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Introduction: Social media enable advertisers to promote products by placing ads into videos posted by social media influencers.
However, according to psychological reactance theory, any persuasive attempt may evoke reactance. Therefore, how to minimize the
audience’s potential resistance to product placements is important. This study investigated how the parasocial relationship (PSR)
between audiences and influencers as well as the extent to which the influencer’s expertise matched the product (termed as influencer-
product congruence) shaped audience attitude towards the product placement and their purchase intention through reactance.
Methods: The study conducted a 2 (PSR: high vs low) x 2 (influencer-product congruence: congruent vs incongruent) between-
subjects online experiment (N = 210) to test hypotheses. SPSS 24 and PROCESS macro by Hayes were used to analyze the data.
Results: The results demonstrate that PSR and influencer-product congruence enhanced the audience’s attitude and purchase intention.
Moreover, these positive effects were mediated by lowering levels of the audience’s reactance. Additionally, we found preliminary
evidence suggesting that PSR moderated the effect of perceived expertise of the influencer on reactance. Specifically, this effect was
stronger among those reporting a low level of PSR compared to a high level.

Conclusion: Our findings reveal how PSR and influencer-product congruence are intertwined to shape audience evaluation of product
placement via social media and highlight the central role of reactance in this process. This study also provides advice on the selection
of influencer when promoting product placement on social media.
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Introduction

Social media enable advertisers to place ads in the videos created by social media influencers. These influencers are
usually considered amateur, so they tend to be perceived as more credible and engage more with users online.’
Additionally, most influencers charge less for advertising than professional media.”> Thus, online videos posted by
influencers have become an appealing option for advertisers.

While studies explored the factors or strategies that boost the persuasive effect of product placement in online videos
from a positive perspective,’ we need to be wary of its potential backfire effect. Given the persuasive nature of product
placement, it has the potential to trigger the audience’s reactance due to their perceived threat to freedom,*” which may
cause rejection and negative evaluations of the product. Therefore, how to minimize audience reactance is essential to
product placements.

Influencers differ from traditional professional media agencies as the new source for product placement in two
following ways. First, the interactivity of social media makes it possible to facilitate the parasocial relationship (PSR)

between the influencer and the audience. PSR was found to enhance audiences’ evaluations of products or brands® '° and
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has the potential to mitigate reactance as it was proven to be associated with the recipients’ lower perception of

11-13

persuasive and controlling intention, sales attempt'* and other outcomes related to reactance. Second, unlike mass

media production providing content with diverse backgrounds, social media influencers usually have expertise within

only one or several domains. According to the match-up hypothesis, when there is an incongruence between the product

1516 51 lead to an attribution of the

14,15

and the influencer’s characteristics, it could lead to a decline in the audience’s attitude,
influencer’s recommendation to a persuasion-based financial gain which is potentially related to reactance.

Most studies that discussed the impact of reactance on social media product placement were conducted in Western
countries with individualistic cultures.>®!”"'® However, cross-cultural studies contended that consumers in countries with
collectivistic cultures were less likely to evoke reactance towards persuasion.'® ' Therefore, the present study would be
conducted with Bilibili, one of the biggest video-sharing platforms in China, to explore whether psychological reactance still
plays an important role in shaping the audience’s attitude towards product placement in a country with collectivistic culture.
Moreover, prior research explored the negative effect of the product placement posted by social media influencers from
a content-oriented perspective (eg, prominence or disclosure of the product placement),™'®'*%%* but the new source features
of influencers, compared to the traditional media, received little attention, and this would be the focus of our research.

Through an online experiment in China, we examined how PSR and influencer-product congruence played an important
role in enhancing the audience’s response to the product placement videos via lowering their reactance. The results of this
study provide empirical evidence that reactance can powerfully influence persuasion outcomes and reveal the theoretical
relations between PSR, match-up hypothesis, and psychological reactance theory. Practically, this study provides possible
solutions for brands on how to hedge the risk of product placement failures through proper influencer selection.

Literature Review

Psychological Reactance and Product Placement

Brehm?* posited that when individuals think their freedom is threatened, they may feel motivated to reestablish their freedom,
termed as reactance.”* 2 Reactance can lead to various freedom restoration acts and eventually cause the failure of
persuasion.?®*” Therefore, reducing consumers’ reactance to advertisements is important, especially when they are considered
as forced exposure like pop-up advertisement and product placements.®>%°

Reactance can be closely related to product placements.>**" Balasubramania®? defined product placement as

A paid product message aimed at influencing movie (or television) audiences via the planned and unobtrusive entry of a branded
product into a movie (or television program). (p. 31)

Subsequent research has investigated this concept in other media contexts.’® > When product placements are integrated
into media programs, audience’s freedom to choose whether to view the advertisement is restricted, which may evoke
reactance.

Research noted that reactance can shape audience attitudes, responses and behaviors towards product placement. For
instance, Chang®° found that for those with a high level of reactance, exposure to an episode with a higher level of brand
saturation was less likely to cause product purchase. Boerman et al*® suggested that longer sponsor disclosures led to
higher levels of attitudinal persuasion knowledge, which caused the audience’s reactance and subsequently a worse brand
attitude. Although how reactance affects the persuasive effect of product placement has rarely been discussed in new
media, a few studies still provided insights. For example, Carlitz'® found that reactance mediated the relationship
between online video advertisement placement and advertisement avoidance. Hence, video advertisement placement can
trigger reactance, perhaps because audience thinks their freedom of media use is limited.

