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Abstract 

 

Rapid changes in the digital environment create digital, online possibilities and shifts from the 

real world to the online world. Examples include Artificial Intelligence and virtual influencers 

emerging on social media, seriously affecting marketing strategies. Virtual influencers, looking 

as human as possible, blur the line between the real and the online world and can lead to a 

feeling of eeriness, known as the uncanny valley. Sometimes their nature is not exposed 

immediately, often leading to intrigue, and creative storytelling is used to create engagement 

with (possible) followers.  

Studies of influencer effects have mostly provided insights into the effects of human 

influencers, while few studies have examined the new online possibility of "virtual influencers. 

This research investigated to what extent the identity reveal about being a virtual influencer 

affects audiences' perceptions towards the virtual influencer. In addition, whether storytelling 

plays a role was examined. To test this, the current study conducted a 3 (reveal: human-driven 

reveal, Artificial Intelligence driven reveal, no reveal) x 2 (storytelling: with, without) between-

subjects experiment among 333 participants, using Virtual Influencers' Instagram stimuli. This 

study's results indicate that no reveal of identity regarding virtual influencers enhances the 

audiences' perceptions. Participants' perceptions in storytelling conditions were not different 

compared to participants in no storytelling conditions. Therefore, storytelling in this research 

does not significantly impact the audiences' perception of virtual influencers. 

The findings complement the existing literature on the effects of identity reveal and 

storytelling related to virtual influencers, and they also provide practical guidelines for 

marketers using virtual influencers. 

 

Keywords: virtual influencer, human-driven, Artificial Intelligence, storytelling, trust, 

engagement, intrigue, eeriness, reveal, audiences' perception, followers, uncanny valley. 
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1. Introduction 

 

New technologies, like Artificial Intelligence, play a crucial role in social influence, 

endorsements, and product placement nowadays. Artificial Intelligence is a technological 

development that uses computers and machines to replicate the human mind's abilities in 

decision-making and problem-solving (Tzafestas, 2018). Opinions on Artificial Intelligence are 

divided; while some see it as the future, others, like Elon Musk and robotics researcher Peter 

Haas, fear the potential consequences (Bloomberg Quicktake, 2014; TEDx Talks, 2017). 

Scientists think Artificial Intelligence has many opportunities and can positively contribute to 

the economy. However, negative science fiction portrayals in movies and media contribute to 

its rejection due to the lack of knowledge among the public (Crockett et al., 2020; Holder et al., 

2021). 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) can be used by marketers and brands to pick personas for 

virtual influencers that will help them when they need to fulfil the functions of human beings. 

Virtual influencers are already so developed that they are beginning to resemble real people in 

appearance; they can take over the activities of real human beings and generate large sums of 

money like human influencers (Block & Lovegrove, 2021). Many global brands and marketers 

already use virtual influencers. For instance, global brands like Ferragamo, Balmain, Prada, and 

Samsung have already used virtual influencers in their campaigns (Travers, 2018).  

One of the most famous virtual influencers is Lil Miquela, who has an anthropomorphic 

appearance and 3.1 million followers on Instagram, designed with a carefully edited personality 

like real humans by the Californian company Brud. Virtual influencers like Miquela are 

algorithmically modelled as models, singers, and activists to optimize their publicity and impact 

(Block & Lovegrove, 2021). According to Moustakas et al. (2020), storytelling humanizes 

Miquela by using real human emotions and activities to create a story about her virtual life. The 

concept of storytelling is built on the telling of fictional or real-life occurrences with diverse 

information relevant to an overall message. An emotional reaction can be triggered in the 
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audience, making it possible to use storytelling for persuasive purposes (Faddoul & Chatterjee, 

2020). Another computer-generated person is Shudu. From the beginning, no attempt was made 

to disguise this model as virtual, unlike Miquela, whose reveal to be virtual only came after two 

years (Moustakas et al., 2020).  

Robots can get people's affinity until a certain point, when a certain level of 'eeriness' is 

reached, called the uncanny valley: when the robot or virtual influencer looks too human (Mori 

et al., 2012). This may also apply to virtual influencers. Arsenyan & Mirowska (2021) argue 

that virtual influencers, who are as human as possible but still questionable enough to make 

users doubt what to believe, can remove doubt by revealing their nature. As for Lil Miquela, 

sometimes an attempt is made to disguise the influencer's origin, leaving people uncertain for 

a while to create mystery, intrigue, and curiosity. In contrast, other influencers do not hide their 

virtual origins; the reveal is done immediately, as with Shudu (Moustakas et al., 2020). 

Additionally, the virtual influencers' life through storytelling can help bridge the gap between 

the real world and fictitious worlds to entertain users or help them escape from their ostensibly 

ordinary life (Arsenyan & Mirowska, 2021). 

With the rise of the internet and social media, influencer marketing has become a crucial 

digital marketing strategy for brands and marketers since influencers built extensive networks 

of followers who perceive the influencer as trusted (Jarrar et al., 2020). The next-generation 

influencers: 'virtual influencers' are upcoming, and some research has been done. For instance, 

Block and Lovegrove (2021) contributed with their research on the most famous virtual 

influencer Miquela. Their research combined digital ethnography, textual, and sentiment 

analysis as a blended research method. It showed that the intrigue about a robot/human ethos 

combined with identity promotion is an effective strategy to persist. However, there needs to 

be more research on the effects of this new kind of influencer on audiences' perceptions, 

particularly on the role of identity reveal and storytelling in influencing these attitudes. 

Additionally, the rise of virtual influencers, which are computer-generated and, in the future, 
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possibly Artificial Intelligence-Driven characters, has raised questions about their effectiveness 

and impact on audiences' perceptions. Therefore, this research presents the following two 

research questions to fill this gap: 

 

1. "To what extent does identity reveal about being a human-driven or Artificial Intelligence-

driven virtual influencer affect audiences' perceptions towards the virtual influencer on 

Instagram? ". 

 

2. "To what extent does storytelling affect audiences' perceptions towards a reveal (no 

reveal, human-driven or Artificial Intelligence-driven) of a virtual influencer on 

Instagram? ". 

 

With these research questions, this research focuses on the effects of storytelling and a reveal 

of virtual influencers on audiences' perceptions, particularly their perceptions of trust, 

engagement, level of intrigue, and level of eeriness towards these influencers.  

To answer these research questions, a 3x2 between-subjects experiment was conducted, 

manipulating the identity reveal (no reveal, human-driven reveal, or Artificial Intelligence-

driven reveal) and storytelling (with or without storytelling) of the virtual influencer presented 

to participants. The study aims to shed light on the impact of virtual influencers on audiences'  

and how marketers and brands can use them appropriately in their marketing activities. 

Overall, this study contributes to the growing research on virtual influencers by providing 

insights into their effectiveness as digital marketing strategies and their impact on audiences' 

attitudes. As the number of virtual influencers doubled in the past years (Choudhry et al., 2022; 

Travers, 2020) and continues to grow, this research provides information for marketers and 

brands on how to use these new influencers to achieve their marketing goals properly. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

 

This study examined whether virtual influencers could gain audiences' trust to see if virtual 

influencers can be as effective as human influencers. Audiences' perceptions were assessed by 

measuring intrigue, eeriness, trust, and engagement towards virtual influencers. Also assessed 

was whether they are perceived as credible influencers when they reveal they are virtual and 

whether storytelling plays a role in the success of a virtual influencer. This chapter describes 

background knowledge on the independent variables. 

 Organisations increasingly spend money on online promotion activities in this digital era 

due to the constantly increasing level of digital media consumption (Wielki, 2020). With the 

growing spending on digital promotions, one sees that the effectiveness of digital promotions 

in the digital environment is diminishing. Promoting organisations' services and products has 

always been more complex than in today's new market conditions, let alone getting a good, 

desired result. Hence, organisations had to look for other methods to convince consumers of 

products and services and started to use influencer marketing. According to Moustakas et al. 

(2020), influencer marketing is the process of selecting and employing individuals (influencers) 

who have built an extensive social network with many followers to promote a campaign or 

product and obtain engagement with a brand.  

 Influencers build trust by engaging people daily in their lives through posting stories and 

pictures and interacting with people through these posts. This relationship-building can be very 

useful for brands and marketers to obtain the previously stated engagement, campaign- or 

product promotion (Sudha & Sheena, 2017). In 2020 a survey conducted by Mediakix indicated 

that almost 90% of marketers believed that the most important platform for their influencer 

marketing was Instagram (Statista, 2021). The global influencer marketing platforms had an 

estimated turnover of more than 101 billion U.S. dollars in 2020 (Batista da Silva Oliveira & 

Chimenti, 2021). Since 2019, global investments in influencer marketing doubled from 6.5 

billion U.S. dollars to 13.8 billion U.S. dollars in 2021 (Statista, 2021). An emergence of virtual 
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influencers can be seen, with some of these agents being digital avatars designed to be almost 

indistinguishable from real people (Arsenyan & Mirowska, 2021). To some people, it is 

indistinct what these influencers' origin, name and functioning are, calling them Artificial 

influencers. In contrast, others hesitate if the virtual influencers are real human beings or not 

(Arsenyan & Mirowska, 2021). Moustakas et al. (2020) define virtual influencers as "computer-

generated influencers (CGI), human-driven, or Artificial Intelligence Influencers (AII) with a 

social media presence". Although virtual influencers are designed and controlled by humans 

and not by Artificial Intelligence, the name Artificial Intelligence Influencer is often used for 

virtual influencers. The current research assumes that virtual influencers are only named 

Artificial Intelligence Influencers and that Artificial Intelligence may drive them in the future. 

 

2.1 Virtual Influencers 

Influencers create content to acquire cultural capital and fame using social media. When 

successful, they can influence the mind and behaviour of followers (Djafarova & Rushworth, 

2017; Moustakas et al., 2020). The goal of virtual influencers' endorsement is to encourage 

positive attitudes and create favourable behavioural responses towards the endorsed brand as a 

result, just like human influencers (Torres et al., 2019). One advantage for virtual influencers, 

as opposed to human influencers, is that they will not harm advertisers and brands by getting 

involved in scandals; this only happens when the design team allows it. A human influencer's 

involvement in scandals may have the days numbered (Batista da Silva Oliveira & Chimenti, 

2021). Virtual influencers are still human-driven; design companies create their stories and 

voices, but Artificial Intelligence is entering the virtual influencer world and developing these 

virtual influencers. Shudu, for example, was brought to life using photorealistic 3D scans of 

real people, procedural animation techniques, and conversational AI systems. In this way, 

Shudu walked the red carpet at the British Academy of Film and Television Arts Awards 

(Tietjen, 2019). Additionally, Miquela's identity is constantly tested, moulded, and shaped 
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using story worlds and algorithms. To create engagement, her creators effectively mould and 

morph her to meet each persona segment within her audience by evaluating engagement and 

feedback (Block & Lovegrove, 2021).  

