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Virtual influencers (VIs) are an emerging type of social media influencer. Through a sequential mixed-method
research design, this research employs the theoretical lens of symbolic interactionism to explain how social
media users construct meaning for the identity of VIs and how this guides their interactions and engagement with
VIs. Study 1 explores the construction of meaning by analysis of 573 posts and 57,086 social media comments.
Based on the symbolic interactionism and shared reality theories, Study 2 tests the relationship between key
concepts (i.e., anthropomorphism, shared reality, digital escapism, and positive affect) using an online survey

collected from 209 VI followers. This study shows that consumers negotiate the reality of VIs in the comments
section with an emphasis on anthropomorphizing. Furthermore, the results of structural equation modelling
suggest that followers’ perceptions of VIs’ moral and cognitive anthropomorphism influence perceived shared
reality, which ultimately results in positive affect and VI engagement.

1. Introduction

Within the growing sphere of social media influencers, there is the
emerging category of ‘virtual influencers (VI)’ who are entirely
computer-generated characters (Koles et al., 2024; Yan et al., 2024; Yu
et al., 2024). These human-like VIs are not restrained by limitations such
as sleep and sickness and can be rendered in a variety of contextual
situations with a simple background — making them an increasingly
popular, flexible, and cheap option for marketing campaigns (Belanche
et al., 2024; Franke et al., 2023; Gerrath et al., 2024; Stein et al., 2022;
Yu et al., 2024; Zhou et al., 2024). The use of VIs has become increas-
ingly mainstream with over 50 % of marketers considering incorpo-
rating virtually-generated avatars in their marketing campaigns
(Influencer Marketing Hub, 2024).

The literature on VIs is growing. To date, the research has focused on
investigating the effectiveness of VIs against human influencers (e.g.,
Franke et al., 2023; Igarashi et al. 2024; Stein et al., 2022), consumers’
perceptions of VIs (e.g., Gerrath et al., 2024; Muniz et al., 2023; Thomas
& Fowler, 2021; Zhou et al., 2024) and the effective design of VIs (Yu
et al., 2024). However, research has not addressed how consumers form
meaningful connections and relationships with VIs (Aw & Agnihotri,

2024). To address this gap, this research builds on extant VI literature by
exploring how consumers’ behaviors, interactions, and engagement are
impacted by the meaning they construct for VIs from the theory of
symbolic interactionism through a netnography (Blumer, 1986; Fine &
Tavory, 2019; Thompson & Taheri 2020) (Study 1), followed by a survey
study (Study 2) to corroborate our findings from Study 1 using literature
on shared reality (e.g., Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009; Rossignac-
Milon et al., 2021; 2024). Particularly, this research seeks to answer
the following research questions:

RQ1: How do consumers construct meaning for the identity of VIs?

RQ2: How do consumers interact with VIs based on the constructed
understanding of their identity and reality?

2. Theoretical Background: Symbolic interactionism

To answer our RQs, this research adopts a symbolic interactionist
underpinning that prescribes the units of analysis as the interactions
between an individual, other people, and their environment (Fine &
Tavory, 2019; Thompson & Taheri 2020). Symbolic interactionism has
three tenets defined by Blumer (1986, p. 2): First, “human beings act
towards things on the basis of the meanings that the things have for
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them”; Second, “the meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out
of, the social interaction that one has”; and third, “meanings are handled
in, and modified through, an interpretative process”. For symbolic
interactionists, interpretation and meaning guides situational behavior
(Blumer, 1986). Meanings are not pre-existing in society but are the
product of interaction and evolve through social exchanges between
individuals and their environment (Fine & Tavory, 2019; Scott, 2018).
Therefore, symbolic interactionism provides an epistemic platform to
understand how meaning is constructed through our language, com-
ments, and communication (Thompson & Taheri, 2020).

Social media facilitates mass exposure to interacting individuals who
may possess different meanings for phenomena and different un-
derstandings of information being discussed and exchanged (Fujita
et al., 2020). This is relevant to influencer marketing as influencers can
communicate as a form of self-presentation to influence the meanings
followers may have for them (Baboo et al., 2022). Through interaction
on social channels, peoples’ meanings, values, understanding, and
opinions change in a conforming or divergent nature as they receive
more knowledge (Laor, 2022; Lawless et al., 2022). Therefore, this
theoretical perspective focuses the analysis on peoples’ interactions with
VIs’ Instagram posts. Specifically, how these interactions construct
meaning, and how the meaning a follower creates for a virtual influencer
influences their subsequent behavior.

2.1. Influencers and interactionism

Consumers construct evaluations based on their first interaction with
a social media influencer, and upon this interaction, users decide
whether they wish to behaviorally manifest their engagement (i.e, liking
posts, commenting, sharing) (Breves et al., 2021). This aligns with the
first tenet of symbolic interactionism, that how users relate to the
identity and personalized characteristics of an influencer has a role in
guiding their positive engagement and interactions (Aw & Chuah, 2021;
Yuan et al., 2016). Indeed, the literature has emphasized parasocial
relationships, as a form of bi-directional and intimate one-way re-
lationships followers form with influencers, associated with an imagined
deep and close connection (Breves et al., 2021; Reinikainen et al., 2020).
Such parasocial relationships give influencers greater power over con-
sumers who seek to imitate their beliefs and behaviors (Aw & Chuah,
2021).

VIs can be distinguished from social media influencers by four
unique elements: ease of customization, flexibility, automation of con-
tent, and the fact that they are owned by agencies; highlighting how
their posts are manufactured and generated by external organizations
(Mouritzen et al., 2023). Although the literature on VIs is growing,
research shows equivocal findings as some consumers have found VIs to
be creepy and socially distant (Kim & Baek, 2024; Yan et al., 2024) and
incapable of certain sensory capacities (Zhou et al., 2024), making them
less trustworthy than traditional influencers (Sands et al., 2022a). Other
research has found consumers hold similar perceptions about VIs and
human influencers (Thomas & Fowler, 2021) and they are open to
interacting with VIs though they perceive less human-likeness and are
affected by the uncanny valley effect (Sands et al., 2022b; Stein et al.,
2022) VIs were found to be most effective when users perceive them as
truly human-like in terms of appearance, emotional expressions, and
social presence (Koles et al., 2024; Yan et al., 2024; Yu et al., 2024).
Despite these inroads into VI research, no study has explored the pre-
ceding process of how consumers make sense of VIs and how such sense-
making informs their interactions and exchanges on platforms such as
Instagram.

