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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Factors developing brand loyalty through social media influencers Received 4 July 2023
(SMls) are immensely important to academics and marketing practi-  Revised 3 November 2023

tioners since it is a remarkable driver of organizational success. This Accepted 20 December 2023
research investigates the impact of SMIs homophily in developing KEYWORDS

customer brand engagement (CBE) and its impact on BL. We collected Social media influencers;
valid data from 412 respondents using laptop brands in Pakistan and homophily; non-behavioral
used structural equation modeling to analyze the data. The findings customer engagement;
indicate that the SMIs homophily is crucial in establishing CBE and BL. loyalty; consumer loyalty
The results further show that CBE's emotional and cognitive dimen-

sions significantly mediate the relationship between SMIs homophily

and BL. However, the emotional CBE has a stronger mediating impact

on BL. The study provides valuable insights for brand managers to hire

SMis who resemble their fans to grab their loyalty toward the brand.

This study unfolds new avenues in social media marketing, consumer

behavior, and branding literature by understanding the association

between SMIs homophily, CBE, and BL.

1. Introduction

Social media has become an integral part of daily life. It is widely regarded as an
effective platform for engaging customers through online posts, blogs, and vlogs.
Ruby (2023) claims that social media operators’ population is predicted to touch
five billion active users at the end of 2023. The rapid surge in the popularity of social
media platforms has resulted in the emergence of digital influencers who effectively
captivate, interact, and engage millions of followers through online social content.
The vast adoption and acceptance of social media influencers (SMIs) significantly
impact consumer behavior. Digital Marketing Institute (2021) reported that the
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predominant purpose of social media is to serve as an information resource, account-
ing for 63% of its usage. Moreover, 46.4% of individuals employ social media plat-
forms to seek out information about brands. With the significant increase in social
media users, companies perceive social media as a potential and attractive medium
for running promotional campaigns. Promoting brands on social media can produce
a 346% average yearly expansion of consumers, which is crucial in shaping brand
loyalty (Ibrahim & Aljarah, 2023).

SMIs are people who exert a significant impact on many of their followers. Influencers
typically possess specialized knowledge in a particular domain, such as aesthetics, health,
or tourism. A recent study established that SMIs attract a massive following through the
characteristic of homophily (similarity) by displaying visually and orally engaging and
relevant content on social media platforms (Parvatiyar, 2021). Customer engagement
with the brand is possible since SMIs homophily can quickly develop a rapport with
followers by disclosing practical brand experiences and preferences through enthusias-
tically responding in live sessions. The tendency of SMIs to homophily makes their
influence more effective and efficient than conventional means of advertisement.
Therefore, companies employ SMIs to promote their brands. Influencers’ content
about the brands is regarded as having a precise and direct means of engaging with
potential customers. The research concluded that 39% of brand managers intend to
augment their budget for SMIs (Tiago et al., 2023). Despite the rapid growth of influencer
marketing, a few investigations have emphasized the role of SMIs in their ability to affect
BL (Ahmed, 2022; Aljuhmani et al., 2023; Vrontis et al., 2021).

Furthermore, academics urge us to identify the underlying process that makes SMIs
effective. This study addresses a gap in the existing literature by proposing a theoretical
framework elucidating how SMIs homophily is instrumental in developing BL. Further, we
have adopted the CBE model Aljuhmani et al. (2023) developed to fulfill our research aims,
containing CBE’s non-behavioral dimensions (cognitive and emotional). The present study
examines the relationship between SMIs homophily and BL through the mediating role of
cognitive and emotional dimensions of CBE. We employ the stimulus organism response
(SOR) model to accomplish our study goals, which provides a conceptual framework for
comprehending how individuals react to various environmental stimuli. Martinez-Lopez
et al. (2020) applied the SOR model to see how beauty influencers affect their followers’
behavior in the cosmetic industry. Likewise, Ladhari et al. (2020) examined the mediating
role of vloggers’ popularity in the relationship between homophily and purchase intention
in the cosmetic industry. Moreover, Sokolova and Kefi (2020) studied the role of credibility
between homophily and purchase intention in the fashion industry. Using the SOR model,
Aljuhmani et al. (2023) investigated the association between social media marketing
activities and brand loyalty through CBE. However, our research expands upon this
paradigm by examining the distinct context of SMIs and their capacity to cultivate BL.
This research aims to better understand the relationship between influencers, CBE, and BL.
By examining the underlying mechanisms in this interaction, we contribute to the existing
S-O-R model in influencer marketing. Additionally, our study offers subtle insights into the
dynamics of consumer behavior in the modern day. Our study’s results can enhance the
existing theoretical framework by providing a more comprehensive comprehension of the
dynamic relationship between stimuli, consumers, and responses within the realm of
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influencer-driven BL. Consequently, this research contributes significant insights to theo-
retical foundations and practical marketing applications.

Furthermore, the selection of laptop brands as the product category in Pakistan has been
made based on the following justifications: First, Pakistan is currently witnessing an
increase in its purchasing power and is positioned as the 18th largest middle-class popula-
tion globally (World Bank, 2023). Second, Pakistan is experiencing a substantial digitaliza-
tion process, marked by a noteworthy increase in internet connectivity and the proliferation
of social media platforms. The social media sites, including Facebook, Twitter, Instagram,
and YouTube, demonstrate a significant user base of 71.7 million individuals (Kemp, 2023).
Third, the laptop industry in Pakistan exhibits a wide range of options and intense
competition, offering a suitable environment to investigate the dynamics of BL.
Analogous to developed nations, consumers in Pakistan rely on SMIs for recommendations
and evaluations of brands, underscoring the need to investigate the impact exerted by these
influencers. Therefore, it is essential to recognise that the socio-cultural and economic
dynamics specific to Pakistan may give rise to unusual patterns not found in other settings.
The research aims to address a gap in the existing literature by examining the influence of
laptop brands within influencer marketing, which has received limited attention thus far.
Our research enhances the study’s novelty by providing insights into this setting, adding
value to the scholarly conversation on influencer marketing and BL. Ultimately, the
Pakistani laptop market encompasses a diverse array of internationally recognized brands,
facilitating an analysis of the competitive environment.

