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Abstract

Organizations have been increasingly exploring storytelling as a valuable strategy to engage customers
to increase their attention and retention. Social media platforms like Instagram have become essential
tools for many brands to use storytelling through influencers. In this study, we explore the narratives
constructed by digital influencers, as they play a crucial role in shaping their brand image and
engagement with their audience. By analysing the narrative strategies used by digital influencers, we
contribute to a deeper understanding of the role and impact of digital storytelling. We identify, illustrate,
and discuss four narrative strategies: educating, evaluating, advising, and entertaining. Our study
motivates further research to develop a detailed conceptual understanding of digital influencers and
digital storytelling.

Keywords: Digital influencers, digital narratives, storytelling

1 Introduction

In a world of (digital) distractions, many organizations have been exploring digital storytelling as a
powerful tool to get stakeholders to engage emotionally with content and better remember brand
messages (Damodaran, 2017). Stories have proven to be a staple of branding, advertising, and public
relations, as organizations compete for brand loyalty and customer identification (Woodside, 2010).
Social networks like Instagram have become essential tools for many brands to tell their stories or to let
influencers do it for them (Lambert, 2012). In addition, today's consumers tend to place more trust in
the opinions of influencers, who appear to be more ’real’ (Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014).

Stories can be inspirational and have the power to encourage and stimulate changes in behavior (Gill,
2015). Increased digitalization and social media use has meant that storytelling has become more and
more relevant within information systems research (Weissenfeld, Abramova, & Krasnova, 2017). The
motivation for using storytelling is to persuade the audience of a product or story by influencing the
audience. In this context, one of the main advantages of storytelling is that it can help to improve the
cognitive processing of complex information (Lugmayr et al., 2017). Social media platforms like
Instagram help convey the high level of emotional content that influencers often share (Weissenfeld et
al., 2017).

The ability of digital influencers to convert their followers into loyal customers relies heavily on the
followers' stickiness. Stickiness refers to being unique, making people come back or following your
page, and is a big part of what platforms like Instagram are all about (Hu, Min, Han, & Liu, 2020). From
an influencer's point of view, storytelling can be seen as a popular tactic to increase their followers'
stickiness (Hu et al., 2020). Whereas the extant literature on stickiness mainly has focused on users'
stickiness to websites, such as retail websites, group-buying websites, and media websites (Abidin,
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2016) our study explores how digital influencers use narratives to engage with and influence the
stickiness of their followers.

Social media influencers act as intermediaries between brands and consumers, using their content to
encourage interaction and a sense of community among their followers (Martinez-Lopez et al., 2020;
Rosenthal and Brito, 2017). To better understand how influencers build relationships with their
followers, we examine their unique interaction strategies, including interactivity and self-disclosure.
These features distinguish influencers from traditional celebrities and are worth exploring further in the
context of influencer-fan relationships (Feng et al.,2020; Jun and Yi, 2020; Lou, 2021). With this
exploratory study, we want to extend these studies and further understand influencer narratives.
Therefore, we ask: RQ1: What narrative strategies do digital influencers utilize?

Our study contributes to a detailed conceptual understanding of influencers' use of digital storytelling.
We examine the narratives created by influencers by extending the application of two established
theories, the two-step flow of communication theory (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955)) and social penetration
theory (Taylor & Altman, 1987). This also allows us to understand the role of social media platforms
better and can inform their further design. Our study also provides insights into why and what
influencers share and the impact of their stories on their audience. Understanding influencer behavior
can also help us understand how individuals organize and communicate via social media (Stieglitz,
Meske, Ross, & Mirbabaie, 2020) and establish online opinion-based groups (Stieglitz, Mirbabaie, &
Potthoff, 2018).

In the next section, we review the literature that combines the importance of narratives and storytelling
with the realm of digital influencers on Instagram. The subsequent section then outlines the relevant
theories we used to understand this research area. Finally, we present our methodology, how we intend
to analyze the data collected, and some preliminary results.

2 Digital influencers and their narratives

2.1 Digital Influencers

When it comes to digital influencers, companies typically look into two dimensions, follower base and
engagement numbers, before considering partnering with them (Alassani & Goretz, 2019).

Macro-influencers often have hundreds of thousands or even millions of followers, making engaging
and conversing with followers difficult and superficial. In contrast, micro-influencers are generally
considered topic experts or fans with follower numbers in the four- or five-digit range (Jin & Phua,
2014).