Creative content can trigger a wide range of emotions, behaviours and reactions in people, 

and engaging, story-driven content has been found to generate natural curiosity (intrigue) 

among (possible) followers of virtual influencers and retain them (Choudhry et al., 2022). 

Creative content can also evoke emotions such as joy, sadness, anger, or fear (Pham et al., 

2013). For example, a virtual influencer might create a video sharing his story of overcoming a 

challenge, which can evoke empathy and an emotional connection with his audience (Klimmt 

et al., 2006). Similarly, a powerful ad campaign might use a shocking image or message to elicit 

fear or anger in audiences', driving them to act. On the other hand, a heart-warming story or a 

funny meme can evoke joy and happiness, bringing a smile to people's faces (Hollis, 2009).  

Understanding how creative content triggers emotions can be essential for virtual 

influencers. It might help these new types of influencers establish emotional connections with 

their audience, which is crucial for their success. By studying how to evoke emotions with 

creative content, insights are gained into how virtual influencers can effectively engage their 

audience and increase their followership (Sas & Zhang, 2010). Research can help brands and 

marketers make informed decisions on content creation and marketing strategies to effectively 

engage their audience on an emotional level when using a virtual influencer. Doing so can help 

them understand the interaction between emotions and cognition. (Casaló et al., 2021; Holbrook 

& O'Shaughnessy, 1984; Sas & Zhang, 2010). The ability of creative content to evoke emotions 

can be a powerful tool for brands and marketers, as it can help them connect with their audience 

on a deeper level and drive engagement (Holbrook & O'Shaughnessy, 1984; Hollis, 2009; 

Klimmt et al., 2006; Pham et al., 2013). 

Engagement with influencers through social media satisfies followers' need for personal 

identity, distraction, and social relatedness (Arsenyan & Mirowska, 2021). To fit in and connect 
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with their followers' influencers tap into pop culture and sociocultural and political trends 

(Block & Lovegrove, 2021). Virtual influencers try to generate intrinsic pleasure in engagement 

from followers. Letting them immediately experience pleasure or good feelings connects with 

what followers find important by using an overall positive tone and positive emotions in their 

posts. Using videos and emoticons creates a pleasant distraction for followers and trust towards 

the influencer. When followers take intrinsic pleasure in engaging with virtual influencers, this 

can increase follower engagement (Arsenyan & Mirowska, 2021).  

Virtual influencers should be trustworthy in terms of being open, close, and understanding 

with their followers on social media, which leads to increased credibility through gained 

positive feelings (Chung & Cho, 2017). An online influencer can be an important source for 

followers to collect information. In addition, electronic word of mouth among connected 

followers can be an essential source of information (Thoumrungroje, 2014). Electronic word of 

mouth (eWOM) refers to all product information communicated by possible consumers through 

any form of the internet, e.g., social media and mobile phones (Moustakas et al., 2020). With 

electronic word of mouth and in line with the Source Credibility Theory (Hovland et al., 1953), 

Djafarova & Rushworth (2017) argue that followers trust influencers with an extensive 

network. Their research shows that trust can lead to behaviour influence, and eWOM 

contributes to this; participants refer to Instagram reviews of influencers they follow as a source 

for information they trust. Opinions generated online through social media are valuable and 

engaging, enabling followers to form stronger bonds (Thoumrungroje, 2014).  

Virtual influencers mentioned in this section are almost indistinguishable from real 

people and, to some extent, for some people not to distinguish from real at all. This study 

focuses on these indistinguishable from real human influencers and does not investigate 

cartoon-like virtual influencers. 
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2.1.1. Artificial Intelligence & the uncanny valley effect 

Research into Artificial Intelligence has a more extended history than most people know. The 

introduction of Artificial Intelligence is recorded back in history in 1956 (Mijwel, 2015). This 

phenomenon had a surprisingly low interest for many years compared to the last years when a 

renewed interest in Artificial Intelligence arose. Since then, many studies describing the role of 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) in different scientific areas have been published. According to Saleh 

(2019), Artificial Intelligence, or Machine Intelligence, consists of (the development of) 

computer programs that are made to complete assignments that generally require the expertise 

of a human being. Artificial intelligence algorithms can deal with tasks such as observation, 

solving problems, linguistic understanding, knowledge acquisition, and logical thinking (Saleh, 

2019).  

 According to scientists, Artificial Intelligence, or machine learning, can use data collection 

to contribute to a better economy, with jobs and added money to the economy, as opposed to 

the public perception (Crockett et al., 2020). Due to science fiction and Hollywood movies, 

Artificial Intelligence has been popularised, and a large proportion of the audiences' is 

influenced by the media, fuelling this hype. Possible future (negative) impacts (e.g., increased 

economic disparity, the global increase in unemployment, and limitations on individual 

freedom) are fed by the media (Crockett et al., 2020; Holder et al., 2021). Kolasińska et al. 

(2019) conclude that people perceive new technologies, such as Artificial Intelligence, as highly 

useful and aware of algorithms' capability. Humans cannot make optimal and fast decisions in 

particular fields as algorithms can, e.g., SPAM indication and filtering, detection of fake news, 

and face recognition. Nevertheless, people remain prudent and conservative when delegating 

decision-making processes to algorithm-driven machines. 

 Artificial Intelligence keeps developing at a fast pace. Robots controlled by Artificial 

Intelligence programs are quite recently developed; this results in using robots as closely as 

possible to humans (Saleh, 2019). A study by Hinds et al. (2004) has shown positive influences 
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on human perceptions towards trust when human robots are social and anthropomorphic. These 

artificial agents can be seen as real social agents when they can interact socially using 

conversation and emotional expressions (Purington et al., 2017).   

 In research from Mori et al. (2012), it was noticed that people's affinity increased when 

robots were made to look as human as possible until arriving at a certain point, where they get 

a sense of eeriness, called the uncanny valley (Mori et al., 2012). According to Khan & Sutcliffe 

(2013), the "uncanny valley" effect regarding human-robot interaction suggests that the human 

experience is highly sensitive to varieties in realism of humanoid representations. On the one 

hand, bolts and metal cylinders of robots' arms can be covered with something that looks like 

skin while adding a small amount of meaty chubbiness that makes the arms look as real as 

possible, which results in people reacting more instinctively to it with a greater feeling of 

affinity (Mori et al., 2012). On the other hand, in line with the "uncanny valley", when robots 

become more realistic and harder to distinguish from real due to looks and Artificial 

Intelligence that is embedded, they become more unpleasant. An unnerving feeling of eeriness 

arises and can also arise when people see virtual influencers. Factors like this may obstruct the 

adoption of Artificial Intelligence (Davenport et al., 2019) and the adoption of virtual 

influencers. 

 

2.1.2 Intrigue 

The fast development of Artificial Intelligence or machine learning supports the idea that 

Artificial Intelligence can be applied in innovation environments, pointing to significant 

changes and intrigue to come for this topic (Haefner et al., 2021). As stated earlier, algorithms 

have already constantly tested, moulded, and shaped Miquela's identity. In addition, Miquela's 

creator Brud avoids negative "uncanny valley" impacts that vary from empathy to anxiety 

created by near-human perfection. This strategy has been effective so far as it is congruent with 

Miquela's identity intrigue (Block & Lovegrove, 2021). Intrigue can be described as: "To 
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interest someone very much, especially by being strange, unusual or mysterious" (Cambridge 

Online Dictionary, 2023). According to Choudry et al. (2022), mystery and intrigue support 

following virtual influencers, and interaction with these virtual influencers is caused by not 

knowing who runs the account of the virtual influencer. Curiosity, mystery, and intrigue can 

lead to persistent user engagement as followers enjoy the experience of being in the virtual 

world and not knowing what will happen. 

 

2.1.3 Virtual identity reveal  

Since Miquela's first Instagram post in 2016, she expresses real human emotions in her posts, 

e.g., 'I am still devastated' and 'honestly, I am kind of nervous' while acknowledging herself as 

a robot. In Miquela's posts, followers can see her hanging out with friends, getting her driver's 

licence, making music, endorsing brands like human influencers, and more. Miquela's followers 

were intrigued by her appearance; was she human? Or a robot? In 2018, after two years, she 

revealed that she is virtual, which led to more engagement; after the reveal, Miquela's followers' 

comments multiplied positively (Block & Lovegrove, 2021). From an ethical point of view, it 

can be questioned whether virtual influencers must reveal the fact of being a robot or virtual 

when they launch a social media account. However, followers must not feel actively or 

passively misled by the provided information (Moustakas et al., 2020). The question 'is she real 

or not?' shows that identity intrigue is a primary strategy in the storytelling of Miquela, as 

opposed to Shudu, where no attempt was made to disguise the models' virtual identity. 

Regardless of the reveal of Miquela's virtual persona, the intrigue remains and continues in this 

story (Block & Lovegrove, 2021). 

 Social media users may see virtual influencers as real social agents, given their human 

appearance, personality, and lifestyle. Furthermore, interactions with the virtual influencer on 

social media contribute to this perception (Purington et al., 2017). The current study 

hypothesises that the digital origin of virtual influencers affects perceptions of trust, eeriness, 
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intrigue, and engagement. The study should consider if these factors are affected by whether 

the digital origin of virtual influencers is revealed or not and, in case of a reveal, whether 

humans or Artificial Intelligence drives the virtual influencer. In addition, this study 

hypothesises that no reveal of the digital origins of virtual influencers increases perceptions of 

trust and engagement and lowers the level of eeriness and intrigue because it makes the virtual 

influencers appear more natural and human. Moreover, this study hypothesises that people are 

more intrigued and engaged when the digital origins of the virtual influencers are revealed, as 

this can trigger their curiosity and interest in the virtual influencer's technology. Based on these 

assumptions, the following three hypotheses are formulated to test how different factors 

influence perceptions towards virtual influencers: 

 

H1: No reveal of influencers being virtual influencers gains more trust (h1a), a lower level of 

eeriness (h1b), a lower level of intrigue (h1c), and higher engagement (h1d) than a reveal 

(of influencers being virtual influencers). 

H2: Human-driven virtual influencers gain more trust (h2a), a lower level of eeriness (h2b), a 

lower level of intrigue (h2c), and higher engagement (h2d) than Artificial-driven virtual 

influencers. 

H3: Reveal about being virtual makes people more intrigued (h3a) and engaged (h3b) than  

 when no effort is made to hide the digital origins of the virtual influencer. 