3. Research design
We adopted a sequential mixed-methodology which consisted of a

qualitative netnography followed by a questionnaire. The explorative
netnography adds rich and deep understanding to consumers’ meaning
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construction amongst VIs, while the questionnaire extends the under-
standing of users’ interaction and engagement with VIs(McKenna et al.,
2017). The research was conducted in sequence to enable qualitative
research to inform our quantitative conceptual model (Stathakopoulos
et al., 2022).

4. Study 1. Qualitative Phase
4.1. Netnography data collection

Data were collected using an exploratory netnography to understand
the community of consumers who choose to interact with and comment
on the posts of VIs (Kozinets, 2002). A netnography involves a
researcher engaging with an online context longitudinally to tell the
story of users within this space, getting close to their real values and
understandings (Canavan, 2021; Kozinets, 2010). As research on VIs is
still in its infancy (Sands et al., 2022b), an exploratory netnography was
appropriate to understand how community members construct meaning
for identity through their online interactions (Canavan, 2021; Kozinets,
2002).

We focused our netnography on Instagram as VIs exist with the
greatest number of followers on this social channel. We used a subjective
sampling method to select VIs (n = 10) (4 male and 6 female) who were
deemed most ‘realistic’ or ‘human-like’ by the research team. Yan et al.
(2024) make a distinction between ‘mimic-human’ VIs versus ‘non-
human’ or ‘animated-human’ VIs with animated designs, making them
visually distinct from human influencers. We sampled ‘mimic-human’
VIs as some scholars have suggested consumers find it difficult to
determine their realness and distinguish them from traditional social
media influencers (Franke et al., 2023; Koles et al., 2024). This provides
a greater opportunity for us to understand how users construct meaning
for VIs and interact accordingly via the comments sections, thus sup-
porting us in answering our Research Questions.

All sampled VIs had at least 10,000 followers (at the time of the data
collection in 2022) and received on average at least ten comments per
post. The sampled VIs posted on a range of topics and interests such as
environment, lifestyle, and sport. We undertook a passive netnographic
procedure by not revealing our identity nor engaging with comments or
posts but focusing on the natural exchanges within the comments on
each VI's page (Canavan, 2021).

Our data source consisted of the posts made by VIs on Instagram and
the comments and interactions on each post (Canavan, 2021). As out-
lined by Caplan and Purser (2019), we adopted a simple ‘copy and paste’
procedure for all social media comments to input them into an Excel
where every comment under each post was provided its own row, and all
usernames were automatically removed to clean the data and maintain
participant confidentiality. Though scraping tools can offer greater
automation, this misses many contextual factors that can be used for
analysis, and programmatic extraction of data on Instagram is strictly
prohibited by the platform’s Terms of Use.

Data collection continued on the posts of each VI's page for a mini-
mum of 6 months’ worth of posts (for VIs with a larger following and a
greater number of comments per post) and a maximum of 24 months (for
VIs with a smaller following). This ensured we had longitudinal data to
reach rich saturation, where we had thick and textured meaning to
address our research questions and theory was fully explained with
evidence for abstraction (Morse, 2015). In total, we analyzed the content
of 10 VI pages, 573 posts (including photos, reels, and videos), and
57,086 comments. We used Instagram’s ‘translate’ function to analyze
non-English comments. We did not collect individual consent from
research participants as it would have been unrealistic for this volume of
data. Yet, as advised by McKenna et al. (2017), we collected data only
from public (not private) social media pages and ensured the anonymity
of participants by withdrawing all personal information (such as user-
names) from quotations used in the research findings.
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4.2. Qualitative data analysis and Discussion

The netnographic data generated were extensive but manageable
since the majority of comments did not extend beyond one or two lines
of text. We paid close attention to brief non-verbal messages (e.g.,
emojis) as they are often used to efficiently express the feelings of an
individual (Das et al., 2019). Emojis are used as substitutes to written
text so we analyzed them with consideration for what the images sym-
bolize (Das et al., 2019). L.e., comments stating “you make me [sick face
emoji]” would be analyzed as a commenter’s expression of severe
disgust. Even such small comments, images, and emojis are some of the
highest forms of engagement on social media (as opposed to liking and
scrolling) as it requires a deliberate, cognitive, and conscious act on
behalf of the user to reflect on an Instagram post and write text that
represents their views, opinions, and feelings publicly (Kozinets et al.,
2018; Lee et al., 2021) and thus are an effective data source for analysis
of Instagram users’ understanding of VIs.

In the first instance, following Ballestar et al. (2022), we use word
clouds to display the large amount of data collected via Instagram
comment sections, which reveals the top 70 words (including special
characters) used most frequently by commenters of the ten influencers
(Fig. 1).

The word cloud presents a basic illustration of the most prominent
comments made by consumers as the larger the size of the word in the
cloud, the higher the frequency of the comment. For a deeper under-
standing of the data, we employed an abductive analysis, which
involved three rounds of coding. The first round was exploratory and
comprehensive; coding all words or short phrases of interest (such as
those in Fig. 1) while future rounds sought to be more selective and
remove/consolidate codes that were not central to the data or could be
included under an alternative code (Thompson, 2022). Le., while
initially coded differently, comments discussing VIs as ‘cute’ and
‘beautiful’ were consolidated under the same code of ‘complimentary
attractiveness’ as the comments appeared to portray a similar synony-
mous message. Simultaneous with our first round of coding, we removed
‘noisy data’ comments from analysis that contained irrelevant messages,
automated spam, and advertisements from users directing people to
their own page (McKenna et al., 2017). Qualitative analysis can be
influenced by the subjective perceptions of the researcher so we ensured
that codes were structured in a codebook to visually illustrate each code
with examples so that the research team could collectively reflect on the
codes and ensure they were satisfied with the labelling, terminology,
and definition (Thompson, 2022).

