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Abstract

Study purpose: Social media influencers in China have significantly influenced
public political and social attitudes and behaviors. Based on the origin of fame
theory, this study explores which type of influencers – originals, celebrities, or
journalists – are most effective in driving changes in their followers’ attitudes and
behaviors.
Methodology: An online experiment used a 3 (type of influencer: original, celebrity,
journalist) × 2 (message context: policy-based, social modeling) design. A total of 627
responses were collected to assess how participants evaluate social media influ-
encers and to examine their attitudes and behaviors toward the issues supported by
these influencers.
Main findings: The findings reveal that the effects of social media influencers
depend on both their identity and the type of message they promote. Journalist
influencers have the greatest effects on participants’ attitudes toward policy-based
messages compared to original and celebrity influencers. By contrast, original
influencers are more effective at shaping attitudes when sharing social modeling
messages. Additionally, the study shows that journalist influencers are perceived to
have greater expertise than other influencers, regardless of the message context.
Social implications: This study shows that identity and message context jointly
determine the influence of social media influencers on promoting nonprofit
campaigns.
Practical implications: Communicators can apply the findings of this study to select
appropriate social media influencers by considering both the origin of influencers’
fame and the context of the message they are promoting.
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Originality/value: This study emphasizes the power of social media influencers to
promote nonprofit campaigns and identifies the conditions that can enhance their
effectiveness.

Keywords: China; Weibo; social media influencer; environmental communication

1 Introduction

Social media influencers, a new class of online opinion leaders, are rapidly emerging
globally with the rise of social media (Influencer Marketing Hub 2024). For example,
by the end of 2022, Weibo, one of China’s most prominent social platforms, had over
162,000 influencerswithmore than 100,000 followers. These influencers’ videoswere
played 3.2 billion times daily, reaching most Weibo users. The total income from
sponsored product or brand endorsements byWeibo influencers reached ¥1.5 billion
(National Business Daily 2023). As the number of influencers in China continues to
grow, they increasingly shape the public’s political and social attitudes and behaviors
(Nip and Fu 2016; Xiong et al. 2018; Yang and Ha 2021).

Most studies on social media influencers focus on the factors contributing to their
influence, such as perceived credibility (Lou and Yuan 2019), parasocial identification
(Shan et al. 2020), and perceived interconnectedness (Abidin 2015). However, there
has been less research on determining which types of influencers are the most
effective. This crucial topic requires a deeper theoretical understanding of social
media influencer classifications and guidance on how communicators can select the
right influencers for collaboration.

The few studies addressing these questions focus primarily on audience per-
spectives, particularly metrics like follower counts (De Veirman et al. 2017; Wies
et al. 2023) or the alignment between an influencer’s content and audience interests
(Silva et al. 2020). Research suggests that follower counts can enhance an influencer’s
likability, with more followers boosting their impact (Jin and Phua 2014). However,
some scholars argue that high follower counts can backfire, harming brand attitudes
and reducing engagement (De Veirman et al. 2017; Wies et al. 2023). Similarly, studies
on the fit between influencers and brands show mixed results. While some find that
congruence improves product evaluations and engagement (Silva et al. 2020), others
suggest that high congruence may lead to information fatigue, negatively affecting
brand perceptions (Leung et al. 2022).

The origin of fame theory offers an alternative view, focusing on the personal
appeal of social media influencers (Jin et al. 2019; Piehler et al. 2022). This theory
suggests that the source of an influencer’s fame – or why they are known to their-
audience – affects their persuasive power (Djafarova and Rushworth 2017).
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Generally, influencers famous primarily for their social media presence (original
influencers) are seen as more effective than traditional celebrities known for
achievements in fields like film, music, or sports (Jin et al. 2019; Lou and Yuan 2019).
However, a recent experiment challenges this assumption, showing that effective-
ness may depend on the audience’s self-esteem, indicating the need for further study
(Piehler et al. 2022).

Building on this research, our study aims to test the origin of fame theory in China
to determine which types of social media influencers are most effective in different
message contexts. While previous studies have examined the persuasive effects of
original and celebrity influencers (Djafarova and Rushworth 2017; Jin et al. 2019;
Piehler et al. 2022), this study will also explore the influence of journalist influencers.
These influencers, whomaintain close tieswith the Chinese government through their
employment, have gained significant attention on social media for their authority in
conveying official information (Fu and Lee 2016; Zeng and Huang 2012).