 

For hypothesis 2, it is not about whether virtual influencers are actually driven by humans or 

Artificial Intelligence but what people think that drives them. 

 

2.2 Storytelling 

To help understand the effectiveness of virtual influencers, the parasocial theory (Horton & 

Richard Wohl, 1956) can be helpful. This theory describes and attempts to explain how 
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followers develop a one-sided emotional, social relationship with 'people' who are distant from 

us, the virtual influencers (Ballantine, 2005). Research from Choudhry et al. (2022) stated that 

experts suggest creating parasocial relationships between followers and virtual influencers 

facilitated by creating engaging storylines to develop sustained long-term relationships. 

Narratives on social media of virtual influencers about their emotions (e.g., self-doubt), blended 

with other questions (e.g., clothing choices, songs made, and music videos made), help to build 

parasocial relationships to which users react as they would do in a real-world social relationship 

(Block & Lovegrove, 2021).  

 According to Moustakas et al. (2020), various factors have been found that can enhance 

the effectiveness of virtual influencers on social media platforms. Developing a long-lasting, 

one-directional relationship with a virtual influencer requires the designers to create a robust 

creative approach to reach the target group at an emotional and personal level (Faddoul & 

Chatterjee, 2020). In addition, humanising virtual influencers through storytelling - providing 

them with aims and ambitions, inner struggles, challenges, conflicts and engaging them in real-

life stories - can help followers develop an emotional connection with a virtual agent 

(Moustakas et al., 2020). A design team can contribute to perfectly humanising a virtual 

influencer and use storytelling at a real-life level, an advantage over Artificial Intelligence-

driven virtual influencers. This can increase followers' attention, the influence of virtual 

influencers, and the trust in human-driven virtual influencers. 

  Arsenyan & Mirowska (2021) state that storytelling offers followers of virtual influencers 

a distraction through an immersive experience that can act as social interaction; followers can 

immerse in a resemble of the real world, an alternative reality. Storytelling tells fictive or actual 

events that include information relevant to an overall message. Mystery (intrigue) is often used 

in storytelling. What can be found in mysteries is that all the characteristics of storytelling are 

exposed. All the universal elements that attract, e.g., love, death, fear, vengeance, and the fight 

between good and evil, often (but not necessarily) with the victory of the good, are used in plots 
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and subplots. A story that contains mystery is a goal in itself; there are no other purposes 

attached to it nor any particular skills required to enjoy it. Therefore mysteries are easily loved 

(Bianchi, 2014). 

 Narrative communication can be used as storytelling for persuasive purposes when a 

message elicits an emotional response from the receiver (Faddoul & Chatterjee, 2020). A good 

story immerses the listener. It evokes cognitive and emotional responses, so the listener 

experiences the story through a mental simulation of the story's actors, events, actions, places, 

and emotions as if they were being lived directly (Woodside et al., 2008). For instance, a post 

from Miquela in 2018: 'My hands are literary shaking. I am not a human being' gathered 

219,284 likes and 47,122 comments on Instagram, primarily positive and supportive from 

followers touched by the fictive drama (Block & Lovegrove, 2021). Different "storylines" and 

the life of the virtual influencer can function as an escape from the followers' daily life, just as 

people empathise when watching a movie or a favourite television character (Arsenyan & 

Mirowska, 2021). This way, storytelling might strengthen the level of intrigue and engagement 

despite the uncertainty about the digital origins of the virtual influencer.  

Traditionally, storytelling depended mainly on verbal language and more recently on written 

language, but in this digital era, video has also arisen as an essential storytelling medium 

(Woodside et al., 2008). Next to human-like functioning and feelings, audio-visual features in 

video and attractiveness help virtual influencers be influential and persuasive (Faddoul & 

Chatterjee, 2020; Khan & Sutcliffe, 2013).  

Another crucial factor is ensuring followers do not feel actively or passively misled by the 

provided information, as mentioned in the previous paragraph of this section. As written by 

Wills (2019), people find virtual influencers "authentically fake"; they understand they are 

consuming staged content (Moustakas et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the "authentic" fakeness 

allows virtual influencers to bridge real and virtual worlds, publish content that entertains 

followers and provides a diversion (Arsenyan & Mirowska, 2021).  
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This study assumes that engaging storylines play a significant role in the impact of virtual 

influencers on perceptions of trust, intrigue, eeriness, and engagement levels. Therefore, it is 

hypothesised that the effect of the type of influencer (human-driven or Artificial Intelligence-

driven) on these factors will be more significant when engaging storytelling is used than when 

no storytelling is applied. This leads to the following hypothesis: 

 

H4:  The effect of type of influencer (human-driven vs driven by AI) on trust (h4a), intrigue 

(h4b), level of eeriness (h4c), and engagement (h4d) will be stronger when storytelling is 

used (as opposed to no storytelling). 

 

 When the distinction from real cannot be made between real human beings and being 

virtual, storytelling can enhance the mystery and intrigue surrounding the influencer's identity. 

This study assumes that revealing virtual influencers' identities will affect trust, eeriness, 

intrigue, and engagement perceptions. Therefore, this effect will be more significant when 

engaging storytelling is used than when no storytelling is used. To see whether this is right, the 

following hypothesis is created: 

 

H5:  The effect of identity reveal will lead to more trust (h5a), a lower level of eeriness (h5b), 

more intrigue (h5c), and more engagement (h5d) when storytelling is used (as opposed 

to no storytelling). 

 

2.3 Research model  

A research model is developed to show the relationship between the variables of interest. The 

model, presented in Figure 1, is designed to capture the interaction and dependencies among 

the various components of the variables under investigation. The model comprises several key 

components, including independent variables and dependent variables. 
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Figure 1 

Research Model 
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3. Research Methodology 

 

The following section contains the method that was used for the research. Research design, 

participants, stimuli design, pre-test and the procedure are described to provide a good 

understanding of the method used. 

 

3.1 Research design 

Quantitative research was conducted using an experimental study to examine how Artificial 

Intelligence, identity reveal & storytelling affect people’s perceptions. As shown in Table 1, 

hypotheses were tested to answer the research question. Table 2 shows the 3 (reveal: no reveal, 

human-driven reveal, Artificial Intelligence-driven reveal) x 2 (storytelling: no storytelling, 

with storytelling) between-subjects experimental design. This design shows six experimental 

conditions that impact levels of trust, intrigue, engagement, and eeriness perceptions. 

Furthermore, no storytelling versus with storytelling will be manipulated. Each participant was 

shown one of the six experimental conditions assigned at random in an online survey (see 

Appendix D). The impact of the experimental conditions on the dependent variables trust, 

intrigue, eeriness and engagement were measured; statements were asked after the 

manipulations were shown. 

 

3.2 Participants 

The participants sample was selected using snowball sampling; peer students from the 

Netherlands and other countries were asked to participate through applications such as 

Whatsapp, Facebook and Instagram. Also, friends, family and club members of sports 

associations were approached to participate and forward the online questionnaire. The target 

group for this research was Instagram users aged above 18 years old and living in Europe. The 

beginning page of the survey excluded people from the research who do not live in Europe or 

do not use Instagram to delineate the investigation. The main survey consisted of an online 
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survey with six manipulations. Therefore 240 participants were needed to participate (40 per 

manipulation). A total of 379 people participated in the study. After filtering the surveys by 

age, country of residence and members of Instagram, 333 participants remained (N=333). The 

333 participants consisted of 116 males and 217 females. Participants voluntarily took part in 

the online survey and were randomly assigned to one of the six manipulations (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 

Factorial Design Table 

    

Storytelling Identity reveal  

  Human driven 

reveal (N=110) 

   Artificial Intelligence- 

driven reveal (N=110) 

         No reveal 

(N=113) 

Storytelling 

 

With 

(N=168) 

 

 

(N=57) 

With storytelling,  

with an identity 

reveal of the 

virtual influencer  

(Human-driven) 

 

 

 

(N=56) 

With storytelling,  

with an identity reveal of 

the virtual influencer  

(AI-driven) 

 

 

 

(N=55) 

With storytelling,  

without an identity 

reveal of the virtual 

influencer  

 

Without 

(N=165) 

(N=53) 

No storytelling,  

with identity 

reveal of the 

virtual influencer  

(Human-driven) 

 

(N=54) 

No storytelling,  

with an identity reveal of 

the virtual influencer  

(AI-driven) 

 

(N=58) 

No storytelling, 

without an identity 

reveal of the virtual 

influencer 

 

Note. Representing the 3x2 Factorial Design between subjects, the six conditions. 

 

 

3.3 Stimuli design 

The stimuli consisted of Instagram visuals. Instagram was chosen for this research because a 

survey conducted by Mediakix indicated that almost 90% of marketers believed that Instagram 

is the most important platform for their influencer marketing (Statista, 2021). Participants were 

presented with stimuli of one of the six possibilities, as shown in Table 1. The results show an 

equal distribution of men and women across the conditions. The mean age was about the same 
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everywhere. Of the participants, 35% were men, and 65% were women. Only in the condition 

"Human-driven with storytelling" were significantly more men and fewer women. 

 

3.3.1 Pre-test 

A pre-test was conducted in a focus group with six participants before the main survey. It was 

tested whether participants understood the information given to them and if they found the 

presented fictitious Instagram posts realistic. For this purpose, whether the influencer is 

distinguishable from real and whether the Instagram post is credible were tested. During the 

focus group, it became evident whether manipulations needed to be optimised/validated; 

potential problems regarding the stimuli could be detected and resolved in this way (e.g., 

unreadable, unclear, participants missing the manipulation). Five existing virtual influencers 

were used to design Instagram mock-ups, which were presented to the focus group to test which 

one could be used best for the main study. An example of the mock-ups is presented in Figure 

2.  

In addition, reveal was tested with different mock-ups to see if the text for no reveal, 

'Artificial Intelligence-driven' reveal, and 'human-driven' reveal were realistic. An example of 

a mock-up regarding the reveal can be found in Figure 3. All the mock-ups of the pre-test can 

be found in Appendix A.   

As a result of the focus group, mock-up four (see Figure 4) proved to be the best for the 

survey. According to the group, this mock-up looked most like the girl next door whom the 

whole school was in love with when she was younger. They saw her as the most 'real', and 

therefore they would believe her. For this reason, she scored high on trustworthiness, as 

opposed to the others who were seen as beautiful or models and, therefore, less 'real' and less 

trustworthy. Mock-up four was also rated very positive regarding the feeling they got from the 

depicted influencer. 
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Figure 2 

 

Pre-test Example Influencers Stimuli 

       

Note. Presenting two examples of virtual influencer mock-ups tested.  

