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Abstract

Influencer marketing plays a key role in the world of advertising. There is little doubt that

influencers wield a lot of persuasion power. The question lies in whether or not the consumers

realize when influencers are filling their feeds with advertisements. This study conducted a

survey to understand how Generation Z responds to different advertising disclosure tactics used

by social media influencers. Specifically, this study aims to assess  whether the awareness of

brand sponsorships affect consumers’, specifically Generation Z’s, trust toward the social media

influencer and purchase intentions of the product in the social media influencer’s post. .

Results demonstrated that Generation Z uses social media to interact with influencers,

primarily through Instagram. The results indicated that as the level of parasocial interaction

increased, their level of trust toward the social media influencer increased. Furthermore, the

study showed that different brand sponsorship disclosure tactics impacted the level of trust and

purchase intention. The findings also displayed positive associations between the feelings of

parasocial interaction and trust, as well as trust and purchase intentions.  Overall, the results

provide new insights about how ad disclosure tactics influence Generation Z’s perception of trust

and purchase intention.

1. Introduction

In a world of likes, comments and shares, consumers turn to social media for almost

everything. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Facebook serve as sources of both

entertainment and information. People use social media for recommendations, news and to keep

up to date with the latest viral trends. Across the world, teens and adults alike are posting content

in hopes of becoming “Insta-famous” or going viral on TikTok.
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With such a heavy cultural reliance on social media, it is no wonder advertising has found

its way into the social media realm. The main way companies have capitalized on the large

audience found on social media is through a fairly new type of marketing coined “influencer

marketing.” In 2020, influencer marketing was a $10 billion industry (Haenlein et al., 2020).

With companies continuing to dedicate large percentages of their advertising budget to this form

of advertising, it is vital that businesses understand the effects of influencer marketing and how

differences in the way advertisements are presented impact purchase decisions.

In response, this thesis aims to analyze consumers’ levels of interaction with influencers,

factors that influence the trustworthiness of the social media personas and the consumers’

purchase decisions. The presence or absence of parasocial interactions between the influencer

and their audience as well as ad disclosure impact trustworthiness. In turn, trustworthiness, along

with the strategy used by the influencer has an impact on purchase decisions, making it an

important factor in the effectiveness of the influencer.

Given that Generation Z has had an active role in the virtual world of social media since

their youth (Goldring & Azab, 2020), this research focuses on specifically understanding how

Generation Z respond to different types of brand sponsorship disclosures in influencer marketing.

A survey was conducted to test these predictions and analyze the response to social media

influencers among this target audience.

2. Literature Review

Generation Z and social media usage

For some generations, social media has only existed for a fraction of their lives, but not

for Generation Z,  which represents people born between 1997 and 2012 (Goldring & Azab,

2020). This generation, also referred to as “Gen Z,” has had an active role in the virtual world of
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social media since their youth. What sets Gen Z apart from its predecessors is “Gen Z have had a

much earlier exposure in age to and a broader relationship with online and digital technology,”

(Goldring & Azab, 2020).

Research suggests that because of this generation’s exposure to social media in their

youth, they are likely to have high expectations when it comes to viewing brands on social

media. They expect brands to be reliable and authentic (Goldring & Azab, 2020). By 2020, more

than 65 million people in the United States belonged to Gen Z. This number accounted for more

than 40% of spenders in the country. Gen Z uses digital devices for a variety of activities,

including shopping. Since much of the content they consume is commercialized, they have a

deep brand knowledge and more brand preferences at a younger age than other generations

(Goldring & Azab, 2020). They also have a preference toward brands that reflect their concept of

self.

This is where influencer marketing can come into play and be a key marketing

component for brands. Gen Z expects to engage with brands on social media and look to them to

be authentic and reliable. While independent minded, Gen Z is still likely to be highly influenced

by the opinions of others (Goldring & Azab, 2020). Given that social media usage is important

among Gen Z and is closely connected to how they connect with social media influencers, the

following research question was produced:

RQ1: What is the social media usage pattern among Generation Z? Which social media

platform do they rely on to connect with social media influencers?