Unlikemost studies on social media influencers that focus on productmarketing
in Western nations (Vrontis et al. 2021), our research explores the lesser-studied yet
promising area of nonprofit messaging (Awang et al. 2019; Bonnevie et al. 2020;
Kostygina et al. 2020). We specifically examine the issue of waste sorting as the
context for our experiment, selecting messages based on policy guidance and social
modeling to encourage public participation. By comparing the persuasiveness of
different influencers across message contexts, we aim to identify when an influ-
encer’s origin of fame becomes most effective. Our main goal is to determine which
type of influencer has the most significant effect on nonprofit issues in China, while
also validating the fame origin theory and offering practical insights for marketing
campaigns.

2 Literature review and theory

2.1 Social media influencer

Social media influencers hold significant sway over their audiences through online
platforms. Some scholars emphasize their rise as ordinary individuals who gain
large followings by creating appealing content (Abidin 2015; Lou and Yuan 2019).
Others take a broader view, defining influencers as anyone who can shape audience
attitudes through third-party endorsements on social media (Campbell and Farrell
2020; Freberg et al. 2011). Our research focuses on identifying the most persuasive
influencers, using the latter definition to include those with social media power that
extends beyondmere content creation (Djafarova and Rushworth 2017; Jin et al. 2019;
Piehler et al. 2022).
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Recent studies highlight the significant influence of social media influencers in
shaping public perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors (Hudders et al. 2021; Vrontis
et al. 2021). However, there is no consensus on which influencers are the most
impactful. Identifying the most persuasive influencers is essential for commercial
communicators, guiding their selection based on specific objectives, such as product
promotion (De Veirman et al. 2017), engagement in corporate social responsibility
(Cheng et al. 2024), or promoting healthy lifestyle choices (Bonnevie et al. 2020).

Research primarily addresses this question from the audience’s perspective,
focusing on the effects of influencers’ follower counts. Studies show that a higher
follower count typically correlates with perceptions of increased physical attractive-
ness, trustworthiness, competence, and greater product involvement and purchase
intent (Jin and Phua 2014). However, De Veirman et al. (2017) suggest that using high-
follower influencers formultiple endorsements canharmbrandperception.Wies et al.
(2023) also found an inverted U-shaped relationship between follower counts and
engagement, where higher follower counts increase reach but reduce engagement.

Another important variable under scrutiny is the congruence between influ-
encers and brands or products. Research shows that a strong influencer-brand-
product fit can positively influence consumers’ product evaluations and increase
engagement (Silva et al. 2020). However, some scholars argue that excessively high
congruence could lead to information overload or satiation, resulting in a negative
backlash (Leung et al. 2022).

2.2 The origin of fame theory

The origin of fame theory presents an alternative perspective, focusing on the
personal appeal of social media influencers (Jin et al. 2019; Piehler et al. 2022). This
approach classifies influencers based on how they first gained recognition among
online audiences (Djafarova and Rushworth 2017; Piehler et al. 2022). Scholars
typically distinguish between two main types of influencers. The first type includes
original influencers, who gained fame primarily through their socialmedia activities
(Jin et al. 2019). These influencers are often ordinary individuals who build fame by
creating and sharing content on social media platforms. The second type consists of
celebrity influencers – well-known film or music stars, artists, or athletes – who
leverage their fame to enhance their social media presence and often engage in
brand partnerships to support their careers (Campbell and Farrell 2020).

Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) explored how the origin of an influencer’s fame
affects users through in-depth interviews with female Instagram users. They found
that influencers who gained popularity without prior fame (i.e., original influencers)
had a stronger influence than traditional celebrities. Building on this, Jin et al. (2019)
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conducted quantitative research, confirming that a strong social presence – defined
as the audience’s perception of the influencer as psychologically present and relat-
able – is crucial for amplifying the impact of original influencers. Exposure to
advertisements through these influencers increases participants’ perception of
social presence, enhancing trustworthiness and fostering more favorable attitudes
toward endorsed brands.

However, a recent study by Piehler et al. (2022) challenged the idea that original
influencers consistently surpass celebrity influencers in driving user engagement.
Their research showed that this effect is more pronounced among social media users
with high self-esteem. Due to their widely recognized achievements, celebrity influ-
encers tend to resonate more with users with lower self-esteem, acting as aspirational
figures and prominent cues that evoke admiration and identification.

2.3 Social media influencers in environmental communication

Previous studies have demonstrated that social media influencers can significantly
enhance audiences’ understanding, awareness, attitudes, and involvement in envi-
ronmental issues (Awang et al. 2019; Bolsen et al. 2019; Cattapan et al. 2023; Dekoninck
and Schmuck 2023). They achieve this by seamlessly integrating ecological themes
into diverse content on their platforms, such as discussing environmental policies,
promoting pro-environmental behaviors, and showcasing eco-friendly lifestyles
(Cattapan et al. 2023; Dekoninck and Schmuck 2023; Okuah et al. 2019).

