of comments that contain negative sentiment are: “Evan is becoming

a dick these days....” and “hey troye, i miss you. please comeback vlogging like this.

please & &~
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