YYVVY
please

O

WW [FIEIE]
beautﬁul
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Codes that told a similar story were brought together to produce a
theme. These were generated based on equal insight from both the raw
data codes and symbolic interactionism literature, which guided our
understanding with existing theoretical insight and understanding
(Thompson, 2022). We identified four prominent themes within the
data, which are discussed further below: Negotiation of Reality, Beauty,
Discrimination, and Affection. To distinguish netnographic quotations
between male (M) and female (F) VIs, they are given the pseudonymized
codes of: MVI1, 2, 3, 4 and FVI1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6.

4.2.1. Negotiation of reality

Many consumers were unsure about the construction of the VI and
the extent to which they were ‘real’. Therefore, they used the dialogue in
the comments section of the VI’s post to express their lack of under-
standing for VIs and negotiate meaning for this reality (Laor, 2022):

‘Can someone explain to me what is he and what is CG and CGI
please? im too lazy to search it up on google.’.

Comment on MVI2.

You are beautiful — but, fake — how does that shape how I feel about
your message? Are Al now telling us what to do and how to feel? These
are the questions of our future.’.

Comment on FVI4.

VIs are a new and innovative concept within social media which
results in differing and unstructured understanding. Therefore, com-
menters would interact with others as a source of informational
knowledge (Lawless et al., 2022). Yet, as is often the case in online
spaces, individuals try to dismiss the understanding of others to force-
fully dictate the shared reality they see as preferable (Xue et al., 2019):

‘Just found this page nd WTF? ... Why do these poor people needs to
follow a robot to get satisfied with their lives... that its dissgusting and
freaky!! Wake up people stop loosing your time in a programed ciber
robot.’.

Comment on FVI1.

‘The fact this [bull s**t] is still going on and there are ignorant people
in the comments with (Jand[]...".

Comment on FVI3.

‘Shut up everyone — a robot cannot not mock emotions they cannot
understand’.

Comment on FVI5.

These findings are the first to show the preceding meaning-making
social media users go through when interacting with VIs. Many com-
menters were still exploring what VIs are and sought answers to their
questions from the Instagram comment section to make sense of VIs so

n ice VAT LT

= vrobot,

weird @ face

love gir| v

one know

@ (SIS sexy
human

actually
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Fig. 1. Word Cloud Analysis for VIs.
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they could share commonality of meaning with others (Echterhoff et al.,
2009; Fujita et al., 2020; Laor, 2022) and explore to what extent VIs
shared the physical reality they were accustomed to (Salem et al., 2013).
Yet, other commenters wished to initiate confliction to dismiss this idea
that VIs could share any sense of reality with people and mock those who
perceived such a shared sense of reality.

4.2.2. Beauty

Commenters found value in the beauty of VIs and interacted
expressively. Commenters used the ‘fire’ emoji (n = 708) to express their
feelings that the virtual influencer was metaphorically ‘on fire’ or hot.
The most common phrases used to describe VIs were Beautiful (n =
748), Cute (n = 187), Pretty (n = 118), Gorgeous (n = 97), Hot (n = 94),
Sexy (n = 75), and Handsome (n = 69), as commenters appeared to find
aesthetic value in the anthropomorphized physical appearance of the
virtual influencer:

‘You look like an ethereal mythical creature. Something out of a
Renaissance painting or a magical book. Absolutely breathtaking.’.

Comment on MVI1 posing for a photoshoot.

‘This is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen in my whole
existence ... How perfect is this skin, I can’t stop looking at it and it’s
very perfect.’.

Comment on FVI3 posing for a photoshoot.

‘Excellent and when you say it, you become more beautiful and
wonderful.’.

Comment on FVI4.

Some phrases were more commonly associated with certain VIs and
posts. For example, male VIs were more likely to be referred to as
handsome and posts with more revealing outfits were more likely to
receive sexually charged comments such as ‘sexy’ or ‘hot’:

‘Why are you so handsome, you are so beautiful, you look beautiful
and I think your personality is like that.’.

Comment on MVI3 staring into the distance.

‘I adore your body! You turn me on.’.

Comment on FVI2 in a bikini.

‘The weather is not making you hot! Your making the weather HOT!!
Super sexy!’.

Comment on MVI2 sweating from the heat.

‘Your muscles are bulging. Hot AF’.

Comment on MVI4.

Previous studies on social media influencers have noted how positive
perceptions of an influencer’s physical attractiveness can guide con-
sumer behavioral intentions and social engagement (Farivar et al., 2022;
Torres et al., 2019). However, within this theme, we found very few
comments targeting VI developers for their skills at computer rendering,
graphics, or CGI modelling. Instead, commenters visually anthropo-
morphized the VI and consistently used the word ‘you’ to express their
comments on beauty and aesthetics (Epley et al., 2007; Golossenko
et al., 2020). Thus, when compared to traditional social media influ-
encer interactions, users go through an additional anthropomorphizing
step before directing their messages directly to the computer-generated
persona.

4.2.3. Discrimination

In contrast to the previous theme of Beauty, Instagram commenters
also interacted with discriminatory comments based on the appearance
of the VI. Users used emojis ‘sick face’ (n = 126) and ‘feeling sick’ (n =
112) to express how they felt sick at the physical attributes of the VI. For
example, we found comments such as ‘Ewww’ and ‘Ugly AF’ were often
used to describe FVI3.

However, these discriminatory comments were only found within
the comments of female VIs. In fact, of the 238 instances of sick emojis
being used in a discriminatory manner, only 2 were in the comment
sections of male VIs. We found the discriminatory language was
gendered and particularly critical of the anthropomorphized female
body with an emphasis on trolling, which indicates an attempt to hurt
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personal feelings and make the virtual influencer feel a sense of shame:

‘Why if you don’t have breasts do you feel the need to stick your butt
out? If you don’t have a chest, then just accept it.’.