However, the effectiveness of different types of influencers in environmental
campaigns remains unclear, as most existing research focuses on influencers in
commercial marketing contexts (Hudders et al. 2021; Rahman 2022; Vrontis et al.
2021). As a result, scholars have called for more research on social media influencers
involved in nonprofit-oriented social marketing, acknowledging their growing role
in addressing urgent environmental issues (Awang et al. 2019; Bonnevie et al. 2020;
Kostygina et al. 2020).

Our research addresses this challenge by using environmental themes as the
foundational context for our experiments. Building on prior research on for-profit
concerns, we apply source credibility theory (Hovland et al. 1953; Ohanian 1990) to
the nonprofit sector. This approach allows us to identify the most effective types of
social media influencers across different message contexts.

Two prevalent models assess the persuasiveness of influencers as credible
sources of information. One is the credibilitymodel proposed byHovland et al. (1953),
which suggests that a message source’s perceived trustworthiness and expertise
enhance its influence. Expertise refers to the source’s competence and knowledge,
while trustworthiness relates to perceived honesty and integrity (Elliott and Ward
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1980). Ohanian (1990) expanded this model by adding attractiveness – defined as
physical appeal or likability – as a third component of credibility. However, recent
studies show significant variability in the perception of attractiveness among
influencers (Jin et al. 2019). As a result, our study adopts Hovland et al.’s (1953) classic
credibility model, focusing on trustworthiness and expertise.

Another model examines audience responses to issues endorsed by influencers,
focusing on outcomes such as brand attitudes, purchase intentions, and campaign
engagement (Ki and Kim 2019; Kostygina et al. 2020; Torres et al. 2019). The most
commonly discussed indicators in environmental communication are attitudes
and behavioral intentions toward pro-environmental actions (Ertz et al. 2016; Liu
et al. 2020). Previous studies show that the more persuasive influencers are, the
more supportive and willing their audiences become to engage in the pro-
environmental initiatives these influencers promote (Awang et al. 2019; Huang
et al. 2023).

2.4 The origin of fame theory and different types of influencers

According to the origin of fame theory, the influence of social media personalities is
tied to how they achieve recognition (Djafarova and Rushworth 2017; Jin et al. 2019).
Influencers, known for engaging in social media activities, foster a sense of intimacy
with their followers, leading to followers imitating the influencers’ promoted styles
(Abidin 2015; Casaló et al. 2020). By contrast, traditional celebrities, famous for their
achievements outside social media, maintain influence over audiences with low self-
esteem by representing the audience’s ideal self (Piehler et al. 2022).

This perspective allows for categorizing influencers based on their sources of
fame.Notably, two distinct types emerge: original influencers,whogained prominence
through their presence on social media platforms, and celebrity influencers, recog-
nized for accomplishments outside social media (Jin et al. 2019; Piehler et al. 2022).

However, this classification primarily reflects the cultural norms of individu-
alism and liberalism in Western societies, suggesting that its applicability may vary
in collectivist or authoritarian contexts. In China, for example, where the govern-
ment and news media are closely interconnected (Hassid 2011; Long and Shao 2023),
journalists often attract significant attention on social media due to their roles in
conveying official viewpoints through traditional news outlets and online platforms
(Fu and Lee 2016; Zeng and Huang 2012; Zhang and Wei 2021; Zhang et al. 2023).
China’s journalists also play a crucial role in environmental communication, raising
public awareness about offline and online ecological issues (Huang 2022). Therefore,
we propose journalists as a third category of social media influencers in our study,
recognized for their influential dissemination of official messages through social
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media and other online platforms. Given the context-sensitive nature of socialmedia,
our research focuses on exploring the differential impact of each influencer type
within specific message contexts. We therefore ask:

RQ1:Who ismore influential in conveying diverse environmental messages in China – original,
celebrity, or journalist influencers?

2.5 Policy-based and social modeling messages

Previous research has exploredmessages encouraging pro-environmental behavior,
including feedback mechanisms and participation incentives (Abrahamse and Steg
2013; Nomura et al. 2011). According to a survey on the public’s exposure to pro-
environmental messages conducted in China, policy-based and social modeling
messages are the two types of content the public most often encounters on social
media (Huang et al. 2023). Similarly, a content analysis of the Chinese government’s
strategy for mobilizing people’s waste-sorting behavior showed that the central
government usually highlighted the importance of waste sorting by citing policies,
while local governments often adopted the method of praising social models (Ji et al.
2020). These strategies are also frequently used by journalists in environmental
coverage (Shao and Xie 2020). Both types of messages dominate pro-environmental
communication and have been shown to strengthen attitudes toward adopting
environmentally friendly, low-carbon behaviors (Huang et al. 2023; Pan et al. 2020;
Varotto and Spagnolli 2017).