Given the negative effect of reactance on audience attitude towards product placement, it is necessary to examine how to
mitigate reactance. Previous research has discussed the factors that influence psychological reactance to advertisements.®-!
However, as argued earlier, the heightened level of interactions between social media influencers and their followers and the lack
of diversity of expertise provide a unique opportunity to examine what factors may affect reactance of product placement via

social media.
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Additionally, prior research that tested the negative effect of psychological reactance on advertisement, especially product

placement and other types of forced exposure advertisement,>!8-23-28.2

were mostly conducted in western countries with
individualistic culture (eg, the United States and the Netherlands). By contrast, collectivistic cultural context was less
included. However, some cross-cultural studies contend that consumers in countries with collectivistic cultures like China
and South Korea are less likely to be influenced by their perceived threat to freedom and experience reactance towards

advertisement,'” 2!

since collectivistic cultures do not encourage autonomy, freedom and independence as much as indivi-
dualistic cultures. For example, research revealed that East Asian consumers showed lower levels of reactance to the
advertisement that contained freedom-threatening elements than consumers in Western countries.”’ Moreover, Kim et al*’
found that while American consumers had a stronger perceived threat to freedom for assertive information than for
nonassertive information, there was no significant difference in Korean consumers’ perceptions of the two types of informa-
tion. However, research findings are inconsistent, since Quick and Kim>® contended that even in a collectivist country (ie,
South Korea), people also perceived the threat to freedom and thus a psychological reactance to the advertisement that used
controlling language. The present study seeks to examine if psychological reactance plays a key role in influencing persuasive

effect during product placement in China, a country with collectivistic culture.

PSR

The audience on user-generated content platforms like YouTube and Bilibili may have established a strong virtual
relationship with the influencer.” Previous research has termed this seemingly face-to-face or interpersonal unilateral
relationship between audience and media characters as PSR.”*” Horton and WohI*’ argued that PSR functions similarly
to interpersonal relationships and forms through an illusion of interactions with media characters,*® making the audience
develop an intimacy with these characters.””

User-generated content platforms provide many opportunities which may facilitate PSR development. Followers can
interact with influencers by commenting on, “liking” their videos and even receiving feedback from influencers. Furthermore,
influencers usually present themselves as ordinary individuals and make themselves approachable to followers by sharing
their personal life. Hence, audience may think that they have developed friendships with these influencers.*’

Empirical research has offered volumes of evidence on the power of PSR. For example, Hwang and Zhang’
demonstrated that PSR enhanced both the audience’s purchase intention and online word-of-mouth. Likewise, Torres
and colleagues'® found that the more followers liked and were familiar with the influencer, the more credible they
perceived the influencer’s recommendations.

The present study operationalized audience evaluations of product placement as their attitudes and their purchase
intention. Based on the positive relationship between PSR and persuasive effect in previous research, the first set of
hypotheses were raised as follows.

H1: The PSR between audience and influencer positively predicts audience’s (a) attitude towards the product placement
and (b) purchase intention.

Moreover, the relationships raised in H1 might occur through a reduced level of reactance. People are usually less vigilant
to those who are closer to them. As Tukachinsky and Sangalang®' found, when the audience had a distant PSR with the media
character, the interaction during media exposure increased the degree of reactance to the media message. Moyer-Gusé and her
colleagues found that as PSR became closer, audiences perceived lower levels of persuasive and controlling intention from
influencers, thereby reporting lower levels of reactance.''™'® Thus, PSR changes audience interpretation of the recommenda-
tion of social media influencers by minimizing negative connotations related to these recommendations. Hence,

H2: Audience’s reactance to the product placement video mediates the positive effect of the PSR between audience and
influencer on the audience’s (a) attitude towards the product placement and (b) purchase intention. Specifically, PSR
exhibits a negative effect on audience reactance, which predicts a positive effect on their (a) attitude towards the product
placement and (b) purchase intention.
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The Match-Up Hypothesis
The match-up hypothesis posits that the endorsement is perceived more effective when they match the advertised
products.'>*** Prior research has discussed the “match-up” effect between products and various features of media characters,

including endorsers’ appearance features like attractiveness or their personal style,*>**

the endorser’s expertise on the type of
product,® and the advertisement character’s identity.*> The present study focuses on the expertise dimension of the match-up
between influencers and products.

Since influencers tend to post videos on one or a few given topics, audience may naturally associate their expertise
with these domains. Thus, audience may expect their endorsed products to be in these fields as well.***” Recent studies
revealed that when the influencer’s characteristics matched the product, the audience exhibited more interest, more

positive attitude and higher purchase intention towards the advertisement or the product.'>'®**47 Therefore,

H3: Product placement video with higher levels of influencer-product congruence generate (a) better attitude towards the
product placement and (b) higher purchase intention than the product placement video with lower levels of influencer-
product congruence.