 

Additionally, this mock-up scored high on attractiveness and the highest on the credibility of 

all the presented mock-ups. Therefore, mock-up four was chosen as the influencer for the main 

study.  

 Regarding the text mock-ups for the reveal, the 'no reveal' text needed a minor change. 

The story about a model with a child travelling the world was not credible to the group, so 

suggestions were made: The influencer is not travelling for her work but working for one 

agency/brand nearby, or an explanation about the child's care (e.g., her mother or the father 

looked after the child when the influencer travels for her modelling job). Another suggestion 

was to skip the part about the child and let someone else be her inspiration. It has been decided 

to follow the last suggestion for the 'no reveal' text to make the mock-up as credible as possible, 

like the text for the other mock-ups. 
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Figure 3  Figure 4  

 

Pre-test Example Reveal Stimuli Main Study Influencer Stimulus 

Note. Presenting the mock-up for human-driven reveal.  

Note. Presenting the mock-up for human-driven reveal. 

 

 Additionally, the participants recommended changing the influencer's name (on her 

Instagram account). Changing the Instagram account name from 'Bermudaisbae' to 'Bella 

Hueman', the name of one of the other mock-ups, would create a higher rating regarding 

trustworthiness and credibility, according to participants. Therefore, this change also has been 

made. Furthermore, it was observed that reading the 'no reveal' mock-up took some time. It was 

therefore decided to make this text shorter.  

 In conclusion, the focus group contributed to the decision of the influencer used for the 

main survey (see Figure 4). Also, the influencer's name on the Instagram post has been changed, 
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and the 'no reveal' mock-up has been shortened. In addition, the manipulations in the text have 

been made more apparent by placing them in bold and italic. Altogether, resulting in the final 

mock-ups, as can be seen in Figure 4, Figure 5, Figure 6, and Figure 7. A summary of the focus 

group can be found in Appendix C. 

 

Figure 5   Figure 6  

Main Study Human-Driven Reveal Stimuli  Main Study Artificial Intelligence-Driven 

 Reveal Stimuli 

                  

   Note. The Dutch version can be found in   Note. The Dutch version can be found in  

   Appendix D.  Appendix D. 
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Figure 7       

Main Study No Reveal Stimuli 

        

Note. The Dutch version can be found in   

Appendix D.     

 

 

3.4 Stimulus materials 

As shown in Table 1, the conditions consist of identity reveal (Human-driven, Artificial 

Intelligence-driven and no reveal) and storytelling (with or without). The influencer Bella 

Hueman was introduced with the short text 'Meet Bella Hueman, a girl from LA, an ambitious 
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model, and an influencer with a mission to contribute to a better world'. Also, a mock-up of the 

Instagram account of the influencer is shown, and a first impression is measured. 

 

3.4.1 Storytelling & reveal 

As shown in Table 1, three conditions consist of identity reveal (Human-driven, Artificial 

Intelligence-driven and no reveal) and storytelling (with or without). Those three (of the six 

conditions, the reveal conditions) contained the influencer mock-up shown in Figure 4 

alongside the following storytelling:   

 

'Please take a moment to read the following information before continuing. In an interview, 

Bella said: "Finally, I can live from what I love most: modelling. I used to be very fat and 

bullied, which made me sad. Children can be heartless. Because I had no friends, I lost myself 

in reading; books and many magazines. All those beautiful ladies I saw in magazines, I wanted 

to feel that way too! I started to immerse myself in a healthy lifestyle and lost a lot of weight. I 

feel beautiful and, more importantly, healthy! I want to pass this message on to all young people 

struggling with themselves: you are beautiful the way you are, but you must take good care of 

yourself to feel good. I share recipes and new products for a healthy lifestyle and a better world. 

I will soon add a picture of me in my younger years, so you can see the transformation. Follow 

your dreams; everything is possible!"'. 

 

 For condition one, the 'human-driven' reveal was placed in bold in the title. It was also 

mentioned in the text of the mock-up in italics, as seen in Figure 5.  

Condition two contains the text mock-up for the 'Artificial Intelligence-driven' reveal 

(see Figure 6). Again, the reveal can be found in bold in the title and italics in the mock-up text.  

Condition three contains the text mock-up for no reveal, as shown in Figure 7.  
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3.4.2 No storytelling & reveal 

Conditions four, five and six, the no storytelling conditions, started with the Instagram 

visual presented in Figure 4. The other scenario mock-ups can be seen in Figure 5, Figure 6, 

and Figure 7. Participants were shown only the following text in addition to the mock-up: 

 

'In the following, a post of Bella her Instagram account is shown. Please take a moment to read 

the following information before continuing'. 

 

For condition four, the text mock-up for 'human-driven' reveal was shown with the 

reveal placed in bold in the title and mentioned in italics in the mock-up text, as seen in Figure 

5.  

Condition five contains the text mock-up for the 'Artificial Intelligence-driven' reveal 

next to the text, as stated above. The 'Artificial Intelligence-driven' reveal can be found in bold 

in the title and the mock-up text in italics, as shown in Figure 6.  

With condition six, the text mock-up for no reveal was shown, as shown in Figure 7. 

Furthermore, the dependent variables trust, intrigue, engagement, and eeriness regarding the 

influencer posts shown were addressed in statements and slide bars that participants were asked 

to rate.  

Finally, the purpose of the study was mentioned again, and participants were thanked 

for their time completing the survey. The survey was available in English and Dutch to obtain 

a higher response rate. 

 

3.5 Procedure 

Qualtrics, an online survey program, was used to compose the online questionnaire and to 

present the mock-ups in different conditions. The Ethics Committee of the University of Twente 

approved this study before participants received a link to the questionnaire in Qualtrics (see 
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Appendix B). The survey started with informing participants about the purpose of this study, 

possible risks of participating and if they agreed to participate in this research, followed by a 

short instruction. Next, (socio)-demographic information, like age, gender, nationality, country 

of residence, Instagram use, and familiarity with social influencers, were asked. Participants 

without Instagram and a country of residence outside the EU were directed to the end of the 

survey since the target group is Instagram users in Europe. The questionnaire was available in 

English and Dutch; this way, Dutch participants but also participants in other countries could 

fill in the online questionnaire. 

Then, the influencer Bella Hueman was introduced, and a first impression was 

measured. 

In the following, participants saw a scenario consisting of a story (for the storytelling 

conditions) accompanied by an illustrated Instagram visual of the influencer, and an illustrated 

Instagram post with text. It was emphasized to read and review the presented scenario carefully. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the six conditions, as can be seen in Table 2.   

 

3.6 Measurements 

As stated in the previous section, the dependent variables trust, intrigue, engagement, and 

eeriness are measured in the online questionnaire. Other measured variables are (socio-) 

demographics, familiarity with influencers and the first impression of the influencer. 

 

Trust 

Seven statements were used to measure trust, using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly 

disagree to strongly agree. An example of a statement is: “I believe that Bella Hueman only 

promotes things she sincerely tested and likes”. The measurement statements were adapted 

from Ohanian, 1990 and Laroche et al., 2012 and can be found in Appendix E. The original 

seven statements formed a reliable scale (Cronbach’s alpha is .93). 
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Intrigue 

Intrigue measurements are based on curiosity and measures are adapted from Kashdan et al., 

2020. Five items with a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree 

were used for the measurements. An example of an item is: “Bella Hueman fascinates me, I 

would follow her on Instagram”. The five original statements formed a reliable scale 

(Cronbach's alpha is .82), but by deleting one, the coefficient increased alpha (Cronbach's alpha 

is .95). The five original items can be found in Appendix E, among which the third was deleted. 

 

Engagement 

Engagement was measured using cognitive-, affective- and behavioural engagement. Three 

statements were used to measure cognitive engagement, using a 7-point Likert scale ranging 

from strongly disagree to strongly agree. An example of a statement is: “My interest to learn 

more about Bella Hueman would be stimulated when interacting with her.”. For affective 

engagement, four statements were used. An example for this is “My interest to learn more about 

Bella Hueman would be stimulated when interacting with her”.  

 Another four items were used to measure behavioural engagement, both with the same 

scale as used for cognitive engagement. An example of an item is: “I intend to buy products 

promoted by Bella Hueman”.  

 Cognitive and affective engagement measurements were adapted from Hollebeek et al., 

2014; behavioural engagement measurements were adapted from Berne-Manero & Marzo-

Navarro, 2020 (see Appendix E).  

 Creating three different scales (cognitive, affective, and behavioral) did not result in 

three different components after doing a factor analysis. Therefore, the variable engagement 

was computed with all 11 items forming a reliable scale (Cronbach’s alpha is .95). Afterwards, 

the reliable scale was improved by removing the first item from the list as can be found in 

Appendix E. 
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Eeriness 

To measure eeriness, four components were used, consisting of two questions using a 7-point 

Likert scale. The first component ranges from strongly negative feeling to strongly positive 

feeling. The second component ranges from strongly unrealistic to strongly realistic. The other 

two components consist of slide bars, one using a 7-point Likert scale from 1, very 

uncomfortable, to 7, very comfortable. The other uses a scale from 1 to 7 for the following 

items: dull – exciting, predictable – unpredictable, plain – weird, and ordinary – supernatural. 

The statements to measure eeriness were adapted from Ho & MacDorman, 2016. An example 

of a question is: “Do the presented visuals and texts give you a positive or negative feeling?”. 

The four statements formed a reliable scale (Cronbach’s alpha is .83). All measurements can 

be found in Appendix E. 
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4. Results 

 

The results of the online experimental study can be found in this section. Initially, a dummy 

variable defining 'reveal' (with or without reveal) was created to test whether reveal affects the 

dependent variables of interest. Furthermore, the same experiment is carried out using this time 

'reveal type' as an independent variable, including three groups: no reveal, human-driven and 

Artificial Intelligence-driven. First, the effects of the independent variables on the dependent 

variables are explained. Second, the main effects are described. 

 

4.1 Effect of identity reveal in Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 

A dummy variable is created to test the effect of a reveal regardless of the type of virtual 

influencer as compared to no reveal of the identity of the influencer. This Wilks’ Lambda test 

shows that there is a significant main effect of reveal type (when operationalized as a dummy 

variable) on the combined dependent variables (Λ = 0.945, F(4,322) = 4.70), p = 0.001). 

However, there was no significant main effect of storytelling (Λ =  0.997, F(4,322) = 0.23), p 

= 0.920). Lastly, no significant interaction effect between variables was found (Λ =  0.992, 

F(4,322) = 0.66), p = 0.622). 