Policy-based messages emphasize official guidance on environmentally friendly
behavior, with social media influencers serving as spokespersons for these policies.
According to Kim and Kim (2021), aligning influencers and their messages can
significantly improve public attitudes and intentions to act environmentally friendly
by fostering stronger emotional connections. As a result, journalists who maintain
close professional ties with the Chinese government (Hassid 2011; Long and Shao
2023) are likely to exert the greatest influence over online users regarding policy-
basedmessages. In contrast, celebrities or original influencersmay have less impact,
as their endorsements could be perceived as biased promotion (Huang et al. 2018).
We therefore propose that:

H1: Journalist influencers will have greater effects on perceptions of waste sorting with policy-
basedmessages than original or celebrity influencers. Specifically, journalist influencerswill be
perceived as (a) more trustworthy, (b) havingmore expertise, and (c) holding greater sway over
the public’s attitudes and (d) behavioral intentions regarding pro-environmental actions.

By contrast, messages rooted in social modeling often depict influencers actively
practicing the behaviors they promote (Varotto and Spagnolli 2017). The effectiveness
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of thesemessages is based on Bandura’s (1977: 22) social learning theory, which posits
that individuals learn by observing others’ behaviors. Among different types of social
media influencers, original influencers tend to build the strongest rapport with the
public through parasocial interaction, a critical factor in building reputational
capital (Hess et al. 2022; Yuan and Lou 2020). By consistently engaging with their
followers, these influencers boost their perceived credibility and subtly influence
their audience’s views and actions (Kim 2022; Su et al. 2021). Additionally, original
influencers are often seen as more authentic and relatable, further amplifying
their persuasive power (Campbell and Farrell 2020; Vrontis et al. 2021). We
therefore posit that:

H2: Original influencers will have greater effects on perceptions of waste sorting with social
modeling messages than celebrity or journalist influencers. Specifically, original influencers will
be perceived as (a)more trustworthy, (b) havingmore expertise, and (c) holding greater sway over
the public’s attitudes and (d) behavioral intentions regarding pro-environmental actions.

3 Methods

3.1 Design and sample

To test our research questions and hypotheses, we conducted a randomized
between-subjects online experiment in May 2024, employing a 3 (original, celebrity,
and journalist influencers) × 2 (policy-based messages, social modeling messages)
factorial design. A total of 660 participants were initially recruited through a
professional survey organization with access to representative online panels in
China. After excluding 33 participants who failed attention checks or exceeded the
20-min study completion time, 627 valid responses remained. Of these, 318 (50.7 %)
were exposed to policy-based messages, with 114 (18.2 %) attributed to journalist
influencers, 100 (15.9 %) to original influencers, and 104 (16.6 %) to celebrity influ-
encers. Similarly, 309 (49.3 %) participants were exposed to social modeling mes-
sages, with 106 (16.9 %) attributed to journalist influencers, 99 (15.8 %) to original
influencers, and 104 (16.6 %) to celebrity influencers.

The participants were almost evenly split between women (49.4 %) and men
(50.6 %), with an average age of 33.5 years. Most had completed high school (40.0 %)
or college (37.0 %) and reported a median monthly income between ¥6,000 and
¥10,000. Overall, the group closely mirrored the gender distribution from the 2020
China population census, though participants were generally younger and had
slightly higher income and education levels. This demographic profile aligns closely
with social media users in China, who tend to be younger, more affluent, and better
educated.
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3.2 Manipulation and procedure

The experiment focuses on waste sorting (i.e., recycling) for two reasons. First, waste
sorting is more cost-effective and widespread than other environmental actions,
such as purchasing energy-efficient vehicles or planting trees. It is an activity
accessible to all, which helps minimize the influence of external factors like cost on
participants’ environmental attitudes, thereby improving the internal validity of the
results. Second, waste sorting is a highly debated issue in China, especially with the
involvement of influencers, as noted by Wang and Xu (2020).

The study was conducted on Weibo, one of China’s most popular social media
platforms. As mentioned earlier, the experiment featured profiles of three types of
social media influencers: original, celebrity, and journalist. The original influencer
was portrayed as having a large follower count and a strong advocate for environ-
mentally friendly lifestyles. According to a recent report by Topklout (2024), about
70 % of the top 20,000 influencers onWeibo have follower counts ranging from 1 to 3
million as of 2024. Thus, the original influencer in our experiment was described as
having over 10 million followers, emphasizing their significant popularity. An
Olympic championwas chosen as the celebrity influencer, recognized for their active
involvement in environmental advocacy. Successful athletes enjoy widespread
recognition and favorable evaluations in China, which helps unify public opinion
and reduce polarization. Lastly, the journalist influencer was characterized by their
role in mainstream Chinese media and their focus on environmental issues.