This research provides manifold contributions to literature. First, we establish
a fundamental mechanism elucidating the significance of SMIs in shaping BL. The
existing body of literature on SMIs mainly concentrates on the cosmetics, fashion, and
airline industries, with a specific emphasis on social media marketing activities
(Aljuhmani et al., 2023; Hussain et al., 2023; Ladhari et al., 2020; Sohaib & Han, 2023).
Second, we apply the stimulus organism response (SOR) model to examine the impact of
SMIs on CBE’s non-behavioral dimensions (cognitive and emotional), thereby leading to
brand loyalty. To the best of our understanding, our research is among the few to
examine the role of SMIs in developing BL for the laptop product category in Pakistan
through the lens of the SOR model. Third, the present study emphasizes the pertinent
role of emotional and cognitive CBE as a mediator between SMIs and BL, providing
valuable implications for brand managers and influencer marketers who aim to engage
social media users as prospective customers.

In the subsequent sections, authors have provided a literature review on SMIs homo-
phily, CBE, and BL. The development of hypotheses and research models follows this.
Theoretical support of stimulus-organism-response (SOR) is given to examine the
relationship between SMIs and customers. After that, the authors discussed the metho-
dology, explaining how data is collected and analyzed. Lastly, conclusions, limitations,
future directions, and implications for brand managers, customers, and SMIs are pro-
vided to understand the importance of SMIs’ homophily and CBE in driving BL.

2, Literature review and hypotheses development

The stimulus-organism-response is a well-recognized model commonly used to analyze
the association between the environment and human behavior (Mehrabian & Russell,
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1974). The SOR model primarily emphasizes environmental psychology, which explores
specific environmental elements that impact individuals’ internal states, consequently
shaping an individual’s behavior (Sun et al,, 2021). This paradigm emphasizes that
external factors are crucial in triggering cognitive and emotional states, ultimately
affecting individuals’ behavior. The SOR model enables the identification of stimuli
that influence individuals’ cognition and emotions (organisms), which are subsequently
expressed through behaviors (response). The SOR model extensively examines social
media’s influence on consumer engagement and behavior (Chakraborty & Biswal, 2023;
Islam et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2016). Dhian and Rini (2022) and Sinha and Srivastava (2023)
applied a modified SOR model to suit the specific requirements of SMIs. The model
conceptualizes source signals as stimuli, identifies cognitive and emotional states as the
organism, and characterizes purchasing a brand as the response. Applying the SOR
model in the social media context reveals that the influencers affect consumer internal
states, resulting in specific behavioral outcomes such as brand loyalty.

Within the context of the virtual environment, certain scholars employ actual stimuli
(Molinillo et al., 2021; Nanu et al., 2020), while others rely on customer evaluations of the
given stimuli to represent the stimulus component of the model (Akhtar & Islam, 2023;
Islam & Rahman, 2017; Sun et al., 2021). The scholarly investigation of the social aspects
of the online environment has been expanding, particularly within the realm of virtual
communities and social media platforms. This research employs the SOR paradigm,
utilizing social media influencers as the environmental stimulus, and the organism
encompasses cognitive and emotional states. The concept of an organism is derived
from the previous research conducted by Dhian and Rini (2022), referring to the
customer’s cognitive and emotional evaluation of the brand. The response denotes
customers’ brand loyalty.

Applying the SOR model as a comprehensive theoretical framework is suitable for two
main reasons. Firstly, the SOR model is widely employed in prior studies investigating
online customer behavior (Kabadayi et al., 2023; Kumalasari & Priharsari, 2023;
Raggiotto et al., 2023) As an illustration, Aljuhmani et al. (2023) conducted a study
employing the SOR model to investigate the impact of social media marketing efforts in
driving brand loyalty through the mediating role of customer engagement. The study
conducted by Fan et al. (2020) applied the SOR model to examine the quality of
experience through technology on consumer engagement. These studies’ results provide
evidence for using the SOR model in explaining consumer internal responses and
behavioral outcomes to various stimuli. Furthermore, this model offers a rigorous and
organized approach to investigate the influence of interpersonal interaction variables as
environmental cues on consumer engagement, such as cognitive and emotional, and
their intention to stay loyal to the brand.

2.1. Social media influencers’” homophily

Homophily refers to the similarity in demographic characteristics, lifestyle, and
interests (Shoenberger & Kim, 2023). This suggests that customers are enthusiastic
and willing to engage with influencers with similar characteristics, share common
interests, or reside in similar situations. Researchers established that customers
exhibit a greater sense of involvement and engagement when they undergo
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emotions akin to those experienced by SMIs (Seduram et al., 2022). This customer
tendency further strengthens their perception of trust, resulting in greater satis-
faction with compatible SMIs. For these reasons, brand managers often engage
well-known SMIs with a substantial following to effectively convey their brand
message to the target customers. Past literature has asserted that this endorsement
has a greater influence on persuading the intended audience than traditional
advertising methods (Pradhan et al.,, 2023). Homophily allows consumers to
increase their sense of engagement in brand usage, diminish post-purchase con-
sumer dissonance, and grab customers’ loyalty (Zhang & Mac, 2023). Thus,
homophily plays a significant role in elucidating how consumers acquire brand
knowledge, form attitudes towards them, and derive utility from their use.

SMIs homophily is measured using four dimensions, namely attitude, background,
values, and appearance (Albogami, 2023; Bu et al., 2022). The first-dimension attitude
refers to the degree of resemblance in consumers’ cognitive and behavioral tendencies
towards SMIs. Next, the second-dimension background elucidates the degree of resem-
blance in the socio-economic status of consumers with influencers. The third-dimension
values refer to the degree of sameness in personal and cultural norms and values. Lastly, the
appearance dimension showcases the visual characteristics of SMIs. Sicilia and Lépez
(2023) found that the dimensions of homophily positively influence customer behavior
since individuals tend to form relationships with customers they perceive to be similar to
themselves regarding attitudes, background, values, and appearance.