Comment on FVI1.

‘Chest so flat, I can use them as mousepad.’.

Comment on FVI2.

‘You know what is the deference between you and ground bcz you
both are flat’.

Comment on FVI2.

As with the Beauty of VIs, commenters continued to use ‘you’ to
direct their critique at the virtual influencer specifically:

‘Why is it that your teeth are loose and his nostrils are getting
bigger.’.

Comment on FVI2.

‘ur face is literally built like a 12yo beaver that lives on the west coast
of canada, ur posts are insanely bad and it hurts my eyes to extents u
wont believe.’.

Comment on FVI2.

‘You look like a horrible useless mannequin.’.

Comment on FVI3.

Very little academic research has explored the trolling, abuse, and
harassment faced by social media influencers. While this may be more
prominent amongst VIs due to users perceiving that they cannot ‘feel’ or
they possess different emotional and sensory capabilities (Yu et al.,
2024; Zhou et al., 2024), media outlets have also reported on the abuse,
harassment, and trolling faced by traditional influencers (BBC, 2021).
These findings are one of the first to examine the objectified and
discriminatory language used to describe influencers. Even in the
context of VIs, such abuse is personal to the physical appearance of the
influencer, suggesting commenters perceive an anthropomorphized
level of cognitive awareness and consciousness where the VI can inter-
pret the comments and feel hurt and shame (Golossenko et al., 2020).

4.2.4. Affection

Comments expressing ‘love heart eyes’ (n = 1,240) and ‘love heart’
(n = 1,214) emoji with little verbal text were the most common com-
ments under VIs’ posts. We also found 523 comments stating a variation
of ‘I love you’. These loving comments were all directed to the virtual
influencer as an anthropomorphized emotional, moral, and conscious
person with no evidence of deep affection being directed toward the
creator of the CGI content:

‘My love, if you were a rain, i would love to catch a cold’.

Comment on MVI1 who was in the rain

‘If your heart was a prison, I would like to be sentenced for life’.

Comment on FVI2.

Based on the affection some followers felt toward Vs, they interacted
in the comments with romantic offers to escape to a place where they
could spend time together physically:

‘Is it possible that a women like yourself would be in manhattan for a
week? id love to treat you to a dinner.’.

Comment on FVI2 with a New York background.

‘I just wish to sit with you and talk for 40 min about our lives’.

Comment on MVI3.

Some commenters interacted with deep and emotional declarations
to illustrate their affection and recited poems directed at their favorite
virtual influencer:

‘If you don’t post for one day! My life is not complete. I love you no
matter what.’.

Comment on MVI2.

‘My sweet love [MVI3].. True Love bothers those who don’t know
it... But it’s not my fault...so I'll keep showing my love for you... Not
because I like to show up, but it’s like a heart vent... I'm sorry if my way
of loving bothers you... But I love you And I'll always say and I’ll do
everything for you... whether or not others are bothered...".

Comment on MVI3.

‘You are so wonderful when you wake up in the morning glow.
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Your smile rises slightly under the sunlight.

And you turn your face.

Hiding your head under your pillow,

Trying to deceive the light of day.’.

Comment on FVI6.

These comments reflect an intimate and emotional bi-directional
relationship perceived between the follower and the virtual influencer,
similar to a parasocial relationship discussed in previous studies of social
media influencers (Breves et al., 2021; Reinikainen et al., 2020). Yet, the
comments in this theme display a trend towards a more romantic
obsession and desire for digital escapism (Hall-Philips et al., 2016; Lee &
Ma, 2012) than has been presented in many of the narratives of social
media influencers. This again, illustrates a process of anthropomorphism
occurring prior to social interactions, showing that commenters find
value in imagining escaping every-day life to meet up with VIs for
romantic getaways.

4.2.5. Summary

Fig. 2 provides a visual summary of our thematic research findings.
The netnographic analysis revealed that through their interactive com-
ments, social media users wished to construct a common understanding
and meaning for VIs in the comment sections and to understand to what
extent they shared the same physical reality (Salem et al., 2013). While
some commenters were dismissive of VIs and tried to enforce this view
on others, Fig. 2 illustrates the alternative path, which shows how many
users were anthropomorphizing VIs through their interactions in terms
of their physical appearance (body image) as well as their conscious,
emotional, and moral virtues, (e.g., their ability to interpret and respond
to expressions of affection, romance, and abuse). Indeed, many acted
upon such a shared sense of reality by declaring their affection and
commented that they could escape their daily life to live a romantic life
with the VL. In Study 2, we develop a conceptual framework to test the
relationships between these concepts.

5. Study 2: Quantitative Phase
5.1. Conceptual model and research hypotheses

We develop and test a conceptual model (Fig. 3) with variables
selected on the following criteria: 1) qualitative findings; 2) relevance to

Negotiating the
Reality of VIs

Dismissive Anthropomorphism

o ——-—

Only on the
pages of
female Vis

—

Discriminatory

Objectification
of Beauty

._____\
- ——— -

Affection

~

Objectification

Fig. 2. Summary of Qualitative Findings.
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the research questions on the development of meaning; 3) link to the key
tenets of symbolic interactionism; 4) ensuring valuable research mea-
sures that make the greatest contribution (Stathakopoulos et al., 2022).
Particularly, we develop our study hypotheses by drawing on symbolic
interactionism theory complemented by the literature on shared reality
(e.g. Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009; Rossignac-Milon et al. 2021).