Social media influencers

The idea of utilizing one’s fame for marketing purposes has been around for years.

Celebrity endorsements boomed in the 1900s with endorsements from sports athletes. So what
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makes influencer marketing different from celebrity endorsements which have been around for a

century? The difference is first found when analyzing what distinguishes an influencer from a

traditional celebrity.

Social media influencers are “active creators of online content who act as opinion leaders

to influence brands, products and potential users, delivering their opinions to a targeted audience

(Copeland & Huang, 2020). Similar to celebrities, social media influencers have the ability to

impact their followers’ preferences, opinions and actions.

Influencer marketing utilizes the fame and popularity of social media influencers to

promote and advertise products. It is a collaborative effort between brands and social media

personas who serve as ambassadors for the brands (Boerman, 2020). This collaboration can be

very beneficial to brands. Influencers have the power to “reach their [the brand’s] target

audience, build trust, and then drive participation,” (Copeland & Huang, 2020). The influencer

represents the brand and its products by creating content promoting the product and posting it on

their own social media accounts. The content can vary from photos of the products, video

tutorials on how to use the product or service, before and after photos and more. As new trends

emerge and social media evolves to keep up, so do the methods influencers use to promote

products and drive sales for brands.

Parasocial relationships

According to parasocial interaction (PSI) theory, “consumers interact with personas

[influencers] as if they are present and engaged in a reciprocal relationship,” (Labrecque, 2014).

These PSI connections resemble interpersonal relationships in such a way that many feel as

though they know the persona on an intimate, personal level, much like they do their close
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friends. This connection increases the persona’s credibility and trustworthiness (Labrecque,

2014).

As a result, an influencer's interaction with their followers is key to creating a connection

and establishing trust between the two parties. These interactions can occur through direct

messages, comments, question and answer videos on Instagram stories and much more.

Perceived openness is another important factor in garnering feelings of PSI (Labrecque, 2014).

For some it can take time for these connections to form, feelings of PSI can occur during a

consumer’s first exposure to a persona. PSI can result in increased loyalty towards the influencer,

makes consumers more likely to provide the influencer with information and reduces feelings of

uncertainty towards the influencer. In an effort to validate their relationship with the persona,

consumers may demonstrate behaviors such as viewing more content from the persona or

purchasing products in which they are connected or promoting (Labrecque, 2014).

Because PSI leads to a perceived personal connection and increased loyalty toward the

influencer, it will also likely increase the level of trust the consumer has in the influencer.

Therefore, the following hypothesis is developed:

H1: The feeling of PSI will positively associate with the level of trust toward the

influencer.

Ad disclosure and trust toward the influencer

Interactions between influencers and consumers are not that simple, however. The

persuasion knowledge model states that as consumers are exposed to advertising, they begin to

“develop personal knowledge about the tactics used in these persuasion attempts,” (Friestad &

Wright, 1994). This knowledge helps consumers react to the advertisements in a way that allows

them to attempt to maintain control over the outcome (Friestad & Wright, 1994). This does not
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mean they reject the persuasive power of the advertising, rather they want to control its effect on

them.

A consumer’s persuasion knowledge is ever changing as they have new life experiences

and interactions (Friestad & Wright, 1994). It shifts as they learn more about the goals and

methods of marketers and they develop coping strategies to avoid the advertisement’s effect on

them. Persuasion knowledge is used to judge the effectiveness and appropriateness of

advertisements (Friestad & Wright, 1994). Consumers also evaluate the moral aspects of the

advertisements based on their persuasion knowledge. The consumer’s judgement, as well as their

feelings toward the agent, in this case the influencer or brand, have implications on the

effectiveness of the advertisement.