Attribution theory suggests that individuals may infer the causes of a behavior and develop attitudes, feelings, and actions
towards the behavior based on their perceptions of the causes.*® According to the attribution theory, when the product matches
the influencers’ expertise, the audience may believe that the recommendation is motivated by their sincere approval of the
product.'*'*> Conversely, when the influencer is promoting a product that seems irrelevant to his/her domain, audiences may
consider the influencer’s recommendation is motivated by financial incentives.'® In this case, audiences might think the
influencer is trying to benefit him/herself by shaping followers’ attitudes towards the product.

Psychological reactance theory contends that any persuasive intent may evoke a motivation to reject the advocacy.*®
As the influencer-product incongruence may lead the audience to attribute their product promotion to financial benefits
and thus perceive a strong advertising intent, we can speculate that reactance may be triggered by influencer-product
incongruence, which can cause negative evaluations toward the product and the advertisement. Hence,

H4: Audience’s reactance to the product placement video mediates the effect of influencer-product congruence on the
audience’s (a) attitude towards the product placement and (b) purchase intention. Specifically, the level of influencer-
product congruence exhibits a negative effect on reactance, which then enhances their (a) attitude towards the product
placement and (b) purchase intention.

Finally, the potential interaction effect between PSR and influencer-product congruence also merits discussions. As
previous research stated, PSR may enhance the audience’s evaluation of source credibility,* trustworthiness,”® product
interest,’’ and can lower the audience’s resistance towards the persuasion message.’® Hence, if the audience already
establishes a close PSR with the influencer, they may naturally trust the influencer more. Moreover, Breves et al'” revealed
that the PSR could weaken the impact of influencer-brand fit by an experiment. Thus, if the PSR between the audience and the
influencer is closer, no matter whether the influencer endorses a product that matches or mismatches their expertise, the
audience may always hold a positive attitude towards the product placement. By contrast, if the PSR between the audience and
the influencer is more distant, the audience might leverage the cues of influencer-product congruence to evaluate the expertise
of the influencer, which may affect their attitude towards the product placement. Therefore,

H5: The PSR between audience and influencer moderates the effect of influencer-product congruence on the audience’s
(a) attitude towards the product placement and (b) purchase intention. Specifically, when the audience exhibits a high
level of PSR with the influencer, influencer-product congruence has no significant effect on the audience’s (a) attitude
and (b) purchase intention. Yet when the audience exhibits a low level of PSR with the influencer, influencer-product
congruence has a positive effect on the audience’s (a) attitude and (b) purchase intention.

As mentioned earlier, when audiences feel the influencer is recommending a product that does not match his/her expertise,
they might attribute this recommendation to financial incentives and perceive persuasive intent,'* which could evoke reactance.
However, this negative impact due to the knowledge of persuasive intent also has the potential to be mitigated by a close PSR.
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Boerman and van Reijmersdal®® found that the negative indirect influence of sponsor disclosure on brand attitude via the selling
intent perception disappeared among those children who experienced a close PSR with the YouTuber. Hence, we expect that
a high level of PSR may counteract the reactance caused by the mismatch between influencers and products, which then predicted
audience’s attitude and purchase intention. A moderated mediation hypothesis was thereby proposed.

H6: The PSR between audience and influencer moderates the mediations between influencer-product congruence and the
audience’s (a) attitude towards the product placement and (b) purchase intention via psychological reactance. Specifically, the
proposed mediation effects are only significant when the audience exhibits a low level of PSR with the influencer.

Method

Procedure

An online experiment was conducted to test all the research hypotheses in this study. The experiment employed a 2 (the level of
PSR: high vs low) X 2 (influencer-product congruence: congruent vs incongruent) between-subjects factorial design. Two well-
known food influencers on Bilibili and their videos involving product placement content were selected as the experimental
stimuli. To minimize the potential influence of confounding variables derived from the experiment design, we chose two similar
food influencers. They are both females, appear solo, and the majority of their videos were cooking tutorials. We selected two
videos from each influencer. One video featured food-related product, whereas the product featured in the other video was not
food (skincare product and digital product). To manipulate the level of PSR, we randomly asked participants to choose the
influencer they liked/disliked from the two selected influencers, representing high/low level of PSR. We also manipulated the
influencer-product congruence by randomly assigning participants to watch a video involving food-related or non-food-related
product placement. After watching the video, participants were asked to complete a questionnaire.

Ethics Statement

This study received ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee at College of Journalism and Communication,
South China University of Technology. Participants were first exposed to the information sheet which informed them of
the aim, procedure, benefits and risks of this study. They indicated their consent to participate in the study by clicking the
“agree” button to proceed to the experiment stimulus and the survey.

Sample

A total of 244 students from a large university in South China participated in the experiment. All the participants were
recruited from the campus WeChat groups. They must know the two influencers we mentioned. After respondents indicated
their consent to participate, they were directed to the webpage of the questionnaire. Attention check questions were set to
test the validity of the responses, and responses that failed the test were excluded. This led to a final sample of 210.

There were more females (58.6%) than males (41.4%). The frequency of grade distribution was listed as follows:
freshman (20.0%), sophomore (19.5%), junior (26.2%), senior (17.6%), and graduate student (16.7%). Most participants
(72.4%) reported as urban residents and 27.6% reported as rural residents. More than half of the students (58.1%)
reported a monthly income (or living expenses) of 1001-2000 CNY, followed by 22.9% for 2001-3000 CNY, 10.0% for
less than 1000 CNY, 5.2% for more than 4000 CNY, and 3.8% for 3001-4000 CNY.