Micro-influencers are generally topic experts or topic fans with follower numbers in the four- or five-
digit range. This includes influencers who are invested in a particular niche, have credibility and
authority (relevance), and have a reasonable level of commitment from their followers (Alassani &
Goretz, 2019). The power of these influencers to directly influence their connected network, which could
result in the purchase of products, is now well-recognized by brands (Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014). As brands
become aware of appropriate influencers, they are often paid (in the form of products or money or both)
to mention and present products and brands (Nirschl & Steinberg, 2018). For the remainder of the paper,
where we say "digital influencers," we refer to micro-influencers.

2.2 Digital Storytelling

Humans have developed social and neurophysiological capacities to process and disseminate
information to communicate with each other using stories (Mirkovski, Gaskin, Hull, & Lowry, 2019).
Storytelling has been used as a powerful strategic tool to tap into the hidden potential of human nature
and make sense of the world through narratives (Boldosova, 2019). Stories, more than any other
communication format, can connect people, persuade, and inform them (Damodaran, 2017; Kent, 2015;
Schwabe, Richter, & Wende, 2019).
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Digital storytelling has many definitions, but underlying most is the 'idea to combine the art of telling
stories with the variety of digital multimedia services, such as images, audios and videos' (Robin, 2006)
a mixture that allows expressing and narrating in a vivid way experiences, situations and considerations
(Casillo et al., 2016). Instagram a social media platform with more than 800 million active users
(Boerman, 2020), has become a source for news, entertainment, research, and, most importantly,
shopping (Aydogan, Giivendik, & Ayar, 2019) and has given rise to new forms of social influence (Jin
& Phua, 2014). "Influence” can be defined as the power to affect a person, thing or course of events
(Brown & Hayes, 2008). Regarding social media platforms, influence is the ability to drive action
through people's engagement on a post shared by a robust social influencer on social media (Freberg,
Graham, McGaughey, & Freberg, 2011). Brands often use influencer experiences shared on social media
through their posts (Ashley & Tuten, 2015). This makes the product more relevant and trustworthy to
its consumers.

Visual storytelling, as on Instagram, is the telling of a story enhanced by the use of visual and aural
media (Serafinelli, 2018). To maintain their role as opinion leaders and to increase their stickiness,
digital influencers use narratives aiming to present their authentic selves (Abidin, 2016). A sticky
influencer is one whose content is highly appealing and engaging to their followers, resulting in high
levels of interaction (likes, comments, shares, etc.) and a loyal following (Hu et al., 2020). Several
factors can contribute to an influencer's stickiness on Instagram. These may include the quality and
uniqueness of their content, their ability to connect with their audience on a personal level, and their
consistency in posting and engaging with their followers. These influencer posts, reels, and stories form
persuasive narratives.

2.3 Narratives

Narratives can be considered a primary mode of communication that best suits how humans think and
remember. Abbott (2020) defined narratives as descriptions of events and characters that entertain or
enlighten their audiences. Fludernik (2010) referred to narratives as a portrayal of a character's inner
world in the story by revealing characters' unique views, perspectives, emotions, motivations, and goals.
Narratives can also influence and spur action by connecting the storyteller and listener, making
information more compelling (Villaespesa & Wowkowych, 2020). As an extension of this, influencer
engagement on Instagram can be seen as stories that are told to invite current and new followers to relate
to influencers' lifestyles and, in turn, product recommendations for brands.

Through the study of influencer narratives on Instagram, we begin to see firsthand the embodiment of
this concept on a social media platform. Furthermore, understanding the narrative strategies employed
by digital influencers from a storytelling perspective can shed light on how influencers foster parasocial
relationships with their followers. While previous studies have recognized the importance of parasocial
relationships between influencers and consumers (Yuan & Lou, 2020), there are still unanswered
guestions. These questions concern the drivers that reinforce the relationships and how to determine
consumption-related behaviors (Conde & Casais, 2023; Kim & Song, 2016).

Often, influencers' posts contain photos or videos of their images to present authentic, personal, and
intimate depictions of their view of the brand or product (Feng, Chen, & Kong, 2021). However,
negative opinions and inappropriate narratives about the brand can damage the brand image (Pfeffer,
Zorbach, & Carley, 2014). Companies' approaches have been mainly driven by opportunities rather than
strategic plans and we lack a deeper understanding of storytelling through Influencers.