Recently, marketers have seen an increase in the number of people ignoring disruptive

advertisements, such as pop up ads (Kim et al., 2019). To combat this, marketers are using more

native advertising. A native advertisement is one that matches the form or feel of other content

on the medium the advertisement appears (Kim et al., 2019). As consumers scroll through social

media, most of the advertisements they are exposed to are native advertisements. Because of its

non-disruptive nature, native advertising allows for a more seamless experience for the consumer

as the advertising blends in with the other content they are consuming (Kim et al., 2019). While

it is a valuable advertising method, native advertising poses the risk of consumers feeling as

though marketers are trying to deceive them. Consumers can not always differentiate between

organic and sponsored content (Kim et al., 2019). If consumers feel as though the advertising is

meant to be deceptive, barriers go up, which affects the ad’s effectiveness.

Influencer advertising often takes the form of native advertising. Once consumers

recognize an influencer’s advertisement as sponsored or paid, their persuasion knowledge kicks
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in. The more consumers are exposed to influencer marketing tactics, the more knowledgeable

they become about the methods used by brands and influencers to persuade them. Depending on

the consumer’s level of persuasive knowledge, they will either recognize the influencers’ posts

as advertising or they may mistakenly perceive it as organic content. Transparency is a condition

that establishes a positive connection between a brand and an audience (Woodroof et al., 2020).

When persuasion knowledge kicks in, it can negatively affect the outcome of the advertisement if

consumers believe the influencer is not being transparent.

While influencers employ an endless rotation of content strategies, the type of advertising

disclosure used can be broken down into three categories. Influencers can post sponsored content

and disclose the sponsorship, they can post sponsored content and not disclose that it is

sponsored or they can post organic content not sponsored by a brand.

Ad disclosures are an important part of transparency in advertising. By disclosing

information regarding whether or not the influencer is being paid to post, the influencer is being

transparent with its audience. When consumers realize that an influencer’s post may have been

motivated by a form of payment from the brand they are promoting, the consumer views the

influencer as “significantly less transparent” the more ambiguous the disclosure is (Woodroof et

al., 2020). As a result, the more ambiguous the disclosure is, the more negatively the consumer

will interpret the level of transparency. Perceived levels of transparency from the influencer also

impact consumers’ purchase intentions (Woodroof et al., 2020).

So how can marketers and influencers utilize native advertising in a way that does not

elicit defense mechanisms? There are two ways. First, the influencers can use transparency to

prevent consumers from feeling deceived by native advertising. Second influencers can build
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relational trust between themselves and their audiences, which is why the PSI theory is so

important for influencers to understand.

The study of the PSI theory and the persuasion knowledge model led to the formation of the

following research question:

RQ2: Does the influencer’s disclosure strategy (sponsored and disclosed vs. sponsored

and not disclosed vs. organic post) influence perceived trust toward the influencer and

purchase intentions?

Purchase intention is defined as “an individual’s conscious plan to make an effort to

purchase a brand,” (Spears & Singh, 2004).  It can also be understood as the  “mental stage in

which consumers have developed willingness to behave toward a product or brand,” (Qin, 2020).

Developing positive purchase intentions among a target audience is one of the primary objectives

in social media marketing (Qin, 2020). One factor that increases purchase intention is trust (Kim

& Kim, 2021). Building relational trust between the influencer and consumer increases positive

attitudes toward the influencer and builds high purchase intention toward the products the

influencer promotes (Kim & Kim, 2021). Trust enhances acceptance of endorsements and

increases positive perceptions of the products shared by the influencer (Kim & Kim, 2021).

Because trust increases positive attitudes toward the influencer and positive perceptions

of the products the influencer promotes, trust will likely increase purchase intentions. Therefore,

the following hypothesis is developed:

H2: There will be a positive association between perceived trust and purchase decision.

3. Methodology

This study was conducted using the online survey platform WuFoo. A total of 94 students

at Oklahoma State University were recruited.
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Procedures

A survey questionnaire was developed by using Wufoo. Participants were asked to

answer questions about social media and social media influencers.  The survey instrument aims

to measure factors that influence participants’ intentions to purchase products promoted by social

media influencers. Participants answered questions regarding five constructs of interest (see

measurements in Appendix A) followed by demographic questions.