In recent years, the advent of the Internet has profoundly impacted the marketing
landscape, particularly with the ever-increasing trend of advertisements on social media
platforms. This form of marketing capitalizes on the expertise of SMIs, such as vloggers
and social media celebrities, to endorse and promote a brand (Hudders & Lou, 2023).
Influencer marketing is experiencing a surge in research as the prevalence of campaigns,
including Instagrammers, Facebookers, Threaders, and YouTubers, continues to expand.
Thus, there is a growing emphasis on comprehensively defining and examining the role,
characteristics, and dimensions of SMIs (Joshi et al., 2023). Shouten et al. (2020)
documented that marketing managers use SMIs and celebrities to endorse brands as
a strategic approach that takes advantage of the widespread popularity of these SMIs.
This is made possible by the real-time nature of social media platforms, which enables
SMIs to showcase the process of using various products to their target audience.
Influencers also provide comparisons among brands, enhancing their influence and
impact on consumer decision-making. Therefore, marketing managers prioritize recruit-
ing and selecting SMIs who demonstrate exceptional proficiency in certain areas of
expertise. This approach enables prospective customers to develop a strong perception
of reality and establish a connection with the brand.

2.2. Social media influencer homophily and brand loyalty

Loyalty has consistently held a significant position in the marketing literature and has
garnered attention from marketing scholars and professionals (Parris & Guzman,
2023). Loyalty pertains to consumers’ strong affinity and profound involvement
towards a specific brand and organization (Hussain et al., 2023). However, brand
loyalty refers to a strong and enduring dedication to continuously repurchase or
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continue patronizing a preferred brand in the future (Goi et al., 2023). BL is demon-
strated through the consistent purchase behavior characterized by the recurrent
selection of the same brand. It indicates a consumer’s inclination to remain com-
mitted to a particular brand as their preferred option. Due to this rationale, the
significance of BL has experienced a substantial surge and makes a considerable
contribution to the financial viability of an organization. These justifications have
also received support from past literature, arguing that cultivating, maintaining, and
enhancing brand loyalty have emerged as essential branding tactics in a highly
competitive environment (Nuseir, 2022). Therefore, BL has become a fundamental
focus of scholarly investigations and is recognized as a crucial intangible asset for
corporations.

Academic discourse posits that the underpinnings of BL are rooted in two fundamental
aspects, namely attitudinal and behavioral (Ibrahim & Aljarah, 2023; Tyrviinen et al,
2023). The first-dimension attitudinal loyalty refers to the extent of a customer’s psycho-
logical connections and advocacy towards the brand - attitudinal loyalty results from the
psychological stimulus, which spreads positive vibes and advocates the brand to others.
Behavioral loyalty mostly centers on repeat purchases, capturing consumers’ interest, and
strengthening their commitment to a specific brand. The manifestation of loyalty is
determined by the constant repurchase behavior of a particular brand, irrespective of the
presence of alternative competitor brands within the market. The primary objective of this
study is to examine the customers’ behavioral inclinations toward BL. This research is
motivated by the existing body of literature on influencer marketing on social media, which
primarily evaluates the BL through a behavioral lens (Aljuhmani et al., 2023).

SMIs significantly impact consumer behavior within the contemporary digital environ-
ment (Wong & Wei, 2023). These individuals who significantly affect social media plat-
forms demonstrate the capacity to develop genuine and relatable connections with their
followers, resulting in increased trust and active participation. Influencers effectively
introduce brands to their audience in a personalized and convincing manner by effortlessly
introducing brands into their content (Sohaib & Han, 2023). Influencers establish a sense of
community and inclusiveness centered around a particular brand by engaging in regular
and meaningful interactions, cultivating emotional bonds beyond mere transactional
associations. As a result, individuals who follow influencers frequently develop
a heightened affinity and devotion towards firms that receive endorsements from these
influencers whom they like (Nuseir, 2022). This is because the influencers’ support provides
social validation and conveys a sense of endorsement from a trusted source. The association
between influencers and brand loyalty underscores the influential role of influencer
marketing in shaping customer behavior and fostering long-lasting brand loyalty.

Influencer marketing is a strategy for fostering mutually advantageous consumer
relationships (Gross et al., 2023). Organizations use social media to interact and establish
communication channels with customers. This objective is accomplished by establishing
a customer-centric brand experience closely aligned with the brand. Consequently, these
efforts enhance customers’ behavioral responses towards the brand on social media pages
(Wong & Wei, 2023). Nevertheless, extensive research has shown substantial evidence
supporting the favorable impact of Social media on brand loyalty (Sohaib & Han, 2023).
Previous research claims that SMIs can potentially cultivate brand loyalty (Fetais et al.,
2023; Ooi et al., 2023; Tyrvéinen et al., 2023). According to Lacap et al. (2023) and
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Khanam et al. (2023), individuals who establish a strong emotional connection with
a brand are more likely to repurchase and stay loyal. The SOR model posits that
individuals are more likely to develop a solid commitment to an object or person when
they have formed an emotional attachment. This emotional attachment serves as
a guiding force toward establishing and maintaining long-term relationships.
According to Hussain et al. (2023), emotional attachment significantly determines con-
sumers’ conative intention to exhibit loyalty towards a specific brand. Therefore:

Hj: SMIs homophily positively influences brand loyalty.

2.3. Homophily, customer brand engagement, and brand loyalty

There has been a growing recognition of the significance of CBE as a crucial strategic
imperative in marketing (Rather et al., 2023). Technological advancement and the
increasing prevalence of social media provide a basis for reevaluating existing concep-
tualizations of CBE. Social media platforms provide users with interactive experiences
that contribute to creating value and foster engagement with brands. This is achieved
through various means such as likes, reviews, shares, photos, comments, and other
marketing resources (Fitriati & Madu Siwi, 2023). These interactions have the potential
to engage the customer with a brand.

Research scholars have emphasized the importance of studying CBE in creating,
developing, and maintaining long-term customer brand connections on social media
channels (Algharabat et al., 2020). Hudders et al. (2021) have made a significant scholarly
contribution to the measurement and conceptualization of the construct of CBE on social
media platforms. The term CBE in social media pertains to the cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral activities consumers exhibit that are positively aligned with a brand. These
activities occur during or concerning specific interactions between the consumer and the
brand. Prior literature explains the three main dimensions of CBE. These aspects are
extensively discussed in the consumer behavior literature in addition to the relevant areas
of psychology. These three dimensions include psychological, behavioral, and the amal-
gamation of psychological and behavioral dimensions (Riley, 2020). Scholars have dis-
cussed CBE as one-dimensional (cognitive, emotional) and multidimensional (cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral) to understand the relationship between customer and brand
engagement. For example, France et al. (2016) and Aljuhmani et al. (2023) examined the
notion of CBE on social media and removed the behavioral component of the CBE. They
believed removing the behavioral dimension is essential for adequately measuring CBE’s
non-behavioral aspects (cognitive and emotional). Thus, this study employs CBE’s non-
behavioral aspects (cognitive and emotional).