Messages about waste sorting formed the second component of our study
materials. To ensure participants fully grasped the focus onwaste sorting,we carefully
controlled the framing and modality of these messages. Research shows that using a
gain frame is especially effective when appealing to altruistic motives (Sheng et al.
2019). Thus, we emphasized the benefits of waste sorting in all communications. For
modality, we used a combination of visual content and text, consistent with Weibo’s
platform functionality. Text alone communicated the influencer’s endorsement of
waste sorting across all experimental conditions, while variations in both images and
accompanying text constituted our experimental manipulations.

Participants in the experimental group were exposed to policy-based messages
and viewed two images from the State Council of China centered on household waste
sorting policies. One image provided detailed guidelines forwaste sorting, alongwith
the corresponding signage. The second image emphasized the benefits of household
waste sorting, focusing on reduced land use, environmental pollutionmitigation, and
the transformation of waste into valuable resources.

The social modeling message featured two images: the first was a selfie showing
the influencer actively depositing sortedwaste into designated bins, accompanied by
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a caption expressing a personal commitment to waste sorting. The second image
depicted others participating in waste sorting, with a caption celebrating the
increasing community involvement in waste management efforts.

The study was conducted online, and participants were informed that the
message had been shared on Weibo by either an original influencer, a celebrity
influencer, or a journalist influencer. A brief profile of the influencer was provided
as well. Participants then completed a series of questions designed to measure the
influencers’ persuasiveness, our experiment’s primary focus. As discussed earlier,
the indicators used to assess the influencers’ impact include their perceived trust-
worthiness and expertise, aswell as participants’ attitudes and behavioral intentions
toward waste sorting.

3.3 Manipulation check

A key requirement for the design of this study was to accurately manipulate both the
messages and the social media influencer’s source of fame. We established two
variables to verify this manipulation: perceived origin of fame and perceived mes-
sage attributes.

Perceptions of the origin of fame were assessed using a seven-point scale across
three dimensions, yielding significant differences among conditions as determined
by one-way ANOVA. Specifically, perceptions varied regarding whether influencers
gained fame through (1) authoritative representation (F(2,624) = 18.76, p < 0.001,
η2 = 0.06), (2) their presence on social media (F(2,624) = 69.62, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.18), or (3)
achievements outside of social media (F(2,624) = 17.16, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.05).

Post hoc analysis indicated that journalist influencers (M = 5.75, SD = 0.93) were
perceived to derive fame more from authority compared to original (M = 5.10,
SD = 1.20, p < 0.001) and celebrity influencers (M = 5.31, SD = 1.25, p < 0.001). Similarly,
original influencers (M = 5.84, SD = 1.06) were seen as gaining fame predominantly
from their socialmedia presence compared to journalist (M = 4.57, SD = 1.06, p < 0.001)
and celebrity influencers (M = 5.30, SD = 1.21, p < 0.001). Celebrity influencers (M = 5.77,
SD = 1.22), on the other hand, were perceived to achieve fame more through their
accomplishments compared to journalist (M = 5.22, SD = 1.12, p < 0.001) and original
influencers (M = 5.13, SD = 1.30, p < 0.001).

The perceived message attributes were measured using two items rated on a
seven-point scale. One item gauged whether the message provided policy-based
guidance, while the other examined if it depicted others engaging in waste sorting
(i.e., social modeling). A one-way ANOVA revealed significant differences in these
attributes across conditions. Participants perceived the policy-based message
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(M = 5.51, SD = 1.40) as significantly stronger in policy guidance compared to the social
modeling message (M = 4.52, SD = 1.88, F(1,625) = 56.93, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.08). Conversely,
the social modeling message (M = 6.13, SD = 1.04) was perceived as portraying more
instances of others participating in waste sorting than the policy-based message
(M = 5.08, SD = 1.49, F(1,625) = 102.61, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.14).

3.4 Measurement

To determine the comparative influence of different types of social media influ-
encers, we assessed four indicators as outcomemeasures: perceived trustworthiness
and perceived expertise of the influencer, as well as attitudes toward and intentions
to engage in waste sorting activities.