Sample characteristics

The sample consisted of 94 students enrolled at Oklahoma State University. College

students were recruited through reaching out to professors and instructors of the classes. They

were given extra credit for their participation in the survey.  Seventy-four (78.7%) of respondents

were female, 19 (20.2%) were male and one (1.1%) preferred not to answer. The age of

respondents ranged from 18-24 with the average age being 20.89. Thirty-three (35.1%)

respondents were 21, 27 (28.7%) were 20, 13 (13.8%) were 22, 10 (10.6%) were 19 and 7 (7.4%)

were 24. Only three (3.2%) respondents were 23 and one (1.1%) respondent was 18.

Seventy-seven (81.9%) respondents were white, followed by 6 (6.4%) respondents of

Hispanic or Latino origin and three (3.2%) Native American or Alaskan Native. Seven other

ethnicities account for the remaining 8.5% of the sample. Fifty-eight (61.7%) respondents

reported some college education followed by 15 (16%) with a 4-year college degree followed by

11 (11.7%) with a 2-year college degree. Nine (9.6%) reported high school/ GED completion and

one (1.1%) respondent reported less than high school.

Measurements

Five constructs were measured in the survey. These five measures were social media use,

influencer knowledge, purchase intentions, trustworthiness and parasocial interaction. Feelings
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of PSI were measured using 5 items on a seven-point Likert scale with one being “strongly

disagree” and seven being “strongly agree.” (Cronbach’s α=.86). The scale was adapted from

Boerman’s (2020) study. The levels of trust were analyzed on a six-point Likert scale with one

being “very untrustworthy” and six being “very trustworthy,” using influencers the sample

follows as a basis for answering the scale. The questions and scales used to measure these

constructs can be seen in Appendix A.

4. Results

RQ1: What is the social media usage pattern among Generation Z? Which social media platform

do they rely on to connect with social media influencers?

To explore RQ1, a descriptive analysis was performed. 100% (n=94) of the Gen Z

respondents reported that they use social media daily. Next, respondents indicated how much

time they spend on various social media platforms daily. Instagram is used by 36.2% (n=34) of

respondents one to two hours per day, followed by 20.2% (n=19) of respondents using it two to

three hours per day and 18.1% (n=17) using it less than one hour per day. Only 3.2% (n=3) of

respondents reported never using Instagram. One respondent did not indicate how often they use

Instagram.

Next up was Facebook. 51.1% (n=48) of respondents use it less than one hour per day

followed by 24.5% (n=23) of respondents never using Facebook. The next highest frequency was

18.1% (n=17) of the respondents using Facebook one to two hours per day. Only five

respondents use Facebook more than two hours per day. One respondent did not indicate how

often they use Facebook.

The next social media analyzed was Twitter. 42.6% (n=40) of respondents never use

Twitter, 35.1% (n=33) of the respondents use it less than one hour per day and 10.6% (n=10) of
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the respondents use Twitter one to two hours per day. The remaining 10 respondents use Twitter

at least more than two hours a day. One respondent did not indicate how often they use Twitter.

TikTok usage was analyzed next. 22.3% (n=21) of respondents use TikTok one to two

hours per day, 19.1% (n=18) never use it, 14.9% (n=14) use it two to three hours per day, 12.8%

(n=12) use TikTok less than one hour per day, 12.8% (n=12)  also use TikTok more than five

hours per day, 9.6% (n=9) use it three to four hours per day and 7.4% (n=7) use TikTok four to

five hours per day. One respondent did not indicate how often they use TikTok.

The next analyzed social media was YouTube. 44.7% (n=42) of respondents use YouTube

less than one hour per day, 18.1% (n=17) use it one to two hours a day, 13.8% (n=13) never use

YouTube, 7.4% (n=7) use it two to three hours a day and another 7.4% (n=7) use it more than

five hours a day followed by 5.3% (n=5) using it four to five hours a day and 2.1% (n=2) using it

three to four hours a day. One respondent did not indicate how often they use YouTube.