SMIs have emerged as prevalent marketing strategies organizations employ to effec-
tively advertise and endorse their brands across various social media platforms. The
utilization of SMIs has yielded favorable customer engagement and brand management
outcomes. The primary factor linked to customer engagement is the perceived entertain-
ment value offered by SMIs. Customers’ engagement with a brand is crucial in establish-
ing brand loyalty. The connection between SMIs and brand loyalty has been examined,
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with purchase intention being investigated as a mediator (Ibrahim & Aljarah, 2023).
Wong and Wei (2023) discovered a favorable association between social media influen-
cers and purchase intention. They observed that this link is further influenced by brand
engagement.

In the context of social media, the experience provided by CBE plays a significant role
in fostering an emotional connection with customers, hence cultivating brand loyalty
(Algharabat et al., 2020). The social connection between SMIs and consumers can
influence their loyalty towards brands significantly. Liu et al. (2016) stated that employ-
ing SMIs significantly impacts consumers’ brand trust and loyalty by enhancing their
user experience. SMIs can also improve post-purchase customer interaction, fostering
outcomes such as brand loyalty (Sicilia & Lopez, 2023). According to Bu et al. (2022),
brand managers employ SMIs to augment BL among consumers. Similarly, Ooi et al.
(2023) conducted a study to validate the effectiveness of SMIs in fostering BL among
customers.

SMIs can potentially motivate changes in their followers’ attitudes and behaviors.
These individuals serve as a precious online resource for their respective followers.
One-way influencers can increase their impact by offering content, thoughts, or
information that aligns with the needs and interests of their followers, thereby
establishing a strong engagement between the content and the user. SMIs utilize
many strategies to market their products, employing sensory, emotional, cognitive,
and behavioral techniques that have the potential to enhance customer engagement
and develop loyalty (Fitriati & Madu Siwi, 2023). Engagement pertains to the extent
to which an individual has an emotional and cognitive connection with a brand, as
demonstrated by their brand-related attitudes and amount of dependence on the
brand. The probability of followers engaging with the recommended brand is directly
related to the level of influence exerted by SMIs. CBE is a crucial factor in instilling
confidence in consumer behavior. The followers engaging with the suggested brand
will ultimately influence BL (Goi et al., 2023). The findings of Joshi et al. (2023)
further support the existing research, highlighting the positive relationship between
perceived influence and brand engagement. Additionally, their study confirms the
beneficial effects of brand engagement in strengthening BL.

SMIs homophily may develop BL through CBE. Aljuhmani et al. (2023) showed that
social media marketing efforts (SMMEs) predict CBE, and CBE predicts BL. Mainolfi and
Vergura (2022) documented that homophily develops blog engagement, affecting custo-
mer intention to buy the product. However, Magno (2017) reported the mediating role of
engagement in a relationship between homophily and purchase intention. Based on the
above discussion, it can be presumed that CBE mediates the relationship between SMIs
homophily and BL. The SOR model has been employed to elucidate the relationship
between SMIs, CBE, and BL. In this study, the SOR model posits that SMIs (stimuli) can
impact customers’ cognitive and emotional states, subsequently fostering BL (response).
However, several studies have discussed CBE as a mediating variable in a cause-and-
effect model to examine the association between antecedents and outcome variables
(Ahmed, 2022; Aljuhmani et al., 2023; Ittefaq et al., 2024; Ki et al., 2022). This study
intends to investigate the intervening role of CBE’s non-behavioral elements (cognitive
and emotional) as a one-dimensional construct in a connection between SMIs homophily
and BL on social media platforms.
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Based on the above discussion, emotional CBE is predicted to mediate the association
between the homophily of SMIs and BL. The hypothesis suggests that those who see
a significant similarity in characteristics with SMIs are more inclined to establish emo-
tional attachments with the brand these influencers endorse. Establishing an emotional
bond between consumers and a brand cultivates a sense of loyalty toward the said brand
(Hussain et al., 2023). According to Sohaib and Han (2023), the generation of emotional
responses and the subsequent increase in BL are anticipated outcomes resulting from the
perceived similarity and relatability between influencers and their followers. Hence, it is
expected that emotional CBE serves as a mediator in the association between the
homophily of SMIs and BL, shedding light on the complex psychological processes
that drive consumer behavior in the era of digitalization.

In the increasingly complex digital marketing landscape, it is crucial to comprehend
the cognitive mechanisms of consumers. This study examines the potential mediating
effect of cognitive CBE on the association between the homophily of SMIs and BL.
Cognitive engagement is the logical and rational relationship consumers develop with
a brand, which is influenced by their perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs (Aljuhmani et al.,
2023). It is argued that individuals who perceive a significant level of similarity with SMIs
are more likely to actively engage with the brand they advocate for. According to
(Kabadayi et al., 2023), cognitive engagement involves critically evaluating, processing
information, and constructing brand-related knowledge. It is widely believed that enga-
ging in mental interactions can positively impact customer-brand relationships since
customers are more likely to make well-informed and sensible judgments by evaluating
various cognitive factors (Ibrahim & Aljarah, 2023). Therefore, it is postulated that
cognitive CBE serves as a mediator, clarifying the cognitive mechanisms via which
SMIs” homophily impacts BL. Gaining a comprehensive understanding of these complex
mental processes is crucial for firms seeking to develop impactful marketing strategies
that align with the logical aspects of customer decision-making in the era of cutthroat
competition. State formally:

Hj: Cognitive CBE mediates the relationship between SMIs’ homophily and brand
loyalty.

Hj: Emotional CBE mediates the relationship between SMIs” homophily and brand
loyalty.

The conceptual framework in Figure 1 presents the three hypotheses.