We also measured participants’ daily time spent on Bilibili. Most participants reported they used more than 30 minutes
per day to watch videos on Bilibili, specifically, with 39.0% reporting an average of 31-60 minutes per day, 23.8% for 61-90
minutes, 5.2% for 91-120 minutes, and 8.6% for more than 120 minutes. Only 23.3% of participants reported that they spent
less than 30 minutes a day watching videos on Bilibili. Therefore, the general sample had a high involvement with Bilibili.

Measures

The operationalization of psychological reactance proposed by Dillard and Shen*® has been widely used in the past research,
especially in health communication research.>® However, their measurement of anger described the emotion as “irritated, angry,
annoyed, and aggravated” (p. 153), which could be too intense for small-value product recommendations such as food, skincare
and digital products. Therefore, given the similarity of the research contexts, this study adapted a reactance scale by Bleier and
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Eisenbeis,”* which focuses on online advertisements. A 7-item Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) was used to
measure the participants’ psychological reactance to the product placement video. Items included, “the product placement in the
video disturbs me from watching the video/ I feel that the product placement in the video is trying to interfere with my freedom to
purchase/ I find it intrusive to place product advertisement in the video/ placing product in the video is like forcing product
information upon me/ product placement is unwelcomed/ I resist the product placement in this video/ I would like to dismiss or
skip the part containing the product placement content when watching the video” (Cronbach’s o = .93, M =3.96, SD = 1.31).

Participants’ attitude toward the product placement was assessed by a scale adapted from the scale testing consumer
attitude toward social network advertising.>® A 4-item Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) was used to
measure the attitude toward the product placement “(I find the product placement content in the video pleasant/ I find this
kind of product placement enjoyable/ my general opinion about this kind of product placement is favorable/ I am positive
toward the product placement in the video”; Cronbach’s a = .92, M = 4.58, SD = 1.37).

Based on a study about social media effects on user’s purchase intention,'® a 4-item Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree) was adapted to measure the audience’s purchase intention for the product placed in the video. Items included,
“after watching the video, I am interested in buying the product that was mentioned in the video/ I expect to buy the product
similar to the influencer in her video/ I’d like to buy the product similar to the influencer in her video/ I plan to buy the product
similar to the influencer in her video” (Cronbach’s a = .94, M = 3.22, SD = 1.30).

We also measured participants’ levels of PSR and influencer’s expertise for manipulation checks. The scale developed
by Rubin and Perse’® is the most frequently used measurement of PSR.** However, it was designed to measure PSR through
traditional mass media, so we modified the wording to fit the context of the present research. In addition, since the scale by
Rubin and Perse’® primarily measured the audience’s PSR with soap opera characters, the present study also included two
items from a scale by Kim and colleagues'® reflecting the audience’s PSR with social media influencer. The final scale
included 12 items (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Sample items included “the influencer in the video makes me
feel comfortable, as if I am with a friend”, “I look forward to watching the video updated by this influencer”, “I would like to
meet this influencer in person”, “I think the video content posted by this influencer is helpful for my interest in a certain
area” (Cronbach’s a = 0.94, M = 4.52, SD = 1.06). Considering the measurement of PSR integrated items from two
established research, we tested the construct validity of this scale, which demonstrated satisfactory results, xz/df =1.84, TLI
=0.97, CFI = 0.09, RMSEA = 0.06.

Till and Busler® operationalized the congruence between media characters and products as the character’s perceived
expertise regarding the type of products they endorsed. Following Till and Busler” this study modified a semantic
differential scale by Ohanian’” to test influencer’s perceived expertise. Expertise was measured with three 7-point semantic
differential items included “as a food influencer, regarding to the product she recommended in the video, she is/is not an
expert, experienced/inexperience, knowledgeable/unknowledgeable” (Cronbach’s o = 0.94, M = 4.00, SD = 1.47).

Results
Manipulation Checks

The manipulations of PSR and influencer-product congruence were checked prior to the data analysis. The result of independent-
sample t tests showed that the level of PSR was successfully manipulated (M pigh psr= 4.91, M 10w psr=4.11; £(208) = —6.19, p <
0.001). The manipulation of the influencer-product congruence was also successful (M high congruence™ 5-03, M 1ow congruence =
2.96; ¢ (208) =—14.32, p < 0.001).

Main Effects of PSR, Influencer-Product Congruence and Their Interactions (HI, H3,
and H5)

A multivariate analysis of variances (MANOVA) was conducted to test H1, H3, and H5. The result indicated the significant
main effects of PSR (Wilks’ L =0.95, F (2, 205) = 5.82, p <0.01, partial n* =0.054) and influencer-product congruence (Wilks’
A=0.83, F (2, 205)=20.77, p < 0.001, partial n* =0.168). However, the interaction effect was nonsignificant (Wilks’ A= 0.99,
F(2,205)=10.68, p=0.51, partial n2 =0.007). Thus, the PSR between the audience and the influencer could not moderate the
effect of influencer-product congruence on the audience’s attitude and purchase intention, H5 was rejected.
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Attitude Purchase intention

Figure | The audience’s attitude towards the product placement and purchase intention in different psr conditions.
Abbreviation: PSR, Parasocial Relationship.