In a recently published quantitative study, Feng et al. (2021) analyzed the presentation of influencers'
content strategies without investigating their intentions and strategic considerations. They suggest a
qualitative study that focuses on unveiling influencers' perceptions of their storytelling techniques may
be useful to complete the picture (Feng et al., 2021). In their study of Chinese fashion bloggers, Zhou,
Barnes, McCormick, and Cano (2021)) used Social Penetration Theory to identify six narrative
strategies that digital influencers use to create this feeling of closeness between influencers and their
followers. Kozinets, De Valck, Wojnicki, and Wilner (2010) found that bloggers utilize four narrative
styles: evaluation, embracing, endorsement, and explanation, to make their content appear more
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trustworthy and relevant and useful to consumers. Similarly, Zhou et al. (2021) found six narrative
strategies, including advising, educating, enthusing, amusing, assembling, and appraising, that
influencers use to organize and generate eWOM.

3 Theoretical Foundations

In our research, we wish to understand the role of narratives in Influencer engagement on Instagram:
what are the narratives being created and utilized, and how are they being played out on Instagram using
the various tools this platform offers.

A number of theories have already been applied to research on digital influencers on Instagram, such as
the uses and gratification theory (Ko & Yu, 2019; Phua, Jin, & Kim, 2017), the theory of reasoned action
(Copeland & Zhao, 2020), the extended Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology model
(Jarvinen, Ohtonen, & Karjaluoto, 2016) and social influence theory (Tafesse & Wood, 2021). However,
we have identified two theories that could aid in exploring narratives on Instagram, the two-step flow
theory (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) and social penetration theory (Taylor & Altman, 1987). These two
theories have been successfully used by a handful of authors trying to understand digital influencers on
social media platforms. Uzunoglu and Kip (2014) present a promising paper using the two-step flow
communication theory to understand how brands can strategically use bloggers' engagement. Cheung
and Thadani (2012)) utilize this theory to understand the content strategies of digital influencers in
general across many social media platforms. We extend these studies by using this theory to examine
narratives used by digital influencers on Instagram.

In the two-step flow theory, opinion leaders interpret media information they receive and then pass it to
others, thus increasing its influence. In other words, opinion leaders mediate the transmission of
information. Opinion leaders have been characterized as experts (Loeper, Steiner, & Stewart, 2014) or
non-experts (Gnambs & Batinic, 2013) and, more importantly, are in a central social position (Hinz,
Skiera, Barrot, & Becker, 2011). Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955)) suggest three common characteristics and
behaviors of opinion leaders: "personification of certain values (who one is); competence (what one
knows); and strategic social location (whom one knows)". The first dimension relates to the traits and
values of opinion leaders. Competence expresses opinion leaders' level of expertise on specific subjects.
Finally, social location concerns the size of their network and the number who value their leadership in
a particular area of expertise (Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014).

Influencers share many characteristics of opinion leaders; they mediate messages and affect
communities on Instagram, where messages are disseminated rapidly and easily with a potentially viral
effect. Moreover, the significance of influencers relies on their ability to serve "as the connective
communication tissue that alerts their peers to what matters among political events, social issues, and
consumer choices" (Nisbet & Kotcher, 2009). Therefore, they can use their influence to promote
products and services (Wang, Liu, Liu, & Wang, 2020). Readers and followers are also critical as they
can relay these messages to their network (Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014). While some researchers focus on
opinion leaders as being celebrity influencers with millions of followers (Hu et al., 2020), our study
assumes, in line with recent research, that micro-influencers can also be opinion leaders (Brewster &
Lyu, 2020; Ouvrein, Pabian, Giles, Hudders, & De Backer, 2021).

According to Social Penetration Theory (SPT), self-disclosure, such as voluntarily sharing personal
feelings and thoughts with others, fosters the development of human relationships (Altman & Taylor,
1973; Kim & Song, 2016). Recent research has revealed that personal content shared by influencers on
social media seems to be important to their followers (Leite, Pontes, & de Paula Baptista, 2022), who
look forward to connecting with digital influencers on an emotional level (Abidin, 2016; Lee & Eastin,
2021). In this context, micro-influencers may outperform traditional celebrities endorsing products
(Zeren & Gokdagli, 2020). This may be due to the personal nature of their interactions, whereby they
weave everyday events into their narratives on Instagram, making them more relatable and less distant
(Breves, Amrehn, Heidenreich, Liebers, & Schramm, 2021).
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Suppose we know that users participate in social media platforms like Instagram primarily for hedonic
reasons (Jarvinen et al., 2016). In that case, we can shift our focus to understanding how to design social
media platforms so that creating and sharing entertaining stories/content can be done with ease. Our
study contributes to this strand of literature by examining how Instagram as a platform affords the
behaviors and narrative styles of influencers.