 

4.1.1. Main effect identity reveal on dependent variables 

A significant main effect of dummy reveal was found on three of the dependent variables. A 

summary of the means (M) and standard deviations (SD) of the dependent variables trust, 

intrigue, engagement and eeriness is shown in Table 2. 

When using the variable reveal as a dummy variable, a main effect of reveal on trust is 

shown (F(1,325)=12.50, p = 0.004) and eeriness (F(1,325)=17.74, p = 0.005). There is also a 

marginally significant main effect on engagement (F(1,325)=4.90, p = 0.080) at an alpha level 

of 10%. However, the dummy variable has no main effect on intrigue. The descriptive table on 

the next page (see Table 6) shows that there was less trust when the virtual identity of the 
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influencer was revealed (M=2.81, SD = 0.08) than when the virtual identity was not revealed 

(M=3.23, SD=0.11). Regarding eeriness, a reveal of being virtual (M=4.20, SD = 0.10) resulted 

in more eeriness than no reveal of being virtual (M=3.71, SD = 0.514). Lastly, people were 

more engaged when the virtual identity was not revealed (M=2.87, SD = 0.512) than when it 

was revealed (M=2.61, SD = 0.08). 

 

Table 2 

Summary of Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) for Dummy Variable  

           Reveal         No reveal 

                    N=217            N=112  

         M          SD            M          SD             

Trust     2.81   0.08             3.23   0.11        

Intrigue    2.65   0.09       2.65   0.14        

Engagement    2.61   0.08               2.87   0.12        

Eeriness    4.20   0.10        3.71   0.14        

Note. Dummy variable for reveal. 

 

4.2 Effect of identity reveal types in Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 

To research the effects of reveal type (human-driven, Artificial Intelligence-driven or no reveal) 

and the effect of storytelling (no storytelling or with storytelling) on trust, intrigue, engagement, 

and eeriness, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted. Furthermore, the 

interaction effect of reveal type and storytelling was also examined in this analysis.  

 A Wilk's Lambda has been conducted to examine the effects between the independent 

variables (reveal type and storytelling) and combined dependent variables (trust, intrigue, 

engagement, and eeriness). This Wilks’ Lambda test shows that there is a significant main effect 

of reveal type on the combined dependent variables (Λ = 0.932, F(8,640) = 2.874), p = 0.004) 

at an alpha level 5%. However, there was no significant main effect of storytelling (Λ = 0.994, 

F(4,320) = 0.497), p = 0.738). Lastly, no significant interaction effect between variables was 

found (Λ = 0.991, F(8,640) = 0.381), p = 0.931). 
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4.2.1. Main effect of reveal type on dependent variables  

A significant main effect of reveal type on three of the dependent variables was found, as shown 

in Table 3. A summary of the means (M) and standard deviations (SD) of the dependent 

variables trust intrigue, engagement and eeriness is shown in Table 4.  

 

Table 3 

Test of Between Subjects’ Design Effect for Reveal Type 

Independent variable   Dependent variable      F      p 

Reveal type: Human-driven/   Trust     5.81  0.003 

Artificial-Intelligence / 

No reveal   

Intrigue    0.44  0.642 

     Engagement    2.51  0.083 

     Eeriness    4.17  0.016 

 

This MANOVA2 analysis shows that the reveal type has a significant main effect on trust 

(F(2,323) = 5.81, p = 0.003). The descriptive table shows that when there is no reveal of the 

identity of the virtual influencer, respondents show more trust (M = 3.22, SD = 0.11) than when 

there is a reveal of being an Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencer (M = 2.96, SD = 

0.11). Surprisingly, Artificial intelligence-driven virtual influencers seem to be more trusted 

than human-driven ones (M = 2.66, SD = 0.11). 

Next, reveal type has a significant main effect on eeriness (F(2,323) = 4.17, p = 0.016) at 

an alpha level of 5%. The descriptive table shows that respondents show more eeriness towards 

Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencers (M = 4.25, SD = 0.14) than towards human-

driven ones (M = 4.14, SD = 0.14). Moreover, human-driven virtual influencers cause more 

eeriness than when the identity was not revealed (no reveal) (M = 3.71, SD = 0.14). 

Finally, reveal type has a marginally significant main effect on engagement (F(2,323) = 

2.51, p = 0.083) at an alpha level of 10%. The descriptive table shows that when not revealing 
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the identity of the influencer (no reveal), respondents show more engagement (M = 2.87, SD = 

0.12) than for Artificial Intelligence-driven influencers (M = 2.73, SD = 0.12). Surprisingly, 

Artificial intelligence-driven influencers generate more engagement than human-driven ones 

(M = 2.49, SD = 0.12). 

Although the effect of reveal type was not statistically significant on intrigue, it can still 

be noted that human-driven influencers gained a lower level of intrigue (M = 2.55, SD = 0.13) 

than influencers driven by Artificial intelligence (M = 2.74, SD = 0,12). Respondents were more 

engaged when the identity was not revealed (M = 2.87, SD = 0.12) than when the influencer 

was revealed to be virtual and Artificial Intelligence-driven. 

 

Table 4   

Summary of Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Reveal Type 

 

  Human-driven         Artificial Intelligence-           No reveal 

           N=108                  driven N=109           N=112  

           M          SD   M          SD            M          SD  

Trust   2.66   0.11            2.96   0.11       3.22       0.11 

Intrigue   2.55   0.14            2.74   0.14       2.65       0.13 

Engagement   2.49   0.12            2.73   0.12       2.87       0.12 

Eeriness   4.14   0.14             4.25   0.14        3.71       0.14 

 

Figure 8 provides a clear visualization of the results presented, where the significant 

main effect of reveal type on trust and eeriness was found. Furthermore, the effect was 

marginally significant for the variable engagement. 
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Figure 8 

 Differences in Trust, Eeriness, and Engagement Across Items of Reveal Type 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Significant Interaction Found in Estimated Marginal Means. 
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4.2.2. Main effect of storytelling on dependent variables 

No significant main effect of storytelling on the dependent variables was found; results are 

shown in Table 5. A summary of the means (M) and standard deviations (SD) of the dependent 

variables trust, intrigue, engagement, and eeriness is shown in Table 6.  

 

Table 5 

Test of Between Subjects Design Effect for Storytelling 

Independent variable  Dependent variable    F   p 

Storytelling:     Trust     0.05  0.828 

With storytelling /  Intrigue    0.20  0.654 

Without storytelling  Engagement    0.92  0.337 

    Eeriness    0.58  0.456 

 

The analysis of the dependent variables in Table 10 shows that there is no main effect of 

storytelling on any of the variables of interest, no p-value is lower than alpha. This table shows 

no difference in trust, intrigue, engagement, or eeriness between the groups of people exposed 

to storytelling and those who were not.  

 

Table 6 

  

Summary of Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Storytelling 

           With storytelling     Without storytelling 

                    N=167            N=162  

         M            SD         M                 SD             

Trust     2.94   0.09             2.96   0.09        

Intrigue    2.61   0.11       2.68   0.11        

Engagement    2.63   0.09               2.76   0.09        

Eeriness    4.10   0.11        3.97   0.11         

 

 



 40 

 

4.2.3. Interaction effect of reveal type and storytelling 

The interaction effect of the dependent variables reveal type and storytelling was 

investigated. With an alpha level of 5%, no interaction was found between the independent 

variables reveal type and storytelling on the variables of interest, as shown in Table 7. This 

analysis shows no differences in trust, intrigue, engagement, and eeriness between the groups 

exposed to storytelling and those not exposed to storytelling, regardless of the virtual influencer 

reveal type. A summary of the means (M) and standard deviations (SD) of the dependent 

variables trust, intrigue, engagement, and eeriness are shown in Tables 8 and 9.  

 

Table 7 

Test of Between Subjects Design Effect for Interaction 

Independent variable  Dependent variable    F   p 

Reveal type*Storytelling  Trust     0.20  0.817 

    Intrigue    0.25  0.777 

    Engagement    0.70  0.495 

    Eeriness    0.01  0.990 

 

 

Table 8   

Summary Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Interaction - Part 1  

 With storytelling  Human-driven         Artificial Intelligence-           No reveal 

            N=110              driven N=110           N=112  

           M          SD   M          SD            M          SD  

Trust   2.60   0.16            3.00   0.16       3.21       0.16 

Intrigue   2.45   0.19            2.70   0.19       2.69       0.19 

Engagement   2.34   0.21            2.63   0.20       2.91       0.20 

Eeriness   4.20   0.10              4.30   0.20        3.78       0.20 

Note. Interaction = Reveal type*Storytelling 
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Table 9 

Summary Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of Interaction - Part 2  

Without storytelling Human-driven         Artificial Intelligence-           No reveal 

            N=110              driven N=110           N=112  

           M          SD   M          SD            M          SD  

Trust   2.73   0.17            2.92   0.17       3.24       0.17 

Intrigue   2.65   0.20            2.78   0.20       2.62       0.19 

Engagement   2.64   0.18            2.82   0.18       2.82       0.17 

Eeriness   4.01   0.21              4.20   0.21        3.63       0.20 

Note. Interaction = Reveal type*Storytelling 
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5. Hypothesis Overview 

  

The hypotheses tested with the online experimental design and whether the hypotheses are 

supported or rejected as result of this qualitative research is shown in Table 10.   

 

Table 10 

Hypotheses Overview and Results 

 

Hypotheses             Results 

H1a: No reveal of influencers being virtual influencers gains more Supported 

 trust than a reveal (of   influencers being virtual influencers).  

H1b: No reveal of influencers being virtual influencers gains a lower Supported 

 level of eeriness than a reveal (of influencers being virtual  

 influencers).   

H1c: No reveal of influencers being virtual influencers gains more a  

 lower level of intrigue than a reveal (of influencers being virtual Rejected 

 influencers).  

H1d: No reveal of influencers being virtual influencers gains higher  Supported 

 engagement than a reveal (of influencers being virtual influencers).  (Marginally significant) 

 

H2a: Human-driven virtual influencers gain more trust than Artificial-  Rejected 

  driven virtual influencers.  

H2b: Human-driven virtual influencers gain a lower level of eeriness   Supported 

 than Artificial-driven virtual influencers.  

H2c: Human-driven virtual influencers gain a lower level of intrigue   Rejected 

 than Artificial-driven virtual influencers.  

H2d: Human-driven virtual influencers gain higher engagement than   Supported 

 Artificial-driven virtual influencers.    

 

H3a:  Reveal about being virtual makes people more intrigued than   Rejected 

when no effort is made to hide the digital origins of the virtual  

influencer.  

H3b: Reveal about being virtual makes people more  engaged than   Rejected 

when no effort is made to hide the digital origins of the virtual 

influencer.  
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Table 10 (continued). 