5.1.1. The effect of anthropomorphism on shared reality

Anthropomorphism is the addition of human traits, motives, or
feelings to the actual or imagined behavior of nonhuman agents (Epley
et al., 2007). People have a natural urge to humanize non-living objects,
which is frequently motivated by a desire to establish social connections
(Epley et al., 2008). From a symbolic interactionist perspective,
anthropomorphism is an emergent concept meaning consumers
construct this through their interactions (likes and comments) with the
VI (Fine & Tavory, 2019; Scott, 2018). Indeed, Study 1 findings reveal
how consumers perceive the human-likeness of VIs from both a mental
state (ability to show affection) and superficially (perceived attractive-
ness or unattractiveness), thus demonstrating key tenets of anthropo-
morphism (i.e., appearance, moral virtue, cognitive experience,
conscious emotionality (Golossenko et al., 2020)). Importantly,
anthropomorphism, such as VIs’ realism (human-like appearance) and
behavioral realism (the extent to which VIs mirror human behaviors in
terms of communication and response type) are found to be crucial in
positively affecting consumers’ behavior, perception, and parasocial
relationship (Dabiran, et al. 2024; Kim et al., 2024).

The literature defines perceived shared reality as the extent to which
individuals find and share commonalities with others, such as perceived
similarity and psychological closeness (Echterhoff et al., 2009; Salem
et al., 2013). This sense of shared reality can be formed between both
close partners and strangers through different cues such as shared in-
terests, humor etc. (Rossignac-Milon_et al. 2021). In a traditional
influencer context, consumers are found to feel this strong sense of
shared reality between themselves and the influencers they follow
(Schouten et al., 2020). In fact, homophily (i.e., shared values) between
influencers and consumers is found to be a strong antecedent to
important outcomes such as influencer authenticity and social media
post authenticity in both human and virtual influencers contexts (e.g.,
Han & Balabanis, 2023; Igarashi et al., 2024). Thus, combining both
symbolic interactionism and shared reality theories, we predict that VIs’
anthropomorphisms manifested by the appearance of VI, moral virtue,
cognitive experience, and conscious emotionality may act as a symbolic
interaction that over time creates this sense of shared reality, closeness,
and intimacy (Ye et al., 2021), which establish a sense of true and real
world feeling among VIs and consumers (Echterhoff et al. 2009; Ech-
terhoff & Higgins, 2017; Rossignac-Milon 2024).

For example, previous research shows that humanized conversation
with chatbots increases customers’ perception of shared reality
(Murtarelli et al., 2021) and anthropomorphized chatbots and products
can make customers feel greater enjoyment and fun from their in-
teractions (Han, 2021). Thus, anthropomorphized VIs may be perceived
to have an increased sense of social presence (Sands et al., 2022a).
Furthermore, given the volume of data from our qualitative findings
where commenters appealed to VIs’ appearance, morals, opinions, and
emotions, we hypothesize that:

H1: Followers’ perceptions of VIs’ anthropomorphized (a) appear-
ance, (b) moral virtue, (c) cognitive experience and (d) conscious
emotionality positively affect perceived shared reality.

5.1.2. Moderating effect of escapism

As evidenced in Study 1, consumers interact with VIs to express their
affection and to comment on how they wish to go on physical dates with
them, illustrating a desire for an escape from reality. Escapism refers to a
psychological state of immersion and absorption in which people try to
get away from their daily routine (Gao et al., 2017). Escapism influences
customers’ cognitive and emotive states, which elevates their experience
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(Loureiro et al., 2021). Social media is one of the most impactful sources
of consumer escapism (Maru & Dey, 2024) as these platforms can pro-
vide a virtual space where users escape from boredom and engage in
activities providing emotional relief from the stress of everyday life (Lee
& Ma, 2012).

Importantly, social media is considered as a mixed reality (Mouritzen
et al. 2024), which sits in the middle of the reality-virtuality continuum
(Milgram & Kishino, 1994) as it allows objects from both virtual and
real, physical worlds to mix (Mouritzen et al., 2024). As such, social
media creates an extremely immersive environment and experience for
consumers, which makes online/digital escapism more enjoyable (Maru
& Day, 2024, Mouritzen et al., 2024). Digital escapism plays an
important role in enhancing social media engagement (Hall-Phillips
et al., 2016). From a symbolic interactionist perspective, we argue that
consumers with a higher tendency for escapism will have more mean-
ingful interactions with VIs due to social media’s immersive nature and
thus create a stronger shared reality. Accordingly, we expect the rela-
tionship between VI anthropomorphism and shared reality to be
strengthened when an individual is also seeking escape from daily life as
their commitment to the fiction of the anthropomorphized VI phenom-
ena provides a break from the reality of the real-world:

H2: The positive relationships between followers’ perception of
virtual influencer’s anthropomorphized (a) appearance, (b) moral vir-
tue, (c) cognitive experience, and (d) conscious emotionality and shared
reality are stronger for followers with high escapism.

5.1.3. Positive affect and Checking frequency

Consumer affective response is a conscious feeling of emotion and
mood (Westbrook, 1987). A positive affect is measured by participants
rating their positive feelings about an experience (Jiang & Punj, 2010).
This outcome can be generated through interacting with individuals on
social media as they develop positive symbolic meaning for phenomena
by conversing with others (Fujita et al., 2020). Indeed, hedonic, enjoy-
able, and fun emoji usage is associated with positive affect on social
media (Das et al., 2019), which is a key communicative message on VI
posts whilst fun interactions are a key tenet of a shared close reality
(Salem et al., 2013). Positive affect outcomes from non-verbal online
communication are amplified by personal, strong, and close

relationships (Smith & Rose, 2020). The literature on shared reality
shows that close partners construct a shared meaning system and share
values and belief (e.g., Przybylinski & Andersen, 2015; Leikas et al.,
2018). Thus, we predict that consumers’ shared reality with a VI will
have a strong positive affect.

Checking frequency is a form of engagement that measures the
number of times a user checks a particular social outlet (Ha et al., 2018).
Smartphone checking frequency is often assessed as a problematic and
addictive behavior (Toh et al., 2021). Yet, such frequent engagement on
Instagram can be a sign of a follower feeling a sense of closeness and
congruence with an influencer (Argyris et al., 2020). We expect that for
those who construct a shared reality with a virtual influencer, this
meaning development will guide their situational behavior towards
more frequent interactions (Blumer, 1986). Indeed, shared and intimate
interactions on social media encourage positive consumer engagement
(Reich & Pittman, 2020). Thus, we hypothesize:

H3: Consumers’ perceived shared reality has a positive effect on
positive affect.