Perceived trustworthiness was measured using five items based on Ohanian’s
credibility model (1990), focusing on qualities such as dependability, honesty, reli-
ability, sincerity, and trustworthiness, rated on a seven-point scale (1 = “strongly
disagree”; 7 = “strongly agree”). Responses were aggregated to form a composite
trustworthiness index (α = 0.79, M = 5.79, SD = 0.67).

Perceived expertise was similarly assessed using five items, encompassing traits
such as expertise, experience, knowledge, qualification, and skill, also rated on a
seven-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree”; 7 = “strongly agree”). Participant responses
were summed into an expertise index (α = 0.70, M = 5.48, SD = 0.73).

Attitudes toward waste sorting were assessed using six items adapted from
Zhang et al. (2019) and Ha and Janda (2012) and rated on a seven-point scale
(1 = “strongly disagree”; 7 = “strongly agree”). These items included statements such
as (1) the importance ofwaste sorting, (2) the benefits ofwaste sorting, (3) the urgency
of waste sorting, (4) the convenience of waste sorting, (5) satisfaction in observing
others participate in waste sorting, and (6) increased personal support for waste
sorting. The items demonstrated high internal consistency and were added into an
index (α = 0.72, M = 6.08, SD = 0.55).

Participants’ willingness to engage in waste sorting was measured using a set of
six items based on research by Fan et al. (2019) and Huang et al. (2023). Participants
were asked to indicate their level of agreementwith the following six statements on a
seven-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree”; 7 = “strongly agree”): (1) I intend to start
sorting waste; (2) I aim to sort waste more accurately; (3) I plan to increase the
frequency of waste sorting; (4) I intend to improve the effectiveness of waste sorting;
(5) I am willing to allocate time for waste sorting; and (6) I will encourage others to
participate inwaste sorting. As before, responses to the six itemswere combined into
an index (α = 0.78, M = 5.83, SD = 0.61).
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4 Findings

Our study suggests that the effects of social media influencers vary depending on who
they are and what messages they post. We propose that journalist influencers have a
greater influence on thepublic’s perceptions, attitudes, and behaviorswhen conveying
policy-related messages than original and celebrity influencers. Conversely, original
influencers will exert more influence than celebrity and journalist influencers with
messages based on social modeling.

To test these hypotheses, we conducted a between-subjects analysis of variance
(ANOVA) using SPSS 29.0, with the type of social media influencer and type of mes-
sage as independent variables. We measured four dependent variables: perceived
trustworthiness and expertise of the influencer, as well as attitudes and behavioral
intentions regarding waste sorting (please see Tables 1 and 2 for details).

The analysis of the model using credibility factors as dependent variables
revealed significant interactive effects on perceived trustworthiness (F(2,621) = 14.18,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.04) and expertise (F(2,621) = 3.03, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.01). Further exami-
nation via simple main effect analysis indicated that the journalist influencer was
perceived as significantly more trustworthy (M = 6.02, SD = 0.58, F(2,621) = 15.26,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.05) and having more expertise (M = 5.71, SD = 0.52, F(2,621) = 8.41,

Table : Effects of influencer types, message contexts and their interactions on perceived trustworthi-
ness, expertise, and attitudes toward waste sorting.

Independent variable Factor df F P η

Perceived trustworthiness Influencer types × message
contexts

 . <. .

Influencer types  . <. .
Message contexts  . . .

Perceived expertise Influencer types × message
contexts

 . . .

Influencer types  . <. .
Message contexts  . . .

Attitude toward waste sorting Influencer types × message
contexts

 . <. .

Influencer types  . . .
Message contexts  . . .

Intention to participate in waste
sorting

Influencer types × message
contexts

 . . .

Influencer types  . . .
Message contexts  . . .
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p < 0.001, η2 = 0.03) than the original influencer (Mtrustworthy = 5.58, SDtrustworthy = 0.69,
ptrustworthy < 0.001; Mexpert = 5.41, SDexpert = 0.68, pexpert < 0.01) and the celebrity
influencer (Mtrustworthy = 5.63, SDtrustworthy = 0.64, ptrustworthy < 0.001; Mexpert = 5.33,
SDexpert = 0.84, pexpert < 0.001) when endorsing the policy-based message, thereby
confirming H1(a) and H1(b).

In terms of social modeling messages, the original influencer exhibited signifi-
cantly higher perceived trustworthiness (M = 6.00, SD = 0.68, F(2,621) = 6.44, p < 0.01,
η2 = 0.02) than the celebrity influencer (M = 5.68, SD = 0.60, p < 0.05). However, no
statistically significant difference was observed between the original and journalist
influencers, partially supporting H2(a). Additionally, the original influencer was
perceived as having less expertise (M = 5.33, SD = 0.81, F(2,621) = 3.21, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.01)
than the journalist influencer (M = 5.57, SD = 0.72, p < 0.01), contradicting H2(b).