3. Methodology
3.1. Sample and data collection

This research examines the effects of SMI homophily on BL, cognitive CBE, and
emotional CBE. To achieve this objective, the impacts of SMIs homophily on cogni-
tive CBE, emotional CBE, and BL and the effects of cognitive CBE and emotional
CBE on BL are investigated in this research. Figure 1 shows the conceptual model.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model.

The responses were collected in approximately two months through administering the
online questionnaire. A filter question was added to the survey questionnaire to
maintain the quality of the results, allowing only respondents who had previously
been inspired and influenced by SMIs to complete the survey form. The participants
were requested to complete the survey via electronic mail and social networking. The
authors included a short note explaining the aim of the research in addition to the
assurance that the responses will be applied solely for the research purpose. We also
underscored the significance of correctly and properly filling out the survey. The
survey did not contain any items disclosing the identity of the participants. Therefore,
the respondents were comfortable in filling out the questionnaire. We did not collect
data from any specific region in Pakistan. The responses were collected from all
regions to participate in the questionnaire through the convenience sampling
technique.

The demographic profiles table indicates that the participants had varied backgrounds
and willingly participated in the survey without hesitance (See Table 1). This affirms that
the collection of data and procedure for sampling is a convenience sampling technique,
representing the intended population (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002). To solicit the
responses from the laptop users, we distributed the questionnaire through the internet
and social media channels such as WhatsApp, LinkedIn, Facebook, and Instagram.
Online surveys are highly effective for collecting substantial participant data (Beam,
2023). In comparison to conventional approaches such as phone interviews or paper
surveys, it has been observed that it can yield more cost-effectiveness. Online surveys
provide a convenient means for respondents and researchers to collect and analyze data.
This practice aids in the mitigation of paper waste and the reduction of the carbon
footprint linked to conventional survey methodologies (Beam, 2023). We developed the
online questionnaire in Google Forms. The survey is classified into two segments. The
opening section of the questionnaire comprises questions related to the demographic
characteristics of the participants. It also contains the question asking the participants
about the laptop brand they use and consider the same brand they use while attempting
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of respondents.

Characteristics Category Frequency Percent
Gender Male 198 48.06
Female 214 51.94
Age Below 20 46 11.16
20-30 m 26.94
31-40 153 37.13
Above 40 102 24.77
Education Below High School 58 14.07
High School 66 16.01
Bachelors 92 2233
Masters 103 25
PhD 93 22.59
Income/monthly ($) Under 300 122 29.61
301-600 98 23.8
601-900 97 23.54
901-1200 46 11.16
Over 1200 49 11.89

the rest of the questions asked in the survey. The subsequent section contains items
related to the variables in the study, i.e. SMIs homophily, cognitive CBE, emotional CBE,
and BL.

The population of this research comprises laptop brand users from different age
groups residing in Pakistan. We drew the sample frame for this research from the laptop
industry since it is one of Pakistan’s most vibrant and lucrative sectors, with an expected
annual growth rate of 5.4% from 2023-2027 (Statista, 2023). Moreover, this sector
operates in an environment of intense competition characterized by severe price wars
and intense promotional campaigns to catch customers’ attention. It is also essential to
study this sector because the country is working on the “Digital Pakistan Policy” to raise
approximately USD 60 billion by the end of 2030 (Kemp, 2023). Thus, understanding the
role of SMIs in grabbing the attention of potential laptop customers has become essential
in this country.

Moreover, the data underwent screening and cleaning procedures after its dissemina-
tion to 431 participants through a meticulously designed self-administered question-
naire. A total of 412 replies were deemed suitable for inclusion in the analysis. Once the
data had been filtered and cleaned, a subsequent step involved checking a reevaluation to
ascertain the presence of genuine responses. Ultimately, 412 accurate replies were
acquired, and subsequent data analysis was conducted. The demographic characteristics
of the survey participants who provided their responses are presented in Table 1.

Furthermore, a survey pilot test was done, and the results revealed that the partici-
pants firmly understood the questions (Lien et al., 2017). The questionnaire was dis-
tributed to the respondents, and a pre-test was conducted. The scale’s internal
consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha (CA) reliability, a commonly employed
method in social science research to ensure greater confidence in the scale’s reliability
(Hair et al., 2006). Consequently, it was concluded that the items had a satisfactory level
of internal consistency, above a threshold of .70.
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3.2. Research instruments

The scales were borrowed from the previous studies with little modifications to suit the
purpose of this study. The research instrument of SMIs homophily was adapted from
Ladhari et al. (2020). CBE (cognitive dimension and emotional component) was bor-
rowed from the study of Hollebeek et al. (2014). Lastly, the scale of BL was measured
through the items adapted from the study of Harrigan et al. (2017). Each construct item
was assessed using a five-point Likert scale, with response options ranging from “1
strongly disagree” to “5 strongly agree.”

4, Results
4.1. Demographic profile of the respondents

The study contained 198 (48.06%) male and 214 (51.94%) female respondents.
Participation by the age group between 31-40 was the highest among all. It made up
37.13% of all the respondents. It was followed by the age group 20-30. One hundred and
eleven respondents (26.94%) in this category participated in the survey. 102 (24.77%) and
46 (11.16%) participants over 40 and under 20 participated in the survey. A massive
number of respondents, 103 (25%) held a master’s degree; 93 (22.59%) did a Ph.D.; 92
(22.33%) held a bachelor’s degree; 66 (16.01%) had a high school education; and finally, 58
(14.07%) had not reached high school yet. Most of the respondents, 122 (29.61%), earned
less than 300 USD monthly. It was followed by 98 (23.8%) participants earning between
301-600 USD monthly. 97,46, and 49 respondents earned (601-900), (901-1200), and over
1200 USD per month, respectively. Table 1 shows the demographic profile of the
participants.