As shown in Figure 1, the audience’s attitude towards the product placement was better when the PSR was closer (M = 4.96,
SD =1.23) than the PSR was more distant (M =4.20, SD =1.39; F'(1,206)=11.73, p <0.01). Hla was supported. The audience’s
purchase intention was marginally significantly higher when the PSR was closer (M = 3.43, SD = 1.28) than the PSR was more
distant (M = 3.01, SD = 1.27; F (1, 206) = 3.79, p = 0.053), so H1b received partial support.

Furthermore, the audience’s attitude towards the product placement with influencer-product congruence (M = 5.17,
SD = 1.23; Figure 2) was significantly better than that of the product placement without influencer-product congruence
(M=3.99,SD =1.24; F (1, 206) = 41.29, p < 0.001), supporting H3a. The audience’s purchase intention was higher when
the influencer-product was congruent (M = 3.50, SD = 1.34) than when it was incongruent (M = 2.95, SD = 1.20; F (1,
206) = 7.75, p < 0.01). Thus, H3b was supported.

7.00
6.00
5.00

4.00
Congruent

3.00 ® Incongruent
2.00

1.00

0.00
Attitude Purchase intention

Figure 2 The audience’s attitude towards the product placement and purchase intention in different influencer-product congruence conditions.
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Table | The Mediation Effect of Psychological Reactance on the Effect of PSR on the Audience’s Attitude
Towards the Product Placement and Purchase Intention

Variables Psychological Attitude Psychological Purchase
Reactance Reactance Intention
Grade 0.12 -0.03 0.12 —-0.10
Gender —-0.01 0.04 —-0.01 0.08
Income 0.02 —-0.02 0.02 —-0.05
Urban/Rural Residency 0.0l —0.01 0.01 0.01
Daily Time Spent on Bilibili —0.08 —0.10 —0.08 —0.04
PSR —0.50%** 0.21* —0.50%%* 0.19
Psychological Reactance - —0.66*** - —0.26%**
R:LF 0.08, 3.08** 0.49, 28.12%F* 0.08, 3.08+* 0.12, 4.02%+*
Notes: ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. Gender: | = male, 2 = female; urban/rural residency: | = rural, 2 = urban; the level of PSR: | = low

(more distant), 2 = high (closer); coefficients are standardized.
Abbreviation: PSR, Parasocial Relationship (manipulated).

The Mediating Role of Psychological Reactance on the Effect of PSR (H2)
The simple mediation model via PROCESS macro for SPSS*® was used to test the mediation hypotheses (H2 and H4).
Gender, grade, monthly income, urban/rural residency, daily time spent on Bilibili were controlled.

We first tested the mediation effect of psychological reactance on the relationship between PSR and the audience’s attitude
towards the product placement itself. According to Table 1, PSR and control variables explained 8% of the total variances in
the audience’s reactance (R* = 0.08, F' (6, 203) = 3.08, p < 0.01). PSR was negatively associated with audiences’ reactance (=
—0.50, p < 0.001). When reactance was considered, along with PSR and control variables, they explained 49% of the total
variances in the dependent variable (R* = 0.49, F (7, 202) = 28.12, p < 0.001). Reactance was negatively related to the
audience’s attitude towards the product placement (8 =—0.66, p < 0.001). Both the direct effect (direct effect =0.29, SE =0.14,
95% CI=0.01 to 0.57) and the indirect effect of PSR on the audience’s attitude towards the product placement were significant
(indirect effect = 0.33, SE = 0.08, 95% CI = 0.16 to 0.50). The above analysis demonstrates that the audience’s reactance
mediated the positive effect of PSR on the audience’s attitude towards the product placement, such that the PSR between the
audience and the influencer negatively affected the audience’s reactance to the product placement video, and the reduction of
reactance made the audience hold a better attitude towards the product placement. Thus, H2a was supported.

When testing the mediation effect of psychological reactance on the relationship between PSR and purchase intention, the
negative effect of PSR on reactance was confirmed again (5 =—0.50, p < 0.001, Table 1). Again, the level of reactance predicted
the audience’s purchase intention (8 = —0.26, p < 0.001). However, PSR, reactance and control variables only explained 12% of
the total variances in the purchase intention (R? = 0.12, F (7, 202) = 4.02, p < 0.001). The indirect effect of PSR on purchase
intention was significant (indirect effect = 0.13, SE = 0.05, 95% CI = 0.04 to 0.25) but the direct effect was nonsignificant (direct
effect = 0.24, SE = 0.18, 95% CI = —0.10 to 0.59). Therefore, the PSR between the audience and the influencer raised the
audience’s purchase intention by mitigating their reactance; conversely, while the audience perceived a more distant PSR with the
influencer, this enhanced their reactance to the product placement and thus reduced their purchase intention. H2b was supported.