4 Research Design and Progress

Despite the increasing popularity of skincare, beauty, and the online image-sharing community, few
studies have provided a clear understanding of the purpose behind the phenomena and, more
importantly, the use of storytelling to achieve this purpose. Therefore, it is appropriate to research why
and how skincare and beauty influencers construct narratives on Instagram.

To examine the activities of skincare and beauty influencers, to understand the purpose behind their
participation on this platform, and to explore their use of narratives, we focus on the extensive skincare
and beauty community on Instagram. Consistent with contemporary inductive and qualitative methods,
our study was exploratory, and we, therefore, made trade-offs that favored exploration over confirmation
(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). As with any explorative study, the selection of a research context imposes
limitations and cannot offer a comprehensive articulation of all of the motivations and behaviors, but
rather it defines a set of behaviors that are important in the cases we examine.

Following suggestions by Roulet et al. (2017), we will also collect data beyond covert participant
observation. We will complement observational data with influencers' interviews (Spradley, 1979). As
Russell and Tepperman (2005) outlined, studies utilizing qualitative interviews may purposefully select
specific groups of participants to maximize the utility of data for the intended research goals. We
identified the influencers through snowball sampling. This method is suitable when looking for
participants who have specific characteristics (Lune & Berg, 2017). In this study, all the chosen
influencers had to be active members of the beauty community on Instagram, making snowball sampling
suitable. Participants have been assigned an alias in order to be able to naturally discuss their interviews
without compromising confidentiality (cf. Table 1). The participants were informed about the research
procedure and asked to consent to participate in the various stages of the research project. When
possible, the interviews will be recorded and then transcribed verbatim and analyzed using NViVo. Thus
far, we have completed ten interviews with influencers.

Alias Interview Follower | Country Alias Interview Follower | Country
Duration Count Duration Count
Betty 45 min 3000 USA Rory 45 min 3000 England
Darla 30 min 3300 England Rue 30 min 8000 New Zealand
Elisha | 60 min 4000 USA Tory 60 min 2000 Germany
Lucy 45 min 2500 England Zara 45 min 7000 Australia
Table 1. Interview Participant Summary

We have been following the approach by Langley (1999) as the standard in contemporary qualitative
analysis and conduct our analysis in multiple stages, and move iteratively between the data, emergent
ideas, and the literature to build a theory (Arnould & Wallendorf, 1994). This process, referred to as
'inspiration’ by Langley (1999), involves drawing inferences from our observational data such that they
hold up to credible theoretical claims. This requires the researchers to tread thoughtfully: observing,
deliberating, and going back to the fieldwork to verify their conclusions (Vila, Costa, & Ellinger, 2020).
Throughout this iterative process, we have actively and continually deepened our emerging theoretical
understanding by subjecting it to further data analysis. We did this until a more profound and empirically
grounded explanation of how people refer to and practice their involvement with the skincare and beauty
culture on Instagram emerged (Arnould & Wallendorf, 1994). Data was split into several themes that
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emerged through the interview process (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). As this study is inductive, Creswell
and Creswell (2017)'s qualitative research data analysis model has been implemented. The researchers
then created categories and common themes identified within the data during analysis.

5 Four narrative strategies of Instagram influencers

Before we dive into the results of the research approach outlined above, we want to provide further
context on Instagram as a platform. Instagram distinguishes itself from other social networking sites by
providing brands the opportunity to present visually appealing and attractive content such as photos,
videos, and stories, resulting in higher engagement rates and consumer behavior, including frequent
purchasing and following of brands (Casalo, Flavian, & Ibafiez-Sanchez, 2020). Instagram also places
a number of rules on its users that set it apart from its competitors, such as Snapchat or Tiktok. For
example, the platform encourages the use of mobile technologies by making it difficult to upload
pictures from laptops and prioritizes a hierarchical relationship between "the followed" and "the
followers" through the use of visual input and engagement (Georgakopoulou, Iversen, & Stage, 2020).
In turn, these regulations enable various narrative approaches that influencers leverage to achieve
success on the platform. We identified four narrative strategies of Instagram influencers: educating,
evaluating, advising, and entertaining.

Educating was by far the most prevalent narrative in all the interviews. Influencers often take the role
of ateacher and aim to nurture the development of their followers' knowledge about brands and products.
As Darla pointed out, she follows other accounts for "things like ingredient spotlights which | always
find really fascinating. /...J Like, yes, we use all this stuff, but what do the ingredients actually do? ....got
snapshots of, you know, this is the ingredient, this is what it does. And then these are products that you
could use like that". Another interviewee, Elisha, found herself educating friends and acquaintances on
various aspects of products she was using, "friends that are /.../, oh how do you do this? Or what is
that? [...] And so I started, you know, thinking of it as more like an educational thing".