Snapchat was analyzed next. 29.8% (n=28) use Snapchat less than one hour a day, 22.3%

(n=21) use it one to two hours a day, 13.8% (n=13) use it four to five hours a day, 12.8% (n=12)

use it three to four hours a day, 11.7% (n=11) use it two to three hours a day, 6.4% (n=6) never

use Snapchat and 2.1% (n=2) use Snapchat more than five hours a day. One respondent did not

indicate how often they use Snapchat.

Other social media were lumped together in an “other” category. 59.6% (n=56) never use

other social media, 29.8% (n=28) use other social media less than one hour per day, 6.4% (n=6)

use other social media one to two hours a day and 3.2% (n=3) use it two to three hours a day.

One respondent did not indicate how often they use other social media. See Figure 1.
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Figure 1

Of the 94 respondents, 82 (87.2%) reported they have purchased something they saw on

social media. Seventy-eight (83%) report following social media influencers and 62 (66%) have

purchased something they saw promoted by an influencer. So which platforms are Gen Z using

to interact with influencers? Instagram was the platform most used for following and interacting

with influencers among the sample. Eighty-one (86.2%) respondents reported interacting with

influencers on Instagram, followed by 53 (56.8%) interacting with influencers on TikTok,  36

(38.3%) on YouTube, 21 (22.3%) on Twitter, seven (7.4%) on Snapchat, three (3.2%) on

Facebook and six (6.4%) on other social media platforms. See Figure 2.
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Figure 2

H1: The feeling of PSI will positively associate with the level of trust toward the

influencer.

To test H1, a Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was computed to assess the

relationship between feelings of PSI and levels of trust toward the influencer. There was a

positive correlation between the two variables (r = 0.49, n= 86, p < 0.001). This means as

feelings of parasocial interaction with the influencer increase, so does the level of trust toward

the influencer. Thus, H1 was supported by the results.

RQ2 asked if the influencer’s disclosure strategy (sponsored and disclosed vs. sponsored and not

disclosed vs. organic post) impacts perceived trust toward the influencer and purchase

intentions?



17

The research question was answered by using a series of paired-sample t-tests. The first

test was conducted to compare trust when there is disclosure of sponsorship and trust when there

is no disclosure. There was a significant difference in the scores for trust when sponsorship was

disclosed (m= 4.73, SD= 1.42) and  not disclosed (m=4.14, SD= 1.36; t(93)= 2.848, p< 0.005).

The next test was done between trust when there is disclosure of sponsorship and trust when the

post is organic and not sponsored.  There was a significant difference in the scores for trust when

sponsorship is disclosed (m= 4.73, SD= 1.42) and trust when a post is organic (m= 5.49, SD=

1.32; t(93)= -3.77, p< 0.001). The last pair compared trust when no disclosure is made to trust

when a post is organic. There was a significant difference in the scores for trust for a post with

no disclosure (m=4.14, SD= 1.36) and trust when posts are organic (m= 5.49, SD= 1.32; t(93)=

-7.87, p< 0.001).

This means the Gen Z respondents showed the most trust toward influencers when their

posts were organic and the least trust toward influencers when they did not disclose sponsorship.

The next paired sample t-tests were done to evaluate purchase intentions based on the

different disclosure strategies. The first test was done to compare purchase intention when a

sponsorship is disclosed and when there is no disclosure. There was a significant difference

between the scores for purchase intention when sponsorship is disclosed (m= 3.04, SD= 1.537)

and when there is no disclosure (m= 3.90, SD= 1.35; t(93)= -4.39, p< 0.001). The next test

compared purchase intentions when sponsorship is disclosed and when a post is organic. There is

a significant difference between the scores when sponsorship is disclosed (m= 3.04, SD= 1.54)

and when a post is organic (m=5.00, SD=1.60; t(93)= -9.47, p< 0.05). The last paired samples

t-test was done to look at purchase intentions between posts with no disclosure and organic posts.
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There was a significant difference between posts with no disclosure (m= 3.90, SD= 1.34) and

organic posts (m= 5.00, SD= 1.60; t(93)= -7.997, p< 0.05) .