The suggested model is tested using the statistical package for social sciences (SPSS) and
analysis of moment structures (AMOS). SPSS and AMOS are extensively used data analysis
software packages focusing on social sciences and structural equation modeling. This
involves thoroughly reviewing the data for errors, missing values, and anomalies. SPSS
has many options for data cleaning and preparation. SPSS and AMOS allow researchers to
use goodness-of-fit indices to evaluate model validity (Livote & Wyka, 2009). Before testing
the measurement model, we applied the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling
Adequacy (KMO) technique to check the adequacy of the sample. Findings revealed that
the KMO is .891, above the threshold value of .5, indicating the adequacy of sample size for
the data analysis operations (Kaiser, 1974; Williams et al., 2010). Further, Bartlett’s Test of
Sphericity (4474.624, p < .05) is significant, paving the way to conduct factor analysis on the
given data set (Tobias & Carlson, 1969). Moreover, the Authors also employed G*Power
software to determine the appropriate sample size for our study. G*Power is a software
application designed to facilitate the computation of statistical power analyses for a wide
range of hypothesis tests, including t-tests, F tests, x2 tests, z-tests, and specific exact tests.
In addition to conducting quality research, G*Power software can be utilized to compute
effect sizes and the visual representation of the outcomes derived from power analyses
(Faul et al., 2009).
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4.2. Common method variance (CMV)

We pursued a cautious approach to pre- and post-data collection to diminish the
possibility of CMB in the study. Initially, we adapted the scales from the previous studies
that were declared reliable and valid. Next, we used simple and easy-to-understand
language in the survey so that respondents could adequately fill out the survey. CMB
may also occur when the respondents are unwilling to participate in the survey.
Therefore, to ensure the voluntary contribution, we apprised the respondents that their
identity would not be revealed and that the study was being conducted solely for scientific
investigation. Then, we used Harman’s one-factor test to check the CMB in the study
previously used by Jarvis et al. (2003). The single factor reported 35.213%, less than the
suggested threshold value of 50% in Harman’s one-factor test. Thus, the test results above
indicate that the study is free from CMB. Lastly, the highest correlation among all the
variables is less than the threshold value of .9. Thus, the study is free from any CMB.

4.3. The measurement model

A measurement model was established to check the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
results. The findings of the CFA revealed that the model qualifies the fitness criteria
x2 = 345.82, df =212, p<.001, x2/df=1.631, RMSEA =.048, CFI =.969, IFI =.970,
TLI =.963). Table 2. displays the findings of the measurement model. It reveals that
the loadings for all the factors are above the benchmark value of .704, indicating that they
loaded well into their corresponding latent variables. The factors containing loading less
than .704, i.e. H,, H3, H;p, and H;3, are removed from the study. The composite reliability
values fall in the range of .847 to .944, suggesting that all the variables had strong internal
consistency for each latent variable (Hair et al., 2014). Next, the values of average
variance extracted (AVE) were computed to check the convergent validity. All the
numbers for AVE outstripped the benchmark value of .50, implying that the study
fulfilled the criteria of convergent validity (Hair et al., 2014). The value for AVE falls in
the range of .582-.672 above the benchmark value. The computations presented in
Table 3 indicate that all the square root values of AVE are greater than correlation
coefficients (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Thus, the condition of discriminant validity is
achieved in this study.

4.4. The structural model

We evaluated hypotheses using SEM in this research. The process involved verifying that
the measurement model met its criteria and performing the structural equation analysis.
The structural model is shown in Figure 2. The findings of the SEM indicated that all the
proposed hypotheses were supported (see Table 4). Initially, the association between
SMIs homophily and BL was determined. The findings revealed that SMIs homophily has
a significant and positive influence on BL (B =.2553; t = 6.829; p <.001). Hence, H; was
supported. Next, the findings indicated that SMIs homophily positively and significantly
impact cognitive CBE (B =.621; t=20.745; p <.001). Then, the results revealed the
significant effect between SMIs homophily and emotional CBE (p =.405; t=15.130;
p <.001). Lastly, the significant effects of cognitive and emotional CBE with BL were
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Table 2. Reliability and validity results.

Constructs Items Loadings CR Alpha AVE
SMIs Homophily 0.944 0.947 0.63

My favorite influencer thinks like me. 0.799

My favorite influencer is like me. 0.751

My favorite influencer is from a social class similar to mine 0.858

My favorite influencer’s economic situation is similar to mine. 0.875

My favorite influencer’s background is similar to mine. 0.814

My favorite influencer’s status is similar to mine. 0.834

My favorite influencer shares my cultural values. 0.857

My favorite influencer treats people like | do. 0.741

My favorite influencer’s morals are like mine. 0.798

My favorite influencer appearance is like mine 0.751

My favorite influencer resembles me. 0.752

My favorite influencer is the same size as me. 0.705

Cognitive Customer Brand Engagement 0.854 0.850 0.662
Using this brand gets me to think about it 0.858

| think about this brand a lot when I'm using it 0.873

Using this brand stimulates my interest to learn more about it 0.873

Emotional Customer Brand Engagement 0.890 0.892 0.672
| feel very positive when | use this brand 0.878

Using this brand makes me happy 0.896

| feel good when | use this brand 0.859

| am proud to use this brand 0.835

Brand Loyalty 0.847 0.831 0.582
| would recommend this brand to someone who seeks my advice 0.775

| would encourage friends and relatives to do business with this brand 0.885

| would say positive things about this brand to other people 0.846

| would do more business with this brand in the next few years 0.772

Total Variance Explained = 69.34%; KMO Value = .891; Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity = (4474.624, p < .05).

Table 3. The square root of AVE and factor correlation coefficients.

Constructs SMis Homophily Cognitive CBE Emotional CBE Brand Loyalty
SMis Homophily 0.793

Cognitive CBE 0.784 0.813

Emotional CBE 0.677 0.777 0.819

Brand Loyalty 0.761 0.753 0.759 0.762

Diagonals that appeared in bold represent the square roots of AVE values. These values are greater than the correlations
between latent variables.

positive and significant (f =.1429; t =2.594; p <.001) and (P = .4236; t = 6.881; p <.001),
respectively.

This research examines the role of SMIs homophily using SOR theory to check the
mediating role of cognitive and emotional CBE in developing BL. We performed
mediation analysis using the SPSS Process Macro proposed by Hayes and Rockwood
(2017). This process technique was performed using the bootstrapping technique sug-
gested by Preacher and Hayes (2004) and employed 5000 bootstrapping samples with
a 95% confidence interval. The results revealed that the mediation effect of cognitive and
emotional CBE is positive and significant (p=.088; p<.05) and (p=.171; p <.05),
respectively. The upper and lower bound at a 95% confidence interval for the indirect
path for cognitive and emotional CBE are (.007-.1632) and (.1061-.2447) respectively.
Thus, no zero between the upper and lower bounds indicates a significant mediating
impact among the variables (see Table 5).
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Figure 2. Results of a structural model.