We identified significant interactive effects in our model concerning attitudes
toward (F(2,621) = 9.30, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.03) and intentions to engage (F(2,621) = 6.45,
p < 0.01, η2 = 0.02) in waste sorting as independent variables. Further analysis
revealed statistically significant main effects of social media influencer type on
supportive attitudes. These findings indicate that the impact of the influencer’s fame
varies depending on themessage context. Specifically, posts advocatingwaste sorting
policies by journalist influencers (M = 6.22, SD = 0.49, F(2,621) = 7.67, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.02)
tended to elicit more favorable attitudes compared to those by original (M = 6.00,
SD = 0.48, p < 0.01) or celebrity influencers (M = 5.95, SD = 0.67, p < 0.001). However, no
significant differences were found among influencer types regarding their ability to
motivate public action toward waste sorting. These findings support H1(c) but refute
H1(d).

Regarding social modeling messages, participants exposed to the original
influencer demonstrated significantly more positive attitudes toward waste sorting

Table : Simple main effects of influencer types on perceived trustworthiness, expertise, and attitudes
toward waste sorting.

Independent variable Factor df F P η

Perceived trustworthiness Policy-based message  . <. .
Social modeling message  . <. .

Perceived expertise Policy-based message  . <. .
Social modeling message  . <. .

Attitude toward waste sorting Policy-based message  . <. .
Social modeling message  . . .

Intention to participate in waste sorting Policy-based message  . . .
Social modeling message  . <. .
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(M = 6.25, SD = 0.60, F(2,621) = 6.69, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.02) and greater willingness to
participate in waste sorting (M = 6.01, SD = 0.66, F(2,621) = 7.22, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.02)
compared to those exposed to a journalist (Mattitude = 6.02, SDattitude = 0.43,pattitude < 0.01;
Mbehavior = 5.70, SDbehavior = 0.61, pbehavior < 0.001) or celebrity influencer (Mattitude = 6.01,
SDattitude = 0.52, pattitude < 0.01;Mbehavior = 5.76, SDbehavior = 0.52, pbehavior < 0.05). These
findings confirm H2(c) and H2(d).

Further analysis of the main effects revealed that journalist influencers
increased support (F(1,621) = 7.19, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.01) and participation intentions
(F(1,621) = 6.70, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.01) for waste sorting when their messages were based on
policy guidance (Mattitude = 6.22, SDattitude = 0.49; Mbehavior = 5.91, SDbehaivor = 0.58)
rather than social modeling (Mattitude = 6.02, SDattitude = 0.43; Mbehavior = 5.70,
SDbehavior = 0.61).

Conversely, original influencers were more influential in shaping attitude
(F(1,621) = 11.44, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.02) and behavioral intentions (F(1,621) = 6.03, p < 0.05,
η2 = 0.01) when promoting social modeling messages (Mattitude = 6.25, SDattitude = 0.60;
Mbehavior = 6.01, SDbehaivor = 0.66) rather than policy-based messages (Mattitude = 6.00,
SDattitude = 0.48; Mbehavior = 5.80, SDbehaivor = 0.64) (see Figures 1–4).

Furthermore, ANOVA results indicated significant main effects of influencer
type on perceptions of trustworthiness (F(2,621) = 7.18, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.02), perceived
expertise (F(2,621) = 8.44, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.03), and attitudes toward waste sorting

Figure 1: Perceived trustworthiness of original, celebrity, and journalist influencers in policy-based and
social modeling-based message contexts.
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Figure 2: Perceived expertise of original, celebrity, and journalist influencers in policy-based and social
modeling-based message contexts.

Figure 3: Effects of policy-based and social modeling-based messages by original, celebrity, and
journalist influencers on attitudes toward waste sorting.
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(F(2,621) = 4.93, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.02). Subsequent post hoc analyses revealed that par-
ticipants perceived journalist influencers as significantlymore trustworthy (M = 5.90,
SD = 0.66, p < 0.001), having more expertise (M = 5.64, SD = 0.63, p < 0.01), and capable
of eliciting amore positive attitude toward waste sorting (M = 6.12, SD = 0.47, p < 0.05)
compared to celebrity influencers (Mtrustworthy = 5.66, SDtrustworthy = 0.62; Mex-

pert = 5.43, SDexpert = 0.79; Mattitude = 5.98, SDattitude = 0.60). Conversely, original
influencerswere perceived as having less expertise (M = 5.37, SD = 0.75, p < 0.001) than
journalist influencers (M = 5.64, SD = 0.63), but also having a more positive impact on
participants’ attitudes toward waste sorting (M = 6.12, SD = 0.56, p < 0.05) compared to
celebrity influencers (M = 5.98, SD = 0.60).