 

Hypotheses            Results 

H4:  The effect of type of influencer (human-driven vs driven by AI)   Rejected 

 on trust (h4a), intrigue (h4b), level of eeriness (h4c), and  

 engagement (h4d) will be stronger when storytelling is  

 used (as opposed to no storytelling).   

 

H5:  The effect of identity reveal will lead to more trust (h5a), a lower   Rejected 

 level of eeriness (h5b), more intrigue (h5c), and more engagement  

 (h5d) when storytelling is used (as opposed to no storytelling).  
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6. Discussion & Limitations 

 

This study examined the effect of a reveal of an influencer being virtual on trust, intrigue, 

eeriness, and engagement of audiences (people who get to see the influencer). For the reveal, 

two different types of reveal were used; namely, human-driven reveal, and Artificial 

Intelligence-driven reveal. In addition, it was examined whether the effect is stronger in the 

context of storytelling. 

This study found evidence that reveal impacts trust, eeriness, intrigue, and engagement. 

However, the identity reveal was found to lower the level of the dependent variable 

engagement. Interestingly, the findings for storytelling showed no main effects. 

 

6.1. Discussion of the results 

The findings complement the existing literature, as this study provides new information about 

the effect of reveal type and the use of storytelling when investigating virtual influencers. The 

following section will discuss the findings of the factors reveal, reveal type and storytelling, 

and the interaction between these factors. In addition, the limitations of this study and 

recommendations for future research are provided.  

The results show that reveal generally influences perceptions of trust, eeriness, and 

engagement towards a virtual influencer. In addition, evidence of the impact of reveal type on 

the same perceptions was found. Lastly, no effect was found for storytelling or the interaction 

between reveal type and storytelling on the perceptions mentioned above. 

 

Reveal 

The findings of this research support Hypothesis 1a, which predicted that participants who did 

not see a reveal of the influencer being virtual would gain more trust than those who did see a 

reveal, regardless of the type of reveal. Additionally, the study found that the reveal impacted 

the perceptions of eeriness but not the levels of intrigue or engagement. 
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These findings suggest that virtual influencers who want to be perceived as trustworthy should 

avoid revealing their virtual nature to their followers. This is consistent with existing literature 

suggesting that trust is built through positive emotions and close relationships between 

influencers and followers (Chung & Cho, 2017). By not revealing their virtual nature, virtual 

influencers can foster these positive emotions and build trust with their followers. However, it 

is important to note that the study only examined the impact of the reveal on trust, eeriness, 

intrigue, and engagement. Other factors, such as the content and personality of the influencer, 

may also play a role in building trust with followers. Future research could explore these 

additional factors and their impact on perceptions of virtual influencers.  

 Additionally, hypothesis 1b predicted that participants who did not see a reveal of the 

influencer being virtual would experience a lower level of eeriness than those who did see a 

reveal, regardless of the type of reveal. This suggests that revealing the virtual nature of an 

influencer may increase feelings of eeriness among followers. The findings of this research 

support hypothesis 1b. This is consistent with existing literature that suggests that virtual 

influencers can create an uncanny feeling among their followers because they appear very 

human. This can lead to feelings of unease or eeriness, which may negatively impact the 

relationship between the influencer and their followers. According to Arsenyan & Mirowska 

(2021), virtual influencers can remove doubt and reduce these feelings of eeriness by revealing 

their virtual nature. 

 Furthermore, a possible impact was found for engagement. However, people were more 

engaged when the virtual identity was not revealed than when it was revealed. Hypothesis 1d 

predicted that participants who did not see a reveal of the influencer being virtual would have 

higher engagement than those who did see a reveal, regardless of the type of reveal. The 

findings suggest that not revealing an influencer's virtual nature may increase followers' 

engagement, supporting hypothesis 1d to a certain extent. However, it is important to note that 

further research is needed to confirm these findings.  
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 In addition, the study found that the reveal did not affect levels of intrigue, which suggests 

that followers may still be intrigued by virtual influencers even if their virtual nature is revealed. 

These findings lead to the rejection of hypothesis 1c. The findings suggest that revealing the 

virtual nature of an influencer may not have an impact on levels of intrigue but may impact 

levels of engagement. Not revealing the virtual nature of an influencer may create a sense of 

mystery or intrigue that encourages followers to engage with the influencer's content (Choudry 

et al., 2022). However, further research is needed to explore this relationship in more detail. 

Moreover, as stated in hypothesis 3, this study expected that a reveal about being virtual 

makes people more intrigued and engaged than when no effort is made to hide the digital origins 

of the virtual influencer. Different "storylines" with an effort to hide the digital origins might 

strengthen the level of intrigue and engagement despite the level of uncertainty about the digital 

origins of the virtual influencer. Just as people empathize when watching a movie or a favourite 

television character, these storylines and the virtual influencer's life can be an escape from the 

followers' daily life (Arsenyan & Mirowska, 2021). Looking at a "reveal versus no reveal", a 

possible effect on engagement can be seen. However, according to the results, reveal has no 

impact on intrigue, resulting in the rejection of hypothesis 3a. According to Choudry et al. 

(2022), intrigue among (possible) followers of virtual influencers can be generated and retained 

through story-driven creative and engaging content. This means that the content shared by 

virtual influencers should focus on creating engaging experiences for their followers rather than 

just revealing their digital origins. One possible reason for these results could be that the text 

mock-ups used in the study needed to be more creative and engaging to generate the desired 

level of intrigue. 

When looking at the results, it is shown that with a reveal of being virtual, people were 

less engaged than when the virtual identity was not revealed. This finding results in the rejection 

of hypothesis 3b. Intrigue can lead to persistent user engagement as followers enjoy the 

experience of being in the virtual world and not knowing what will happen (Choudry et al., 
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2022). Since no effect of intrigue was found, this can be the explanation that people were less 

engaged when there was a reveal.  

 The results suggest that not revealing the virtual nature of an influencer is the better 

option, as it leads to more intrigue and engagement among followers. However, the influencer's 

purpose and followers' expectations should be carefully considered before revealing their 

digital origins. 

 

Reveal type 

When zooming in on the results of this study's specific influencer types for reveal, an effect of 

reveal type can be seen. In line with the findings in the previous paragraph, respondents showed 

more trust when there was no reveal of the virtual identity. The study's findings show that the 

assumption that human-driven virtual influencers gain more trust than Artificial Intelligence-

driven virtual influencers is not supported. Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencers 

were found to be more trusted than human-driven ones, which is unexpected. This may be 

because Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencers can interact socially using 

conversation and emotional expressions, making them seem more like real social agents 

(Purington et al., 2017). However, people's caution and conservatism regarding algorithm-

driven machines' decision-making processes may be a factor that decreases trust in human-

driven virtual influencers (Kolasińska et al., 2019). This might be because the media fed 

possible future negative effects of using Artificial Intelligence, such as greater economic 

inequality, global increases in unemployment, and restrictions on individual freedom (Crockett 

et al., 2020; Holder et al., 2021). Nevertheless, since the results did not support the assumption 

of hypothesis 2a, it is rejected. 

 In addition, hypothesis 2b aimed to investigate whether human-driven virtual influencers 

would elicit a lower level of eeriness compared to Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual 

influencers. The results indicate that human-driven virtual influencers cause less eeriness than 
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Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencers, supporting hypothesis 2b. One possible 

explanation for this finding is that human-driven virtual influencers are more relatable to people 

as they possess human-like qualities such as emotions, gestures, and expressions (Khan & 

Sutcliffe, 2013; Mori et al., 2012). On the other hand, Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual 

influencers may seem more distant and disconnected as they need more human-like qualities 

that are familiar to people. Additionally, the media has often portrayed Artificial Intelligence 

as a potential threat to humanity, leading people to view them more cautiously (Crockett et al., 

2020; Holder et al., 2021). Furthermore, the level of trust people have in companies that develop 

these virtual influencers and how they use people's personal data also may play a role in the 

level of eeriness people experience. 

 Overall, the findings suggest that people are more comfortable with human-driven virtual 

influencers than Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencers, possibly due to concerns 

about privacy and trust. As companies continue developing virtual influencers, they should 

consider the level of eeriness they may elicit and take steps to build trust and address privacy 

concerns. 

Furthermore, this study investigated the impact of human-driven and Artificial 

Intelligence-driven virtual influencers on audience engagement. The results revealed some 

interesting insights, particularly concerning hypothesis 2d, which predicted that human-driven 

virtual influencers would generate higher engagement than their Artificial Intelligence-driven 

counterparts. Respondents showed more engagement when there was no reveal of the 

influencer's identity. This suggests that people may be more willing to engage with virtual 

influencers when they are unaware of whether they are human-driven or Artificial Intelligence-

driven. This leads to the support for hypothesis 2d.  

 In the future, when Artificial Intelligence-driven influencers exist, they will be designed 

to be highly personalised and relevant to their audiences' individual interests and preferences, 

which can create a stronger connection and higher engagement (Block & Lovegrove, 2021). In 
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contrast, human-driven virtual influencers may need more support in personalising their content 

and engaging with people in a highly tailored manner. The personalised and relevant nature of 

Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencers may give them an advantage in engaging with 

audiences. This highlights the importance of considering virtual influencers' specific features 

and capabilities when designing marketing campaigns and strategies for engaging with their 

audience in the future.  

The findings of this study provide interesting insights into the role of human-driven and 

Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencers in engaging audiences. Contrary to the stated 

hypothesis 2c, the results indicate no impact on intrigue between the two types of virtual 

influencers. Therefore, hypothesis 2c is rejected. The studies by Crockett et al. (2017) and 

Purington et al. (2020) provide information on the adoption of Artificial Intelligence. A possible 

issue is whether the virtual influencer creates an unnerving feeling in the follower, the so-called 

uncanny valley. The results for intrigue may be different than expected because virtual 

influencers can convey the uncanny valley feeling when no reveal has yet been made that they 

are virtual influencers. Such a factor could hinder the adoption of Artificial Intelligence 

(Davenport et al., 2019). And with it, the adoption of Artificial Intelligence-driven influencers. 

Instead of intrigue, the unnerving feeling of the uncanny valley predominates. Overcoming the 

uncanny valley is a challenge. The tipping point of the uncanny valley varies from person to 

person. However, it generally occurs when the artificial creation reaches a degree of realism so 

that it looks and behaves almost humanly. One approach is intentionally stylising the creation, 

making it look less realistic but aesthetically appealing. Another approach is to emphasise the 

functionality of the creation rather than its appearance, emphasising utility rather than human 

qualities. 