Table 4. Hypothesis testing.
Hypothesis Beta S.E T P Values Conclusion
H,. SMIs Homophily —BL 0.2553 0.0374 6.829 .000 Accepted

Beta: Standardized Beta Coefficient; S.E: Standard Error; T: T statistics p < .05 Statistically Significant.

Table 5. Mediation results.

Confidence
Interval

Total Effect Direct Effect Hypotheses and  Indirect
SMis Homophily —BL ~ SMIs Homophily —BL Relationship Effect LB UB P.V  Conclusion

H,: SMIs Homophily ~ 0.088  0.007 0.163 0.000 Partial
— CCBE—BL Mediation

0.516 (.000) 0.255 (.000)
Hs: SMIs Homophily ~ 0.171  0.1061 0.244 0.000 Partial
— ECBE—BL Mediation

LB = lower bound; UB = Upper Bound; p-V = Values.

5. Discussion

Influencer marketing has emerged as a captivating and challenging domain for brand
managers. However, researchers have not yet obtained definitive empirical evidence on
how successful SMIs influence consumer behavior. Therefore, there is a scarcity of
empirical research studies that have been undertaken on SMIs homophily aimed at
developing BL in the setting of developing countries, in comparison to the number of
studies conducted in developed nations. Thus, to our understanding, this research is the
initial attempt to present a conceptual framework that expands upon the SOR model.
This framework incorporates the significant factor of social media, which plays a vital
role in influencer marketing within developing nations. Applying the SOR model, we
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examined the role of SMIs homophily in developing customer BL. We also examined the
mediating role of CBE’s non-behavioral dimensions (cognitive and emotional) in
a relationship between SMIs homophily and BL.

The loyalty of customers towards a brand can be influenced by several factors,
including the credibility and attractiveness of the influencer, the presence of strong
linkages between the influencer and the advertised brand, and the effective way the
influencer communicates information about the brands (Dmour et al., 2023). The results
of this study suggest that SMIs have a substantial role in augmenting loyalty toward
a brand. As an influencer’s proficiency in articulating the merits of a brand increases,
customers experience increased difficulty in redirecting their attention toward competing
brands that have not received the influencer’s endorsement. Customers often recognize
influencers as relatable figures, leading to a sense of authenticity in their recommenda-
tions. Influencers endorsing a brand impact their followers’ trust and engagement levels
towards the endorsed brand, hence cultivating a sense of loyalty.

One notable outcome of this study is the crucial role of the influencers in establishing
BL among social media followers. The findings are consistent with prior studies that
support the notion that SMIs homophily play a significant role in influencing follower-
brand relationships, even in the face of competition (Daniel et al., 2018; Jamal et al., 2023;
Pinto & Paramita, 2021; Pradhan et al., 2023). The research findings contribute to the
existing literature on influencer marketing and consumer behavior. The impact of SMIs’
homophily on brand loyalty is positive and statistically significant. Hence, perceived
homophily between SMIs and their followers leads to a rise in brand loyalty. Influencers
employ a meticulous selection of content and authentic engagements to elicit emotional
responses and establish lasting impressions among their followers. The association of
these emotions with a specific brand leads to a profound emotional bond. Establishing an
emotional connection is crucial in fostering BL, as individuals maintain loyalty to brands
that align with their emotional and value-based inclinations.

This empirical study also reveals a mediating role of CBE in the relationship between
SMIs homophily and BL. This implies that influencers develop BL among their followers
through homophily and engagement. SMIs possess the potential to captivate and engage
a distinct audience due to their inherent qualities of genuineness, trustworthiness, and
ability to establish a relationship with their followers. These influencers develop a bridge
between the brand and the consumers through compelling content and authentic inter-
actions. As a result, engaged consumers establish emotional bonds, actively engage in
brand-related initiatives, and develop BL. This process highlights influencers’ crucial role
in creating awareness and cultivating a profound sense of connection and engagement.
This outcome aligns with the studies conducted by Fitriati and Madu Siwi (2023) and
Ladhari et al. (2020). It implies that the customers who follow SMIs based on their mutual
similarities (homophily) utilize their social media platforms for expressing their opinions
and exerting influence over and being influenced by fellow members. This happens when
the followers are emotionally and cognitively engaged in the SMIs. Therefore, CBE plays
an intervening role between SMIs homophily and BL.

The results further indicate that emotionally engaged customers exhibit higher brand
loyalty than cognitively engaged customers. This finding shows the substantial impor-
tance that emotional ties fostered by influencers have in fostering brand loyalty. In
contrast to cognitive engagement, emotional engagement, elicited through authentic
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narratives and relatable content disseminated by influencers, fosters a more profound
and long-lasting connection between customers and brands. Our findings are partially
consistent with the prior research conducted by Aljuhmani et al. (2023), who documen-
ted a significant connection between cognitive CBE and BL. Surprisingly, their findings
did not validate the mediating role of emotional CBE in an association between SMIs
homophily and BL. Our findings reveal that compared to cognitively engaged customers,
emotionally engaged customers exhibit more loyalty towards the brand. This outcome
challenges existing paradigms and underscores the transformative power of influencer
marketing strategies rooted in emotional resonance.

5.1. Theoretical implications

The present study contributes to the tower of knowledge on BL. It represents one of the
few investigations, with little prior research, that examines the phenomenon of BL from
the perspective of the SOR model and examines the importance of perceived homophily
between SMIs and their followers in developing BL. Based on the empirical evidence
presented in this investigation, it is demonstrated that the perceived homophily between
SMIs and followers contributes to the development of BL. The research also highlights
that the role of social media in developing BL is crucial.