5 Discussion and conclusion

Our study explores the effectiveness of different types of social media influencers in
communicating nonprofit-related messages in China, focusing on the origin of fame
theory. Using a 3 (type of influencer: original, celebrity, journalist) × 2 (message
context: policy-based, social modeling) experimental design on waste sorting, our
findings indicate significant variations in influencer effectiveness based on their

Figure 4: Effects of policy-based and social modeling-based messages by original, celebrity, and
journalist influencers on intention to participate in waste sorting.
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origin of fame. However, our study also suggests that determining the ultimate
“super influencer” depends on the specific context of the communication.

In a waste sorting campaign focused on social modeling, where influencers
demonstrate their commitment, the original influencer was perceived as more
credible than the journalist and celebrity counterparts. Participants exposed to the
original influencer’s message showed stronger support and engagement regarding
waste sorting. This finding aligns with prior research on the origin of fame theory,
which highlights the influence of original influencers (Djafarova and Rushworth
2017; Jin et al. 2019). These influencers gain fame through their active social media
presence, creating a sense of shared characteristics with their followers (Yuan and
Lou 2020) and leading to parasocial identification (Shan et al. 2020). As a result,
followers are more likely to adopt or emulate the influencers’ viewpoints and
behaviors (Piehler et al. 2022).

In the context of waste sorting messaging driven by policy directives, the
influence of original influencers decreases while that of journalists becomes more
prominent. The findings also suggest that journalist influencers are perceived as
more trustworthy and knowledgeable than original or celebrity influencers. Addi-
tionally, their delivery of policy-based messages has a more positive effect on public
attitudes toward waste sorting. However, there was no significant difference in their
ability to increase public participation compared to the other influencer types.

In our study, journalists represent a distinct type of influencer in China, differing
from original or celebrity influencers, as their authority stems not from social visi-
bility or personal achievements but from their role in conveying official perspectives
(Zhang and Wei 2021; Zhang et al. 2023). The close relationship between the gov-
ernment and journalists in China serves as a channel for disseminating official
viewpoints (Hassid 2011; Long and Shao 2023). As a result, Chinese audiences often
rely on mainstream media and journalists for authoritative and accurate informa-
tion, particularly when seeking policy guidance (Jia and Meng 2020; Ren et al. 2021).

Surprisingly, our findings show that journalists are perceived as more author-
itative on waste sorting issues, whether they convey policy guidance or model social
behaviors. This contradicts existing research, which typically favors original influ-
encers as perceived experts (Ki and Kim 2019; Trivedi 2018). However, this discrep-
ancy likely stems from our focus on pro-environmental concerns, which differs from
prior studies in for-profit marketing. In contrast to product marketing, where orig-
inal influencers naturally command expertise among their followers (Chetioui et al.
2020; Lou and Yuan 2019), this does not hold true in the nonprofit sector. Specifically
regarding environmental issues in China, journalists are perceived as more credible
authorities.

Furthermore, this topic intersects with the development of environmental
communication in China, where increasedmedia coverage has raised environmental
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awareness among the Chinese public (Huang 2022). This finding also challenges the
assumption that digital media usage inevitably undermines journalistic integrity
(Zhou 2021). One possible explanation is the growing online presence of Chinese
journalists, such as Zhang Yang from the Xinhua News Agency, who actively engage
with the public through their own social media platforms. This trend likely mitigates
perceived biases in news reporting and enhances overall credibility (Gil de Zúñiga
et al. 2016).

There are several limitations to consider in our social media influencer study.
First, to avoid potential copyright issues, we used textual descriptions rather than
photographs to depict different social media influencers as message sources in our
experiment. Although our manipulation test confirmed the effectiveness of this
approach, it may have slightly compromised internal validity.

Second, our research primarily focuses on between-group comparisons to
identify the most influential “super influencer,” but does not explore the underlying
mechanisms contributing to their effectiveness. Understanding these mechanisms is
crucial for grasping the full impact of social media influencers, and future studies
should delve into these dynamics for deeper analysis.

Lastly, our choice of waste sorting as the topic was driven by its simplicity and
low cost for nonprofit initiatives, allowing us to observe the significant effects of
social media influencers’ persuasive abilities. However, it remains unclear whether
influencers can achieve similar results in campaigns that involve higher costs or
personal inconveniences, such as promoting environmentally friendly products or
advocating for certain healthcare practices. Therefore, further research into influ-
encer dynamics within nonprofit-oriented social campaigns is highly anticipated.
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