Additionally, it is observed that human-driven virtual influencers gained a lower level 

of intrigue than those driven by Artificial intelligence. These findings suggest that virtual 

influencers driven by Artificial intelligence may have an edge over human-driven influencers 
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in terms of engaging audiences. This could be attributed to the novelty and perceived futuristic 

appeal of Artificial Intelligence, which can intrigue and fascinate people more than the human 

element. 

Another possible explanation for these findings could be that human-driven virtual 

influencers may be perceived as less authentic or genuine than their Artificial Intelligence-

driven counterparts. As people become more aware of the role of virtual influencers in 

marketing and advertising, they may be more inclined to trust virtual influencers driven by AI 

since they do not have the biases and limitations of human influencers. 

This study highlights the complex interplay between virtual influencers and engagement with 

people. While intrigue may not be affected by the type of influencer, the perceived authenticity 

and novelty of Artificial Intelligence-driven influencers may give them an advantage in 

capturing and maintaining audiences' attention. 

Looking at this study's results, the advice is to use no reveal of the identity of virtual 

influencers. It is essential not to make the virtual influencer look too real to avoid an uncanny 

feeling. People's affinity can be obtained until a certain point when a level of eeriness is reached 

(Mori et al., 2012). In case of a reveal, the results show people are more comfortable with 

human-driven virtual influencers than Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencers, which 

could be due to concerns about privacy and trust. Therefore, companies developing virtual 

influencers should consider the level of eeriness they may elicit and take steps to build trust and 

address privacy concerns. Moreover, people may be more willing to engage with virtual 

influencers when they are unaware of whether they are human-driven or Artificial Intelligence-

driven. 

However, it is essential to note that the impact of reveal on intrigue is only partially 

proved in this study. Therefore, it may have little impact on capturing and maintaining 

audiences' attention. Revealing the identity of virtual influencers can help build trust and 

address privacy concerns, which are essential factors for audiences to engage with them. 
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Overall, the decision to reveal or not reveal the identity of virtual influencers should be based 

on the specific goals of the marketing campaign and the target audience. Companies should 

consider each option's potential benefits and drawbacks and make an informed decision based 

on their specific needs. 

 

Storytelling 

In contrast to the assumptions in hypotheses 4 and 5, the results show that storytelling did not 

play a role when there is a reveal. According to Faddoul & Chatterjee (2020), it is required to 

create a robust creative approach to reach the target group at an emotional and personal level 

to develop a long-lasting one-directional relationship with a virtual influencer. Although pre-

test participants found the fictional storytelling realistic when a few changes were made, the 

effect of influencer type (human-driven vs Artificial Intelligence-driven) on trust, intrigue, level 

of eeriness and engagement did not appear to be stronger when this storytelling is used (as 

opposed to no storytelling). Moreover, the effect of identity reveal did not lead to more trust, 

lower levels of eeriness, more intrigue, and more engagement when this storytelling is used (as 

opposed to no storytelling) as expected, despite the changes in design. As a result, hypotheses 

4 and 5 are rejected.  

A possible explanation for these results could be that the used storytelling needed to be 

more creative and engaging for the participants in this study. Miquela's creator Brud shows that 

storytelling can be an effective strategy (Block & Lovegrove, 2021). Therefore, it is 

recommended that marketers and influencers who use virtual influencers to build trust and 

engagement with their audience should focus on developing a robust creative approach that 

reaches their target audience emotionally and personally. This approach could include more 

engaging and creative storytelling techniques that capture the audience's attention and build a 

stronger connection with the influencer. 
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Interaction  

In contrast to hypotheses 4 and 5, the results show that reveal type and storytelling did not have 

a combined effect on the outcome. It was expected that storytelling would have a more positive 

effect on the audiences' perception of the type of influencer (human-driven vs driven by 

Artificial Intelligence) than when no storytelling is used. Also expected was that the effect of 

identity reveal would lead to more trust, a lower level of eeriness, more intrigue, and more 

engagement when storytelling is used (as opposed to no storytelling). The main reason for this 

was that natural curiosity (intrigue) appears to be aroused in (potential) followers of virtual 

influencers by creative and engaging content that is story-driven (Choudhry et al., 2022). 

However, the results show no combined effect between reveal type and storytelling. In 

connection to previous paragraphs, an explanation for this result is that the stimuli design and 

storytelling need to be more creative and engaging. 

Most studies conducted regarding influencers are studies about human influencers, and 

this research adds value to that it adds to the few studies that have been done on virtual 

influencers. To the best of the researcher's knowledge, research has yet to be done regarding 

the effect of this new type of influencer on people's attitudes. With the rapid development of 

Artificial Intelligence and the surprising results from this research concerning Artificial 

Intelligence as a potential driver of virtual influencers, this research adds a valuable 

contribution to the existing literature.  

 

6.2 Limitations & Future research 

While this study's results provide insights into how storytelling and reveal type affect audiences' 

perceptions of virtual influencers, several limitations should be considered. Firstly, the study 

did not consider the individual differences in the participants' attitudes towards virtual 

influencers. Some participants may have had prior experience with virtual influencers, while 
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others may not have had any experience. These individual differences may have influenced 

their responses to the virtual influencers in the study. 

Secondly, the study did not investigate the long-term effects of reveal and storytelling on 

participants' attitudes towards virtual influencers. The study only measured the participants' 

immediate responses, which may not indicate their long-term attitudes. 

Thirdly, the study only focused on virtual influencers and did not include human 

influencers, which may affect consumer responses differently. However, the no reveal 

condition has been written about a top model, which may mislead the respondent as it could 

make people think the influencer is a real human being. 

Furthermore, the study only examined the effects of two features, reveal type and 

storytelling, and did not consider other factors such as the type of product the virtual influencer 

needs to promote, the target audience, or the influencer's level of popularity. 

Another limitation of this study was the possible observed halo effect in the last 

statements, resulting in the participants needing to take the time to read the manipulations 

correctly and the need to be involved. When this effect occurs, participants may be biased in 

their judgement by transferring their feelings about one feature or product of something to other 

features or products (Nicolau et al., 2020). In addition, the length of the survey could also 

contribute to the halo effect.  

Additionally, the survey was aimed at Instagram users above 18 years old living in 

Europe. Since the survey was distributed through convenience sampling, many participants 

were from the Netherlands and in the same age range. This impacts external validity and may 

not represent the general population. The participants were recruited through snowballing in a 

specific age range and may have been more familiar with virtual influencers than the general 

population. Therefore, the generalization of the findings to the general population may be 

limited. Future studies could prevent this limitation by using different sampling to reach a 

broader public. 
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Moreover, this study used stimuli of a virtual influencer based on the opinions of six 

participants in the pre-test. Participants were exposed to the virtual influencer for the first time. 

To identify the impact of virtual influencers, further research could use well-known, existing 

virtual influencers, so participants exposed to the influencer may not see the influencer for the 

first time.  

In conclusion, this study provides valuable insights into the impact of reveal type and 

storytelling on people's perceptions of virtual influencers. However, the limitations must be 

considered. The individual differences in participants' attitudes towards virtual influencers, the 

lack of investigation into long-term effects, and the focus on only two variables should be 

addressed in future studies to understand better how virtual influencers affect consumer 

behaviour. Additionally, the observed halo effect, the limited sample, and the use of a virtual 

influencer based on the opinions of only six participants may limit the generalizability of the 

findings. Therefore, it is recommended that future studies use existing virtual influencers and 

explore different purposes of using a virtual influencer to determine their influence. The study 

also shows that a "no reveal" approach may generate intrigue and engagement; however, a 

reveal may be necessary in certain circumstances to build trust. By considering these factors, 

future studies can provide a more comprehensive understanding of virtual influencers' impact 

on people's behaviour. 

 

Although the results of this research may only meet some expectations, the results 

contribute to the growing knowledge of virtual influencer marketing and provide a foundation 

for future research. The most important recommendations for further research would be to 

examine the effects of other factors, such as the type of product the virtual influencer needs to 

promote, the target audience, or the influencer's level of popularity. In addition, regarding 

storytelling, it is recommended to study what requirements are needed to develop a robust 

creative approach that reaches and impacts a broad target audience emotionally and personally. 
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Also important is to see if a reveal of being virtual is the best option for using a virtual 

influencer. This study's importance of stimulus and narrative design precision in conducting 

research was evident. Human behaviour and attitudes are frequently studied, and many theories 

already exist.  

 This study aimed at the effects of different reveal types and storytelling. Despite meeting 

only some expectations in this research, the research aim could be very interesting for marketers 

and brands using influencer marketing. Information obtained from the research could help a 

marketeer or brand make choices regarding using a virtual influencer.   
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7. Conclusion 

 

This research aimed to investigate the effect of a reveal of different types of virtual influencers 

and the effect of storytelling on audiences' attitudes when a virtual influencer reveals to be 

virtual. Limited studies could be found on virtual influencers and their effect on the audiences' 

(followers) attitudes; there is a notable gap. This study provides new insights into the field of 

influencer marketing by addressing the notable gap in research on virtual influencers and their 

impact on audiences' perceptions of trust, level of intrigue, level of eeriness and engagement 

towards them. 

 The accompanying research questions focused on the impact of identity reveal and 

storytelling on perceptions towards virtual influencers on Instagram. The research questions 

were: "To what extent does identity reveal about being a human-driven or Artificial 

Intelligence-driven virtual influencer affect the audiences' perceptions towards the virtual 

influencer on Instagram" and "To what extent does storytelling affect audiences' perceptions 

towards a reveal (no reveal, human-driven or Artificial Intelligence-driven) of a virtual 

influencer on Instagram?. The findings reveal an impact of reveal type on trust and eeriness 

and a possible effect on engagement. However, no effect of storytelling or interaction between 

reveal and storytelling was found. 

To answer the research questions, it can be concluded that reveal type (human-driven 

virtual influencer, Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencer, or no reveal of being virtual) 

affects people's perceptions of trust, intrigue, eeriness, and engagement. Storytelling does not 

seem to influence a reveal of being a virtual influencer. 

Finally, marketers and brands can use the results to improve their influencer marketing 

strategies by understanding the impact of reveal type on trust and eeriness and the potential 

benefits of using Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual influencers.  
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Appendix A: Mock-ups pre-test 

 

Mock-ups of the virtual influencer:  

       

Mock-up 1. Mock-up 2. Mock-up 3. 

 

      

Mock-up 4. Mock-up 5. 
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Mock-ups of the (no) reveal texts English:  

       

Mock-up ‘no reveal’. Mock-up ‘human-driven’.  Mock-up ‘Artificial Intelligence-   

       driven’. 
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Appendix B: Ethics Committee approval 
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Appendix C: Pre-test focus group summary 

 

On the 24th of May, a pre-test was conducted as a focus group.  