The Mediating Role of Psychological Reactance on the Effect of Influencer-Product
Congruence (H4)

Influencer-product congruence was negatively associated to the audience’s reactance to the product placement (f = —0.66,
P <0.001, see Table 2), with 13% of the total variances explained in the level of reactance (R* = 0.127, F (6, 203) = 4.90,
p <0.001). Next, reactance, influencer-product congruence, and control variables explained 53% of the total variances in
the attitude towards the product placement (R* = 0.53, F (7, 202) = 32.79, p < 0.001). The audience’s reactance to the
product placement was negatively related to the audience’s attitude (f = —0.61, p < 0.001). Both the direct effect (direct
effect = 0.64, SE = 0.14, 95% CI = 0.37 to 0.92) and the indirect effect of influencer-product congruence on the
audience’s attitude (indirect effect = 0.40, SE = 0.08, 95% CI =0.24 to 0.56) were significant. Thus, reactance partially
mediated the positive relationship between influencer-product congruence and audience attitude. More specifically,
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Table 2 The Mediation Effect of Psychological Reactance on the Effect of Influencer-Product Congruence
on the Audience’s Attitude Towards the Product Placement and Purchase Intention

Variables Psychological Attitude Psychological Purchase
Reactance Reactance Intention
Grade 0.13 —0.04 0.13 —0.11
Gender 0.0l 0.03 0.0l 0.07
Income 0.02 —0.02 0.02 —0.05
Urban/Rural Residency 0.03 —0.03 0.03 —0.0003
Daily Time Spent on Bilibili —0.09 —0.08 —0.09 —0.04
Influencer-Product Congruence —0.66%+* 0.47+%¢ —0.66++* 0.26
Psychological Reactance - —0.6 |*++* - —0.24%%*
R:LF 0.127, 4.90%+* 0.53, 32.79%** 0.127, 4.90%+* 0.129, 4.28%+*
Notes: ***p < 0.001. Gender: | = male, 2 = female; urban/rural residency: | = rural, 2 = urban; Influencer-product congruence: | =

incongruent, 2 = congruence; coefficients are standardized.

influencer-product congruence reduced the audience’s reactance to the product placement video and therefore improved
their attitude. H4a was supported.

Moreover, the negative effect of influencer-product congruence on reactance was supported again (f = —0.66, p <
0.001, Table 2). The level of reactance was again negatively related to purchase intention (8 = —0.24, p < 0.001). The
independent variable, mediator and control variables significantly explained 13% of the total variances in the purchase
intention (R? = 0.129, F (7, 202) = 4.28, p < 0.001). The indirect effect of influencer-product congruence on purchase
intention was significant (indirect effect = 0.16, SE = 0.06, 95% CI =0.05 to 0.29), whereas the direct effect was not
(direct effect = 0.34, SE = 0.18, CI = —0.02 to 0.70). Hence, the relationship between influencer-product congruence and
purchase intention was fully mediated by reactance. Influencer-product congruence negatively influenced the audience’s
reactance to the product placement and thereby enhanced their purchase intention. H4b was supported.

The Moderating Role of PSR on the Mediating Effect of Psychological Reactance (H6)
We analyzed whether the PSR between audience and influencer (1 = low, 2 = high), moderated the mediating effect of
psychological reactance between influencer-product congruence (1 = low, 2 = high) and the audience’s attitude towards
the product placement and purchase intention by using the PROCESS macro model 7.°® Gender, grade, monthly income,
urban/rural residency, daily time spent on Bilibili were controlled.

Both moderated mediation models showed that different levels of PSR did not change the effect of influencer-product
congruence on audience’s reactance to the product placement, since the interaction term was not significant (B = 0.05, SE
=0.34, t = 0.15, p = 0.88, see Table 3). Thus, H6 was rejected.

Additional Analysis
We replicated the moderated mediation analysis by replacing the categorical variables of PSR and influencer-product
congruence with their measured continuous variables. PSR significantly moderated the negative effect of expertise (the
operational variable of influencer-product congruence) on reactance (B = 0.09, SE = 0.04,  =2.02, p < 0.05, see Table 4).
The effect of expertise on the audience’s reactance was weaker among those reporting a high level of measured PSR (1 SD
above the mean of the measured level of PSR; B=-0.14, SE=0.07, t=-1.92, p = 0.056) compared to those reporting a low
level of measured PSR (1 SD below the mean of the measured level of PSR; B =—0.33, SE = 0.08, t =—4.09, p < 0.001).
In addition, the moderated mediation effect of PSR on the relationship between expertise and attitude towards the
product placement via reactance was significant (95% CI = —0.10 to —0.002, effect size: —0.05, SE = 0.02). The
conditional indirect effect was only significant among those experiencing low levels of PSR (effect = 0.18, SE = 0.04,
95% CI = 0.10 to 0.26). Therefore, for the audience who perceived a close PSR with the influencer, their evaluation of
the influencer’s expertise might not affect their reactance to the product placement; for those who perceived a distant PSR
with the influencer, their low evaluation of expertise might trigger their reactance to the product placement and thus cause
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Table 3 Regressing Two-Way Interaction Between Influencer-Product
Congruence and the Level of PSR on Reactance

B SE
Gender 0.03 0.18
Grade 0.13 0.65
Monthly income 0.04 0.10
Urban/rural residency 0.08 0.19
Daily time spent on Bilibili —0.12 0.08
Influencer-product congruence —0.85 0.54
PSR —0.61 0.54
Influencer-product congruence PSR —0.05 0.34
R? 0.1 75
F F (8, 201) = 5.08
Notes: ***p < 0.001. Gender: | = male, 2 = female; urban/rural residency: | = rural, 2 =
urban; Influencer-product congruence: | = incongruent, 2 = congruent; the level of PSR: | =

low (more distant), 2 = high (closer).
Abbreviation: PSR, Parasocial Relationship (manipulated).