H4: Followers’ perceived shared reality has a positive effect on the
checking frequency of a virtual influencer’s page.

5.2. Sample and data collection

Data were collected using an online questionnaire which was
distributed via Prolific in November 2022 to 500 Instagram users who
followed a virtual influencer. We employed screening to ensure the
quality and reliability of responses. Firstly, respondents were asked to
name their favorite virtual influencer and the authors verified this
against a virtual influencer database on virtualhumans.org. Secondly,
we employed two attention-check questions at the beginning and middle
of the questionnaire to ensure that respondents were not randomly
selecting answers. After screening, our final sample consisted of 209
usable responses. Table 1 provides the demographic characteristics of
our sample.

5.3. Measures

We measured all constructs using existing scales on a 5-point Likert
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of the Sample.

N 209

Followers’ Gender Male 31.1%
Female 68.9 %
Third gender 0%
Prefer not to say 0%

Followers’ Age 33.6 years (Average)

Followers’ Education Less than High school 0.5 %
High school 27.8 %
Undergraduate 44.5 %
Postgraduate 25.4 %
Prefer not to say 1.9%

Length of Following the VI Less than a year 72.2 %
1 year 129 %
2 years 6.2 %
3 years 5.7 %
4 years 1.0%
5 years 1.4 %
6 years 0.5 %

VI's Gender Male 15.3 %
Female 79.4 %
Other 5.3%

scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). We modified the four-
dimensional scale (appearance, moral virtue, cognitive experience,
conscious emotionality) of brand anthropomorphism developed by
Golossenko et al.’s (2020) to capture the followers’ evaluation of VIs’
anthropomorphism. Escapism was measured using the 4-item scale of
Gao et al. (2017) and Shared reality was operationalized using Salem
etal.’s (2013) 3-item scale. Positive affect was measured using Jiang and
Punj’s (2010) 3-item scale. Finally, following Toh (2021) we asked re-
spondents to provide a numerical number in response to “How many
times do you check [VI’s name]’s Instagram page per week?” to capture
the frequency of engagement with VI (i.e., check frequency). The full list
of measures and items is provided in Table 2. We also measured the
following four control variables: the Follower’s age and gender, VI's
gender, and the length of time following the virtual influencer. Note that
followers’ gender was treated as binary data since none of our sample
selected third gender nor preferred not to say.

5.4. Study 2 analysis

5.4.1. Measure Validation

We assessed reliability and validity of the study measures by con-
ducting confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS version 26. In
this process, 1 item from escapism was dropped due to low factor
loading (<.60) (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988) and the CFA results shows
indication of good fit since the normed chi-square is less than 3 (Hair,
2010) (x2 = 251.95; df = 168; y2/df = 1.499; p < 0.00), incremental fit
indices exceeds the critical value of 0.07 (TLI = 0.964; CFI = 0.972)
(Kline, 2016) and RMSEA was 0.049 which is lower than the cut-off
point of 0.08 (MacCallum et al. 1996). Therefore, mode fits the data
well. Cronbach’s alpha (a) values for each variable, average variance
extracted (AVE) and composite reliability (CR) scores for each scale
were above the threshold (Bagozzi and Yi 1988) (see Table 3). Further,
we found discriminant and convergent validities of the study measures
as square roots of AVEs exceeded all pairs of respective correlations
(Fornell and Larcker 1981).

To reduce potential common method bias (CMB), we firstly
employed the procedural remedies suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003)
e.g., randomly placing scales in the online questionnaire, assuring
confidentiality, and providing that there are no right or wrong answers.
Harman’s single factor test and Lindell and Whitney’s (2001) correlation
comparison test with second to lowest positive correlation were con-
ducted to assess CMB. Firstly, Harman’s single factor test showed that
the first factor explained 34.9 % of total variance. Secondly, comparison
of the correlation comparison was conducted by calculating partial

Table 2
List of Measures and Factor Loadings.
Construct/underlying items Standard
loading
Virtual Influencer Anthropomorphism Glossenko et al. (2020)
Appearance
To what extent do you agree or disagree about [virtual influencer]...
[virtual influencer] looks human-like 0.925
[virtual influencer] is life-like 0.722
[virtual influencer] has a human-like appearance 0.838
Moral Virtue
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following sentences
about [virtual influencer]...
[virtual influencer] is trustworthy 0.897
[virtual influencer] is honest 0.921
[virtual influencer] is principled 0.683
Cognitive Experience
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following sentences
about [virtual influencer]...
[virtual influencer] can engage in a great deal of thought 0.897
[virtual influencer] can imagine things on their own 0.897
[virtual influencer] is capable of reasoning 0.897

Conscious Emotionality

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following sentences
about [virtual influencer]...

[virtual influencer] can experience remorse over the actions which ~ 0.925
they deem to be shameful

[virtual influencer] can experience guilt when they hurt someone 0.955
with their behaviour

e [virtual influencer] can experience shame when people have 0.904
negative views and judgements about them

Escapism (Gao et al. 2017)

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
[virtual influencer]...

e helps me escape from the world of reality 0.725
e helps me escape from problems and pressures 0.931
e helps me escape from things that are unpleasant and worrisome  0.902
e makes me feel as if I am in a different world of reality D
Shared Reality (Salem et al. 2013)

How close do you feel to [virtual influencer]? 0.734
How pleasant is the interaction with [virtual influencer] for you? 0.832

How much fun do you have interacting with [virtual influencer]? 0.857
Positive Affect (Jiang and Punj 2010)
To what extent does [virtual influencer] make you feel each of the

following
Pleasant 0.729
Happy 0.869
Enjoyed 0.759

Frequency of Checking VIs’ Instagram Page (Toh et al., 2021)
How many times do you check [VI's name]’s Instagram page per N/A
week?