The evaluating narrative decodes the meanings derived from influencers' own or individual followers'
experiences with products. As Darla put it, "I could say I love something, and then someone gets it and
tries it, and they may absolutely hate it. And so, it's yeah, just it's sharing experiences there, and an
important, | think whether it's good or bad for people to see it just as that experience, it doesn't mean
the product is good or bad, it just means it was good or bad for me. Thus, this narrative enables
influencers to honestly review products from their perspective against the brands' claims and provide
impartial evaluations of the products for their followers. One such perspective is that of the influencer
as a consumer themselves: "[1] think a lot of people love to just see the tea that | do spill because I'm a
consumer at the end of the day" (Betty). This narrative also relates to the influencers awareness of their
authenticity. One interviewee, Lucy, expressed their intention to be authentic in the opinion they share
and not overstate the value of the products being tested ™ /... testing this & that product and those are
the ingredients, and that's what | like about it or whatever without saying, OK, this is going to save my
life, and | love this so much". Rory also mentioned that: "It's most important that people trust me and
that they believe if | share a product that | actually like and that I'm not just doing that because | want
to earn money".

Influencers are often considered knowledgeable in specific fields or in particular
topics, their suggestions or advice are highly valued by consumers. Elisha reflected on this role in her
community "Some people said, /.../, | was considering getting this, | won't get it then, but I'm also |
often reply saying /.../, this is just my experience that there are other people who absolutely love this. |
always think it's worth someone trying things out for themselves really, and that goes the same way |
could say | love something and then someone gets it and tries it, and they may absolutely hate it."
Through the use of the advising strategy, influencers are able provide advice on the use of particular
brands or products to their followers. Most influencers interviewed in this study took pride in this point.
"you know, then went ahead and bought it or you know, and then people Oh my God like I love it, and
that makes me feel great™ (Darla) or "'l probably am an influencer because | am influencing people in
their decision of buying products or not" (Tory).
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Many of the interviewees pointed to the fact that they tried to keep their content fun and lighthearted so
as to amuse their followers. "I'm hoping that I'm entertaining people because not people don't have that
much time to be sitting on Instagram anymore like they were when we were locked down. So, when they
see my quick skincare video or a quick makeup transition, it's just a bit of fun, light-hearted fun that
they can see, they can just watch, and that's snappy" (Rory). The purpose of the entertaining narrative
is to frame influencers themselves and the products they are talking about creatively and dramatically
to appeal to followers who are entertainment seekers or imagined empathetic audiences. "I enjoy making
makeup reels. | feel like that comes really naturally to me, and I like all the transitions I do. So, I'm not
the type of..., I don't want to be makeup artist. So, my videos aren't where I show how to apply things.
It's more of a fun transition into, /.../, | look terrible and another gray and things like that" (Rory).
Another interviewee confirmed: "it helped me realize that people's attention spam is very, very short.
So, you I think it's, I've notice how making my videos snappy and quick entertains people like my recent
reels views have been over three thousand, four thousand a month." (Rue).

6 Discussion

Synthesizing our findings above, we found that participants primarily wish to build a strong community
around them. Therefore, they attempt to engage with current followers and invite more followers through
their personal and professional sharing of experiences. This can be broadly explained by Social
Penetration Theory (SPT) (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Taylor & Altman, 1987), which suggests that
influencers often use narrative strategies to connect to their followers on a more personal and emotional
level (Lee & Eastin, 2021; Leite et al., 2022). For example, the entertainment value of these interactions
makes influencers seem more relatable and less distant to the followers themselves (Breves et al., 2021).
As such, our narrative strategy of entertaining aligns with a study by Barry and Hale (2013), who
suggested that audiences expect some form of amusement or enjoyment from their social media
community influencers.

Our findings partly confirm and extend the earlier-mentioned studies by Kozinets et al. (2010) and (Zhou
et al., 2021). While the study by Kozinets et al. (2010) focused on blogs and the study by Zhou et al.
(2021) was specific to the luxury Chinese context, they both provided an excellent starting point for
exploring how different narrative styles of influencers affect the messages being conveyed on
influencers' platforms. Our study extends both studies by examining how digital influencers use these
narrative strategies to engage with and influence the stickiness of their followers, which in turn makes
them simultaneously more attractive to both: brands who want to work with them and followers who
pay close attention to their recommendations.