Table 4 Regressing Two-Way Interaction Between Expertise and the
Measured Level of PSR on Reactance

B SE
Gender 0.13 0.16
Grade 0.07 0.06
Monthly income —0.002 0.09
Urban/rural residency 0.16 0.17
Daily time spent on Bilibili —0.12 0.07
Expertise —0.23%# 0.06
The measured level of PSR —0.47%%% 0.08
Expertise * The measured level of PSR —0.09* 0.04
R2 0.34%%*
F F (8, 201) = 12.67
Note: ***p < 0.001, *p < 0.05. Gender: | = male, 2 = female; urban/rural residency: | = rural, 2 =
urban; Influencer-product congruence: | = incongruent, 2 = congruent; the level of PSR: | = low

(more distant), 2 = high (closer).
Abbreviation: The measured level of PSR, The measured level of parasocial relationship.

a bad attitude towards the product placement. However, the moderated mediation effect of PSR on the relationship
between expertise and purchase intention via psychological reactance was nonsignificant (95% CI = —0.03 to 0.003).

Discussion

Product placements are not always welcomed because they try to persuade audiences to purchase. This could cause
a perception of freedom restriction, which we should seek to minimize. This study examined two influencer-related
factors which might enhance audience attitude towards the product placement and their purchase intention by lowering
their level of reactance: PSR and influencer-product congruence. Overall, our findings suggest that PSR and influencer-
product congruence could enhance the audience’s attitude toward product placement and their purchase intentions, and
these positive effects occurred through lowered levels of audience’s reactance. Additionally, we found that the level of
expertise predicted reactance differently among those reporting a high versus low level of measured PSR. Our results
show that reactance can remain functional in a collectivistic country such as China, and explicate the mechanism by
which individual and relational characteristics related to social media influencers affect audience attitudes towards

product placements and offer practical implications on product promotion via social media.
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Major Findings

First, we found that when audiences recognize a close relationship with social media influencers, even if this relationship is
imagined and one-sided, they likely show more acceptance of the product placement and more willingness (although only
marginally significant) to buy the product. This finding echoes the existing studies that reported a positive relationship between
PSR and the audience’s response.”'%!>!%%0 Further, product placements via online videos can have advantages compared to
traditional mass media. This is because when the connection between the audience and the source of an advertisement is beyond
momentary exposure,” the relation between them may change from media-audience to a semi-interpersonal, influencer-follower
relation, which exhibits more resemblance with “friendship”.>*°® Therefore, audiences may evaluate the product placement as
they evaluate the recommendation from a “friend” rather than a sale attempt from a brand. Thus, as an example of relational
factors, a close PSR can be leveraged to shape audience attitude and their purchase intention. Thus, an interesting question for
future research is what strategies influencers use to nurture PSR with their followers, which can be examined from the
perspectives of self-presentation and linguistics.

Furthermore, we extended the aforementioned findings by explicating that these effects occur through attenuating
audiences’ reactance. As Lou® found, when the audience has established a close PSR with the influencer, they may not
question that the influencer gains economic benefits by violating ethics when posting an advertisement and therefore diminish
the value of the content posted by the influencer. Hence, as mentioned earlier, when individuals perceived a closer PSR with
the influencer, they reported a lower level of reactance probably because they interpreted the influencer’s recommendation as
genuine suggestions. Besides, Breves, Licbers, et al’® argued that PSR with social media influencers were usually derived
from repeated user interactions. These interactions may cause a positive schema of the influencer such as being trustworthy.*
This schema can change audience’s appraisal of the product placements by making them feel less limited.*->°

In addition to PSR, our results show that when influencers recommend products within their own expertise, the audience
may demonstrate more preference and a higher level of purchase intention. This finding aligns with previous studies that

15164647 and confirms the match-up hypothesis.** Besides,

emphasized the persuasive effect of influencer-product congrence
the present study successfully replicated the manipulation of congruence by Till and Busler*® and extended their argument that
emphasized the match between the character’s expertise and the feature of products in the social media context. Furthermore,
we found that the positive effect of influencer-product congruence was a result of lowered levels of reactance. Prior research
demonstrated that influencer-product congruence boosted advertising effects because congruence led to positive impressions
of the influencers.”***’ We extended these studies by explaining how this process might happen which centers on
psychological reactance. One possible explanation is that the influencer-product congruence may affect people’s attribution
of the product exposure. In particular, when an influencer’s expertise fits the product, audiences likely think that the influencer
recommends the product out of his/her genuine approval of the product'® or affectionate intention.®’ Conversely, when the
influencer is promoting a product outside his/her expertise, audiences might attribute the product placement to a calculative
motive, that is, recognizing the advertising intent or even assuming an “ulterior motive of marketing communication”®' behind
the recommendation.'*** Consequently, this incongruence might make them feel their freedom of choice was limited.