Note: All factor loadings are significant at p < 0.01, D = deleted after the
assessment of measurement model. N/A = not included in measurement model.

correlation using the second lowest correlation, r = 0.123 (Appearance
and Cognitive Emotionality). The comparison of raw and common
method variance (CMV) adjusted correlations revealed that 4 out of 21
(19 %) correlations have become insignificant (see Table 3). Thus, there
is little chance that this study is affected by CMB.

5.4.2. Hypotheses Testing

We tested the study hypotheses using a structural equation model
(SEM) using AMOS version 29. We used composite variables by calcu-
lating the mean value of each variable. The estimation produced good fit
to the data (2 = 40.48, df = 18, p = . 002; y>/df = 2.24; CFI = 0.978, TLI
= 0.837, RMSEA = 0.078). The results showed that anthropomorphized
moral virtue and cognitive experience had a significant positive effect on
shared reality (f = 0.160, p < 0.01; = 0.204, p < 0.01), supporting H1b
and Hlc. However, anthropomorphized appearance and conscious
emotionality had an insignificant effect on shared reality (§ = -0.013, p
> 0.05; = 0.121, p > 0.05). Thus, rejecting Hla and H1d.

To test the moderating effect of escapism on the relationship between
virtual influencer anthropomorphism dimensions and shared reality, we
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Table 3
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created interaction terms by multiplying mean-centered values of each
dimension of anthropomorphism and escapism. The results showed that
escapism had a significant and positive direct effect on shared reality (4
=0.400, p < 0.001). The interaction of moral virtue and escapism had a
positive effect on shared reality (8 = 0.129, p < 0.05), supporting H2b
(see Fig. 4), and other interaction terms did not have any effects on
shared reality. Thus, H2a, H2c, and H2d were rejected although the
interaction between conscious emotionality and escapism (H2d) was
partially significant (f = 0.149, p = 0.065), hence it should be inter-
preted carefully. Regarding the control variables, only the followers’ age
had a direct and significant effect on check frequency (f = 0.217, p <
0.001). Table 4 provides a summary of the results.

of this second study are discussed in collaboration with the netno-
graphic study to present the overall conclusion and implications.

6. Conclusion and implications

Study 1 revealed that Instagram users negotiate and construct
meaning for VIs as human-like personalities and bodies, indicating high
levels of anthropomorphism (Epley et al., 2007; Golossenko et al.,
2020). As a result, consumers interact in accordance with their
emotional desires and the physical attractiveness of the virtual influ-
encer. However, Study 2 revealed that while moral and cognitive di-
mensions of anthropomorphism have a positive influence on perceived
shared reality (H1b and Hlc), appearance and conscious emotionality
did not (H1a and H1d). Interestingly, the effect of appearance on shared
reality was negative (f = -0.013, t = -0.213). These results indicate that
rather than the physical appearance of the VIs, it is instead the cognitive
features of VIs that are important factors that increase followers’ per-
ceptions of the reality shared with the virtual influencer. Our findings
suggest the physical appearance of the VI and their perceived ability to
feel emotions like remorse and guilt do not produce any personalized
relational exchanges associated with meaningful engagement and
shared reality (Salem et al., 2013).

Escapism had limited effect on strengthening the relationship be-
tween the dimensions of VI anthropomorphism and shared reality (H2)
indicating that truly escaping into the fictional world of anthropomor-
phized VIs does not amplify closeness, fun, and pleasant interactions
with a VI Yet, it did strengthen the effect of anthropomorphic moral
virtue on shared identity (H2b) revealing that when consumers have
higher trust in the morals of the VI and have a higher tendency to escape
their reality, they have stronger shared reality with the VL. It is impor-
tant to note that the interaction effect of cognitive emotionality and
escapism on shared reality was partially significant (f = 0.149, p =
0.065) showing followers’ higher evaluation of VI's conscious
emotionality and high level of escapism increases shared reality with a
VI (see Fig. 5). Hence, strengthening the cognitive features of the VI is
more effective and important for increasing shared reality especially
when consumers have a higher desire to escape reality. Consequently,
shared reality is important as this was shown to have a positive impact
on followers’ positive affect (H3) and checking frequency of VIs’ pages
(H4).

6.1. Theoretical contributions

Our study contributes to the existing literature on VI in two ways.
First, our study is the first to explore the meaning consumers construct
for VIs, which are an emerging category of social media influencers that
have received very little attention to-date (Aw & Agrnihotri, 2024).
People attach different meanings to things on social media and interact
with these things based on the meanings they have for them (Lawless
et al., 2022; Laor, 2022). Theoretically, we found that the synthesis of
symbolic interactionism with anthropomorphism explains how com-
ments and social exchanges on Instagram were a process of negotiation
to understand the previously unknown reality of VIs. Le., Fig. 2 and
quotes from Negotiating Reality theme show that social media users
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Fig. 4. Interaction Effect of Moral Virtue and Escapism on Shared Reality.
Table 4
Structural Model Results.
From To Coefficient Standardized coefficient (b) t Hypothesis
Hypothesized direct path
Appearance —0.009 —0.013 -0.213 Hla Rejected
Moral virtue Shared reality 0.174 0.160 2.61%* H1b Supported
Cognitive experience 0.158 0.204 2.62%* Hlc Supported
Conscious emotionality 0.085 0.121 1.57 H1d Rejected
Shared reality Positive affect 0.416 0.556 9.45%** H3 Supported
Shared reality Checking frequency 0.232 0.305 4.02%** H4 Supported
Other direct effects
Escapism Shared Reality 0.333 0.400 7.27%** -
Positive affect Checking frequency 0.030 0.029 0.39 -
Interaction effects
Appearance x 0.039 0.050 0.91 H2a Rejected
Escapism
Moral Virtue x 0.132 0.129 2.12% H2b Supported
Escapism Shared reality
Cognitive experience x —0.061 —0.074 -0.97 H2c Rejected
Escapism
Conscious emotionality x 0.106 0.149 1.84% H2d Rejected
Escapism
Effects of control variables
VI Female —-0.016 —008 —0.08 -
VI Male Shared reality —0.134 —0.060 —0.60 —
Length of following 0.083 0.117 2.18* -
Follower gender —0.164 —0.095 -1.57 -
Follower age —0.007 —0.079 —1.42 —
VI Female —0.218 —0.147 -1.37 -
VI Male Positive affect —0.092 —0.055 —0.52 -
Length of following 0.001 0.002 0.03 -
Follower gender 0.100 0.077 1.15 -
Follower age 0.001 0.014 0.24 -
VI Female —-0.118 —0.078 —-0.87 -
VI Male Checking frequency 0.062 0.037 0.319 .
Length of following 0.047 0.087 1.37 -
Follower gender —0.047 —0.035 —0.50 -
Follower age 0.014 0.217 3.42%** -