The perceived usefulness of the content created by influencers influences their credibility and increases
their stickiness in the Instagram community. As explained in the theoretical foundations, the two-step
flow theory can further help us to understand Digital Influencers as opinion leaders that interpret media
information they receive and then pass it to others, thus increasing its influence. This finding is in line
with other studies, which found that Instagram is considered the platform most used by opinion leaders,
due to the sense of immediacy that is generated and because it creates communities(Casalo et al., 2020).
For example, followers on Tiktok respond differently to influencers because it differs from other social
media sites in terms of publication format, content, and target audience (Barta, Belanche, Fernandez, &
Flavian, 2023).

Our findings suggest that the three strategies of education, evaluation, and advising fall into this
category. Whereby influencers use their level of expertise on specific subjects (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955)
and their role as opinion leaders (Loeper et al., 2014) in the beauty community to help their followers
interpret product or brand messages (Wang et al., 2020). By utilizing the educating narrative strategy,
influencers can interpret the company or marketers' created meanings of a product or a brand (Allen,
Andersen, Khoury, & Roberts, 2018) to consumers. Through the evaluating narrative strategy,
influencers often share their evaluations of products they have used. Their followers enjoy reading their
opinions as they can relate more readily to influencers rather than the celebrity messaging sometimes
used by brands. Finally, our narrative strategy of advising found that influencers who show concern
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about their followers and expertise about a subject are more likely to influence their followers to
purchase the featured products.

Our findings also shed some light on why micro-influencers are often perceived as more trusted than
celebrity influencers. This is because micro-influencers typically have smaller, more engaged followings
and are seen as more authentic and relatable (Brewster & Lyu, 2020). Additionally, they are often
perceived as having a deeper understanding of their niche, further enhancing their credibility with their
audience. On the other hand, celebrity influencers are often seen as being more detached from their
followers. They may be perceived as having a less personal investment in the products or services they
endorse (Ouvrein et al., 2021). However, it is important to note that the level of trust in any influencer
ultimately depends on various factors, including the influencer's reputation, the authenticity of their
content, and the quality of their engagement with their audience (Campbell & Farrell, 2020). This was
echoed by a number of the participants in our study, who prioritized having meaningful and authentic
connections with their followers rather than trying to grow their following for the sake of it.

7 Conclusion And Outlook

This paper represents an initial foray into the world of Instagram beauty and skincare digital influencers
who construct narratives as part of their content strategy. Where the audience has become immune to
other traditional forms of advertising, influencer advertising is an effective new tool that the young
audience prefers (Szikszai-Németh, 2020). Furthermore, digital influencers increase brand engagement
when they recommend or promote a product, and their audience is persuaded to try those products
(Jansom & Pongsakornrungsilp, 2021). Surfacing digital influencers' practices, our study contributes to
the shared understanding of digital storytelling and how it can transform social media platforms' use and
design.

To lay a foundation for our study, this research-in-progress explores the use of the two-step flow theory
to explore the idea that social media influencers act as modern-day opinion leaders who work in a digital
environment to provide information for and influence their followers. Additionally, using Social
Penetration theory, we can understand how influencers create close personal relationships with their
audience in the form of narratives that helps to establish trust and authenticity on their page. Using both
of these theories allows for a theoretical perspective on digital influencer activities on Instagram that
can benefit organizations' strategic objectives.

In practical terms, social media managers of brands need to be aware of reducing creative constraints to
preserve influencers' emotional authenticity and individual narratives (Audrezet, de Kerviler, &
Moulard, 2020). As a partnership develops, brands can let influencers choose the products that suit their
tastes and generate personalized communication around the selected items. There is a risk associated
with giving influencers free rein in the creative process, but attempting to micro-manage this process
can erode intrinsic motivation (Audrezet et al., 2020). For example, for skin care and beauty brands, it
does not make sense for someone who does not have acne to promote or endorse acne-related products.

While this research mainly proposes an in-depth qualitative study, findings from this research can be a
starting point for future research to expand and generalize upon. Future research could include digital
influencers from different domains, for example, or a quantitative study that analyses engagement and
narratives from a different perspective, this would also be a good place to compare how influencers from
different domains utilize these narrative strategies in diverse ways. Finally, another extension of this
study could be to investigate the role of technology in facilitating influencer marketing and digital
storytelling. This could include studying the features and functionalities of social media platforms that
enable influencers to create engaging content and foster relationships with their audience.
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