We also tested whether PSR moderated the relationship between influencer-product congruence and audience’s attitude
and purchase intention. We did not find any significant moderation effects. Yet the measured level of PSR moderated the effect
of the influencer’s perceived expertise on psychological reactance, which further predicted audience attitude. Likewise, this
moderated mediation effect was confirmed such that the audience perceiving a closer relationship with the influencer were less
likely to demonstrate reactance because of the mismatch between the influencer and the product and thereby hold a worse
attitude towards the product placement. This suggests that individuals might be more lenient to the influencers they liked.
Notably, this does not mean that audience disregards the expertise of the influencers they like. In fact, in a recent study some
consumers reported that although they trusted their favorite influencers, they would remain rational in their consumption.®’
Besides, the marginally significant effect of perceived expertise on reactance among those reporting a closer PSR also suggests
that individuals still evaluated the expertise of the influencer, only to a lesser extent.

If PSR did moderate the effect of influencer-product congruence on psychological reactance (or even attitude and
purchase intention), one possible reason for the nonsignificant interaction effects between the categorical variables of
PSR and influencer-product congruence was that the distance between high and low levels of PSR in the present study
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was close. In other words, our participants did not demonstrate too much enthusiasm for or aversion against the
influencer. Furthermore, although social media influencer’s expertise plays an important role in persuasion, heightened
levels of PSR did lower the impact of the expertise. Thus, purchase decision making may be a joint product of central and
heuristic processing. On the one hand, individuals can be influenced by their evaluations of the influencer’s expertise,
which suggests the role that central processing plays in purchase decision making. On the other hand, individuals can
also be influenced by their imagined, one-sided relationship, representing heuristic processing of decision making. More
importantly, this heuristic processing based on audience affection can affect the impact of central processing, which
suggests the boundary limitation of the role that cognitive evaluations play in purchase decision making.

Theoretical Implications
This research provides important theoretical implications on how social media users may be influenced by product placements
in online videos. Specifically, our findings highlight the key role that psychological reactance plays in shaping individuals’
attitudes towards product placements and purchase intention. Hence, this study provides a perspective which centers on
psychological reactance for explicating how affective (ie, PSR) and cognitive (ie, influencer-product congruence) evaluations
of social media influencers may shape audience attitude and purchase intention.

Moreover, through an experiment conducted in China, we provided evidence showing that even in a collectivist culture, the
persuasive attempt still has the potential to evoke one’s reactance and thereby the failure of persuasion. This study supports the

finding by Quick and Kim*® but contradicts the other cross-cultural studies'® >’

we mentioned earlier. Although we did not
compare our findings with research in the individualistic culture, we still call for scholarly attention to the effect of reactance on
consumer attitude in the East Asian context.

In addition, the present study sheds light on the source-related factors (ie, PSR and influencer-product congruence) that
affect the persuasive effect of the product placement posted by influencers. Product placement is not a type of advertisements
that only appear in the era of social media. The two-way interactivity of social media and individualization of the advertise-
ment source calls for future attention to the source features of the product placement rather than content features.

Besides, our results suggest how PSR and influencer-product congruence might interact to predict psychological reactance.
Although individuals evaluated the product based on their perception of the expertise of the influencer, this effect could be
compromised by affective factors such as their imaginary relationship with the influencer, perhaps because technological factors
have reshaped consumers’ relationships with the products and their endorsers. Specifically, consumers might make different
attributions of the recommendation by different influencers, depending on their level of PSR. Future research should examine the

potential mediation effect of attribution in this process.

Practical Implications

This study provides practical implications for advertisers. First, prior to placing product commercials in online videos,
advertisers need select target influencers carefully. Advertisers should have a basic level of knowledge of the influencers’
expertise and select those whose expertise match their product.

In addition, fame does not equal the level of impact of social media influencers on their followers. Advertisers should
pay attention to the cues suggesting the extent to which the influencers are close to their followers. Examples of these
cues include followers” comments and the interactions initiated by the influencers.

Finally, given the key role that psychological reactance played in shaping audience attitude and purchase intention,
advertisers should be particularly alert to users’ negative responses to product placements and adjust marketing strategies
accordingly, even in the context of collectivist cultures that place less emphasis on freedom or autonomy.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study has some limitations which need to be addressed in future research. First, we used a convenience sample of
college students, which limits the generalizability of the current findings. Second, although the manipulation of PSR was
successful, the mean difference in the level of PSR between the high and low conditions was relatively small, which
might account for the nonsignificant interaction effect between PSR and influencer-product congruence.
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As mentioned earlier, previous research on the match-up hypothesis suggested that the influencer-product congruence

may involve multiple characteristics,***+%3

yet we only focused on the expertise. It is interesting to examine whether
multiple dimensions of influencer characteristics interact to affect perceived influencer-product congruence.

Moreover, this research focuses exclusively on food-related products. Future studies can benefit in terms of general-
izability if other types of products can be included.

Finally, as explained earlier, we speculated that PSR and influencer-product congruence may affect psychological
reactance by affecting individual attribution of product placements. Future research should test the potential connection

between attribution and psychological reactance and examine what factors may affect attribution.
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