¥* = 40.488, df = 18, ?/df = 2.25. CFI = 0.978, TLI = 0.837, RMSEA = 0.078
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would interact in the comment sections to ask questions and debate the
anthropomorphic nature of VIs. Based on this constructed understand-
ing, many commenters either dismissed VIs or declared their anthro-
pomorphic feelings towards VIs which could range from romantic
affection, objectifying personal beauty, and expressing disgust at their
appearance. Thus, aligning with the tenets of symbolic interactionism,
anthropomorphism is part of meaning construction for VIs and also in-
fluences commenters’ social exchanges on Instagram.

Discriminatory comments were almost exclusively directed at the
physical bodies of female VIs, indicating that commenters wished to
shame the anthropomorphized body of female virtual influencers. Thus,
despite the gender identity of the content creator being unknown,
commenters are constructing meaning for VIs as anthropomorphic and
gendered people, and these interpretations play a guiding role in the use
of language within Instagram comment sections (Blumer, 1986). Our
findings show the importance of the meaning commenters construct for
the identity of a virtual influencer as H3 and H4 indicated that if fol-
lowers perceive they share a similar reality and sense of similarity and
closeness with the virtual influencer, this results in positive behavioral
outcomes. This is of theoretical and ethical significance as such a virtual
identity can be changed or constructed immediately to fit with the needs
and desires of an audience to try and generate this sense of shared reality
(Sands et al., 2022b).

Second, in contrast to studies that have emphasized the importance
of the perceived attractiveness of traditional social media influencers
(Farivar et al.,, 2022; Kim & Park 2023; Torres et al., 2019), and
emphasized the importance of physical as well as cognitive anthropo-
morphism in enhancing consumers’ perceptions and relationship with
VIs (e.g., Dabrian et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2024), our findings show that
followers found the appearance of VIs to be the least important
anthropomorphic feature in generating a perceived sense of shared re-
ality (H1a) since the effect is negative and insignificant. Instead, our
results reveal the importance of the cognitive and moral features of VI
anthropomorphism in generating a perceived shared reality associated
with closeness, enjoyment, and commonality (Echterhoff et al., 2009;
Salem et al., 2013). This psychological comfort and closeness are a
positive outcome of the personalized anthropomorphic features of VIs as

10

it leads to positive affect and engagement amongst followers. Impor-
tantly, we contribute to the literature on shared reality (e.g., Rossignac-
Milon et al., 2024) by illustrating that shared reality can form not just
between humans (i.e., strangers or close partners) but also between
humans and digital personas like VIs. Given that parasocial, close, and
intimate relationships with a traditional influencer are imagined and
perceived (Reinikainen et al., 2020) such affection directed at a VI may
be no less ‘real’ or close to reciprocity than between a follower and an
influencer with a physical presence (Sands et al., 2022a).

6.2. Managerial implications

Marketers should consider employing the use of VIs as our findings
show that many Instagram users can create just as close, intimate, and
loving relationships with the anthropomorphic image of a virtual
influencer as is typical with a traditional influencer. Similar consumer
outcomes between VIs and human influencers have also been suggested
in previous studies (Belanche et al., 2024; Sands et al., 2022a).

Though the visual appearance of VIs promoted significant anthro-
pomorphized engagement, our study also revealed that the appearance
of VIs is the least important feature for generating shared reality. Thus,
marketers should partner with/create VIs who are perceived to possess
moral values and who appear to have the capacity to engage cognitively
with their followers as this is shown to produce a personal sense of
shared reality. This shared reality is important as it creates psychological
closeness among those engaging with an unfamiliar entity (Echterhoff
et al., 2009; Murtarelli et al., 2021; Salem et al., 2013). Further, we
found that perceived shared reality with a virtual influencer was
important for followers’ positive affect and engagement with a virtual
influencer’s page. Thus, virtual influencer pages may try to generate a
sense of intimacy with their followers by providing insights about the
virtual influencer’s personal life and interests to create this commonality
and connection (Yan et al., 2024; Ye et al., 2021).

7. Limitations and further research

As with any research, this study comes with limitations that open
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avenues for future research. First, cross-sectional data collection with a
relatively small sample size could limit our contributions (Hair et al.,
2010). Although we distributed our survey to 500 respondents who
claimed to follow VIs, since the concept of VIs was relatively new when
we collected the data many of the respondents were screened out due to
providing invalid responses to questions asking them about the virtual
influencer they follow (i.e., responding with the name of human influ-
encers). Although the meaningful minimum sample size for SEM is
suggested as n = 200 (Kline, 2016) and our model was not a complicated
model, future studies could employ a longitudinal study or experimental
studies with a larger sample size to ensure the causality as well as to
avoid sampling errors (Kline, 2016).

Secondly, this paper only focused on one type of VI (i.e., CGI, human-
like) in both studies. Although our research did not show a significant
effect of VIs’ appearance on shared reality, it is important to investigate
what type of VI brands should create/collaborate with in the future as
consumers may have different attitudes towards different types of VIs (a
human-like, animation-like, brand created VI vs. third-party VIs and
voice-only) (Yan et al., 2024). Finally, research on VIs is still emerging
and there remains significant opportunity for greater theoretical
exploration to provide further and more robust understanding for these
phenomena.
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