This means the Gen Z respondents have highest purchase intentions when a post is

organic and lowest purchase intentions when a post is sponsored and disclosure is provided.

H2: There will be a positive association between perceived trust and purchase intention.

Purchase intentions were measured by asking how likely the respondent is to purchase a

product recommended by an influencer if they indicate they are being paid to promote it, do not

indicate or state they are not being paid, or indicate there is no sponsorship. This was measured

with a seven-point Likert scale with one being “very unlikely” and seven being “very likely.”

Trust was measured using a six-point Likert scale with one being “very untrustworthy” and six

being “very trustworthy,” using influencers the sample follows as a basis for answering the scale.

To test this hypothesis, a Pearson correlation coefficient was computed to assess the

relationship between perceived trust and purchase intention. There was a positive correlation

between the two variables (r = 0.36, n = 86, p < 0.001). This means as perceived trust in the

influencer increases, so do purchase intentions. Therefore, H2 is supported.

Discussion

Overall, this study explored Generation Z’s response to different tactics used by social

media influencers. The results illustrated Gen Z’s social media usage and how they interact with

social media influencers. Specifically, the results showed Instagram was the most used platform,

followed by Snapchat then YouTube. Interestingly, the results showed the social media usage

pattern differed from which platforms they used most for connecting with influencers. When

connecting with influencers, Instagram is used the most platform followed by TikTok, with

Snapchat rarely used for connecting with influencers despite being the second most used



19

platform. This data provides social media influencers with information about which platforms

Generation Z is using most, and they can use this information to make informed decisions on

which platforms to utilize for advertisements and promotions.

Moreover, the study assessed Gen Z’s reactions to different types of ad disclosure tactics

(i.e., disclosure or non-disclosure) used by social media influencers and how it was associated

with their purchase intentions and trust toward the influencer.

Surprisingly, the findings show that while trust toward an influencer is higher when

sponsorship is disclosed than when it is not disclosed, purchase intentions are lower when a

sponsorship is disclosed. One explanation for this could be the activation of persuasion

knowledge (Friestad & Wright, 1994). When the influencer discloses that they are sponsored, it

shows they are being transparent and increases feelings of trust toward the influencer. However,

because of the disclosure, the consumer may become aware that the influencer is trying to

persuade them to think or act a certain way. This enables consumers to use their persuasion

knowledge to evaluate the persuasive tactics and the effectiveness of the advertisements (Friestad

& Wright, 1994). This could lead to a lower likelihood of purchasing the product, hence the

results of the study.

The results of the study show feelings of parasocial interaction positively relate to

feelings of trust toward the influencer. They also show that there is a positive correlation between

trust toward an influencer and purchase intentions.

Implications

This study can be beneficial to both social media influencers and brands. The results

contribute to research about Generation Z and delve further into their connection to social media

influencers. The results show how social media influencers’ efforts to produce parasocial
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relationships impact the trust their followers feel toward the influencer. The results also show

how social media influencers’ advertising disclosure tactics impact trust and purchase intentions.

This information can be used to guide strategies for influencers and can be used by brands for

establishing advertising disclosure guidelines with their influencers.

Limitations

Due to the nature of the sample, there are a few limitations to this study. First, the sample

size was fairly small. Second, the sample consisted primarily of females. Next, the sample

consisted of people attending a university in Oklahoma and a majority of the respondents were

white. As a result, the findings may not be generalizable across other cultures or nations. Future

study can be replicated by recruiting more people by including diverse backgrounds  to increase

the generalizability. Future research could be conducted to further examine Generation Z and its

response to social media influencers by conducting a focus group and asking deeper questions

about trust and purchase intentions. A study could also be conducted to analyze differences

amongst several generations.
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Appendix

A. The Survey Questionnaire used for the study

Social media use
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Influencer knowledge
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Purchase intentions

Trustworthiness
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Parasocial Interaction
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