The findings of this research add value to the literature on influencer marketing by
introducing a mediation impact of CBE. This finding significantly enhances the scope of
the study focused on investigating the mediating role of emotional and cognitive CBE,
specifically in the connection between SMIs and BL. A previous study (Aljuhmani et al.,
2023) established a significant relationship between different social media marketing
activities and BL in diverse research settings. Specifically, findings indicate that greater
entertainment, interaction, trendiness, customization, and electronic word-of-mouth are
associated with increased brand loyalty. The results of this study advance previous
research by establishing a mediating effect of SMIs homophily on BL through emotional
and cognitive CBE. Therefore, this research makes a valuable contribution to the existing
body of knowledge by enhancing the theoretical comprehension of the influence of SMIs
on brand loyalty. This study provides additional perspectives to the literature on influ-
encer marketing (Vrontis et al., 2021). This finding elucidates the fundamental mechan-
ism behind the formation of brand loyalty through social media platforms. The presence
of a large mediating effect can be understood as a logical outcome, as it is evident that
SMIs homophily relying solely on factors such as attitudes, background, values, and
appearance may not be sufficient to effectively improve BL without the inclusion of
emotional and cognitive CBE.

This study contributes to the existing literature on CBE by empirically investigating
laptop brands in Pakistan. This is an exciting context to study since Pakistan, like
numerous other nations, is currently undergoing digital transformation. Examining the
impact of SMIs on the promotion of laptop brands signifies the evolving dynamics of
marketing strategies and how consumers engage with these products. Theoretical per-
spectives in this domain can provide valuable insights into the development of effective
strategies for adopting technology and digital marketing, with ramifications extending
beyond Pakistan’s geographical boundaries.
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Finally, incorporating the S-O-R model in examining the relationship between SMIs,
CBE, and BL would make a valuable contribution to the existing body of knowledge on
influencer marketing. Within this theoretical framework, social media influencers play
a crucial role as catalysts, instigating a ripple effect beyond simple brand exposure. The
virtual interaction between SMIs and followers serves as a catalyst, leading to a shift from
passive followers to active participants, ultimately resulting in increased customer brand
engagement. Consequently, the emotional and cognitive reactions elicited by interactions
with influencers contribute to establishing strong BL. The comprehensive understanding
of this relationship enhances the S-O-R model and emphasizes influencers’ crucial
significance in cultivating long-lasting customer-brand relationships. This study sheds
light on the influence of SMIs, providing significant insights into the complex processes
that contribute to BL in the era of digital media.

5.2. Practical implications

The findings have the potential to offer significant perspectives to brand managers, SMIs,
and customers. First and foremost, it emphasizes the significance of meticulously hiring
influencers whose values are congruent with the brand’s image and beliefs. Establishing
this unity is paramount in cultivating emotional engagement between the influencer and
their followers, which can convert this engagement into BL. Brand managers should
prioritize identifying influencers whose followers exhibit authentic engagement with
their content. This strategic approach is more likely to facilitate the development of
a profound emotional bond between the company and its target audience.

Second, brand managers must prioritize the development of campaigns that encou-
rage active participation from the followers. Promoting cognitive engagement, such as
fostering dialogues, providing feedback, or facilitating user-generated content, can aug-
ment BL. This may entail organizing competitions, engaging in challenges, or fostering
influencer-led dialogues of the brand’s offerings. Third, brand managers should dili-
gently assess the impact of influencers by employing measures that transcend superficial
engagement indicators, such as likes and shares. It is recommended that they conduct an
in-depth examination of consumer sentiment and collect feedback to evaluate the extent
of emotional and cognitive engagement. This input has the potential to inform and shape
continuing influencer initiatives, enabling the adjustment of techniques to maximize the
impact on BL. Fourth, the implications of this study enable customers to make better
informed and rational decisions. When customers genuinely engage with a brand, they
offer valuable insights and evaluations. Customers may depend on these insights to
inform their purchasing decisions, with the assurance that they originate from
a reputable and reliable source.

Fifth, this association has the potential to improve the overall satisfaction of
customers. The emotional connection established between consumers and a brand
facilitated through SMIs has the potential to foster a sense of belonging and com-
munity among customers who possess mutual interests and values. The feeling of
belonging can foster a stronger sense of loyalty towards both the influencer and the
brand they are associated with. Sixth, it is essential for customers to actively partici-
pate in offering feedback and recommendations, which can enhance their loyalty
towards a brand and impact the organization’s growth and progress. The brand
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managers can receive and consider the comments and ideas of customers, which can
result in product improvements that better align with client demands and preferences.
Seventh, SMIs play a crucial part in the association, creating emotional and cognitive
CBE leading to BL.

Seventh, influencers can engage in substantive dialogues with their followers,
promptly answering inquiries, apprehensions, and responses. Through the promotion
of direct interaction between influencers and their audience, laptop companies have the
potential to cultivate a sense of community and foster trust. This involvement surpasses
conventional advertising techniques, enabling organizations to gain insights into custo-
mers’ requirements and preferences. Brand managers can acquire significant insights by
utilizing surveys and interactive contests mediated by influencers. These insights can be
used to customize their products and marketing methods to the target audience’s
demands. Lastly, SMIs with a considerable following among the youth can provide
engaging and informative content about various laptop brands. Brand managers can
access untapped market segments by strategically matching influencers’ images with their
brand’s values and features. Influencers can showcase their unique features and benefits
to prospective consumers by employing captivating narratives and visually appealing
content, thus establishing an enduring impact. Enhanced visibility not only serves to
augment brand recognition but also facilitates the emotional attachment with the fol-
lowers, setting the groundwork for enduring BL.

5.3. Limitations and future research

Though the research offers valuable contributions to the literature on influencer marketing
and consumer behavior, it has limitations. The data was collected from the consumers of
laptop brands in Pakistan. Therefore, the results cannot be generalized to other industries.
To increase the generalizability of the present study results, the study should be conducted
in other industries, such as smartphone and cosmetic brands in other regions of the world,
since the SMIs in these two industries have a pertinent role in the brand’s success. Secondly,
the analyses apply the quantitative technique to collect participant data. Though the scale
was adapted from reliable and valid data sources, it limits the options for the respondents
owing to close-ended questions. Therefore, the exploratory technique could be used to
receive open-ended responses from the respondents. Thirdly, this study focuses on the
influence of SMIs homophily in CBE’s non-behavioral dimensions (cognitive and emo-
tional) in shaping BL. Future studies may include the moderating role of social influence in
a relationship between SMIs homophily and CBE and CBE and BL since the social
influence may further strengthen or weaken such relationships.
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