The focus group was selected by someone not involved in the research, and the participants 

were strangers to the researcher to avoid bias. Below is a summary of the pre-test, and the used 

mock-ups can be found in Appendix A. Pre-test focus group summary:  

 

Opening: A word of welcome, an introduction of the researcher and the study, and a brief 

explanation of the study's objectives were given.  

 

Additionally, it was explained that the focus group was held to pre-test the mock-ups and 

storytelling for the final measure instrument in Qualtrics (survey). It was also clearly explained  

that the best mock-up for the virtual influencer in the final measure instrument in Qualtrics had 

to emerge through the focus group. Furthermore, it was made clear that the text mock-ups and 

storytelling were tested to select or adjust (if necessary) mock-ups for the final measure 

instrument in Qualtrics. Also explained was that their participation was completely voluntary, 

and that consent was given by participating. It was mentioned that they could withdraw at any 

time, without reason. Moreover, it was told to the participants that the focus group would take 

+/- 60 minutes. 

 

Introduction influencers: To see if everyone was familiar with the concept 'influencer', the 

group was asked what an influencer is and what an influencer does. The group knew the answer, 

and together they complemented each other to form a complete definition. Namely, an 

influencer shares his / her life through multi-media and social media. Additionally, they share 

products they are allowed to test for a review or are paid to promote a product or brand. 
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Testing mock-ups influencers: The focus group started with the question 'what comes to mind 

when seeing these influencers'? Whereby the mock-ups of the influencers were presented at the 

same time. Participants were asked about their first impression, what they saw and if they could 

grade the influencers for attractiveness and credibility on a scale from 1 (not attractive at all) to 

7 (very attractive). Al participants immediately noticed that the pictured influencers were 

models and mock-up 3 (see Appendix A) scored lowest on attractiveness. The group thought 

she was too tough, too alternative, and expressionless. The highest score for attractiveness was 

for mock-up 5 (see Appendix A). Surprisingly, this mock-up scored lower on credibility. The 

group thought she was the most attractive and thus the least trustworthy when she talked about 

a product or brand and promoted that because they thought she could take advantage of the fact 

that she was so attractive and beautiful. The second place for attractiveness went to the 

influencer depicted on mock-up 4 (see Appendix A), with the highest score for credibility. The 

group agreed that she looked most like the girl next door whom the whole school was in love 

with when she was younger. They saw her as the most 'real', and therefore they would believe 

her. 

Also rated on a scale from 1 to 7 was the feeling the influencers depicted gave the 

participants (with 1 very uncomfortable to 7 very comfortable) and trustworthiness (with 1 not 

trustworthy at all to 7 very trustworthy). Mock-up 2 scored the lowest on comfortable feelings, 

followed by mock-up 3 (see Appendix A). The reasons given for this were the look (too tough, 

too alternative, overly made) and the depicted influencers' appearance (expressionless, 

emotionless). In contrast to these mock-ups, the participants rated mock-ups 4 and 5 (see 

Appendix A) very positive regarding the feeling they got from these depicted influencers. 

Reasons for this grading were the influencers' looks (e.g., beautiful, attractive, good-looking, 

the girl next door who does not know she is pretty, and pleasant to look at). Mock-up 4 also 

scored high on trustworthiness because of her 'girl next door look', unlike mock-up 5, which 
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was among the lowest-rated mock-ups. The grounds for this were that the influencer is too 

pretty and possibly would abuse the fact that she is so beautiful. 

 

Testing text mock-ups '(no) reveal': To test the text mock-ups, they were shown individually 

the influencer mock-up that came forward as the best mock-up for the final survey (mock-up 4, 

see Appendix A). Participants were asked about their first impression and if there was anything 

that struck them. They were also asked if they could grade the stories for credibility, if they 

would believe the stories, on a scale from 1 (not credible at all) to 7 (very credible). 

First, the 'no reveal' mock-up (see Appendix A) was shown with the influencer of mock-

up 5. At first, they could not name anything and therefore, they were asked to read the text 

again. It was observed that reading the mock-up took some time. The group noticed that the 

influencer might be too young to have a daughter. Next, the group wondered how she managed 

all the travelling for her modelling career with being a mother. Therefore, her credibility was 

rated a five. The group explained that they would give the mock-up text a seven when some 

minor changes were made. Think of; the influencer not travelling for her work, an explanation 

about the child's care (e.g., her mother looked after her child when she travelled for work) or 

when she had no child. On a scale from 1 (very uncomfortable) to 7 (very comfortable) 

regarding the feeling that the story in the text mock-up gave the participants, the mock-up 

scored a six. The participants explained that this would also be a seven when the previous notes 

regarding credibility are considered. Also, when these credibility notes were considered, a 

seven instead of a six would be given for trust (on a scale from 1, no trust at all, to 7 very 

trustworthy). 

Subsequently, the ‘human-driven reveal’ mock-up (see Appendix A) was shown with the 

influencer of mock-up 5. Participants were again asked about their first impression and if there 

was anything that struck them. Also, they were asked for this mock-up if they could grade the 

story for credibility and if they would believe the text on a scale from 1 (not credible at all) to 
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7 (very credible). The group hesitated while looking at the shown mock-ups. The reading / 

looking lasted considerably longer than the ‘no reveal’ mock-up. They asked questions about 

the 3D rendered part. They could not believe that the influencer was not an actual human and 

that computers were capable of these real human-like designs.  

 The credibility rate was a six because they still found it an incredible story. However, if 

it was real, then it was a believable story. The mock-up scored a five on a scale from 1 (very 

uncomfortable) to 7 (very comfortable) regarding the feeling that the ‘human-driven reveal’ 

gave the participants. The participants explained that this was because it made them doubt their 

eyes. For trustworthiness, the text mock-up with the influencer mock-up (‘human-driven’ reveal 

and mock-up 4, see Appendix A) scored an unexpected 6. The group explained that the 

influencer shown might not be real, but the design team determines her voice and everything 

she does. Whether those people use their faces or that of an animation makes no difference.  

  Lastly, the ‘Artificial Intelligence-driven reveal’ mock-up (see Appendix A) was shown 

with the influencer of mock-up 5. The same questions were asked for the ‘no reveal’ and 

‘human-driven reveal’ mock-ups. The group was silent after reading the text and looked at each 

other before a discussion started. They were immediately struck by the ‘Artificial Intelligence-

driven’ reveal and wondered when this would happen in the future. The story was credible to 

them, scoring a 7. They believed this would all be possible, mentioning the current rapid 

technological developments of the internet and devices. However, for mock-up 5, they still 

could not believe their eyes and wondered if this was not a picture of a real woman with a filter 

to make it look perfect. The group was unanimous about the uncomfortable feeling they got at 

the thought of Artificial Intelligence controlling such a real-looking computer animation. On a 

scale of one to seven, a two was given for the feeling this text mock-up with the influencer 

mock-up 5 gave the participants (from 1, uncomfortable to 7, very comfortable). Also, 

trustworthiness was scored low with a two. Not a one, never say never was the argument for 

this grading. 
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Additional questions: After the mock-up tests, some additional questions were asked to see if 

the participants understood the difference between the texts, whether attitudes and opinions 

changed regarding the mock-ups of the influencers, and if there were more suggestions for 

improving the mock-ups.  

It was interesting to note that the participants had nothing to say about the first story but 

were mainly focused on the 'human-driven' reveal and the 'Artificial Intelligence’-driven reveal, 

even though the influencer image was the same for all three texts. The group could distinguish 

the differences; they called the first 'no reveal' text with mock-up 5 'real'. In their view, the 

second 'human-driven' reveal text was a computer animation where people's opinions were 

used, and they also determined what was said/done. In the last 'Artificial Intelligence-driven' 

reveal text, Artificial Intelligence had the upper hand, which they found less reliable and 

perhaps also exciting or scary.  

  When the mock-ups of the influencers were shown again, the opinions regarding 

attractiveness stayed the same. The way the group felt after discovering that the influencers 

were virtual changed how they felt about them, especially when they would be Artificial 

Intelligence-driven. From 1, uncomfortable to 7, very comfortable the influencers on the mock-

up scored a 5. They explained that this was not because of the looks but because of “knowing” 

that they were not real but looked very real. The idea that creating these animations that look 

so real is possible made them feel more uncomfortable than when not knowing. 

 Furthermore, credibility and trustworthiness towards the influencer when she talks about 

something she used and promoted scored significantly lower with a 3 for both (on a scale from 

1, not credible at all, to 7, very credible), especially for the Artificial Intelligence-driven virtual 

influencers. They explained that it was not a one because they would not know how it would 

be when it is happening in real life. Meaning; that when they came across influencers like this 

on their Instagram, talking about their lives and promoting products or brands. Two of them 
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mentioned that they also said never to use a mobile phone, but they used them now like 

everyone. 

 Moreover, the participants were asked if they would change the text mock-ups. For the 

'no reveal' text, they recommended a minor change regarding the child the model has, as 

mentioned earlier in the Alinea' testing text mock-ups '(no) reveal'". Suggestions were made:  

 

1. The influencer is not travelling for her work but working for one agency/brand nearby.  

2. An explanation about the child's care (e.g., her mother or the father looked after the child 

when the influencer travels for her modelling job).  

3. Skip the part of the child; let someone else be her inspiration.  

 

According to the participants, no changes were needed for the 'human-driven' reveal text and 

the 'Artificial Intelligence-driven' reveal text. The way the influencers were presented was clear 

to the group, and no recommendations for changes or additions came into their minds. Only for 

the 'no reveal' text, they suddenly realized that this was also a virtual influencer and wondered 

whether it would remain hidden or be revealed later. 

 The last question asked was what the group thought could be changed or added to the 

influencer. The one thing they would change was the name, 'Bermudaisbae' did not contribute 

to trustworthiness and credibility, as opposed to 'Bella Hueman'. According to the focus group, 

that was the best name for the influencer. 

 

Closing end: Participants of the focus group were thanked for their time and effort, and again 

the purpose of this study was explained. Also mentioned was that in time of questions, they 

could always reach out to the researcher, an email address was provided.  
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Appendix D: Main study stimuli Dutch 

 

Main Study Human-Driven Reveal and Artificial Intelligence-Driven Reveal Stimuli Dutch 

 

           

Main Study Human-Driven Reveal                 Artificial Intelligence-Driven Reveal Stimuli          

Stimuli Dutch version. Dutch version. 
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  Main Study No Reveal Stimuli Dutch version. 

  

. 
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Appendix E: Measurement statements Main survey 

 

Table A-1 

Variable Measurement Statements Overview 

Dependent Variable    Statements / items 

 

Trust - I believe Bella Hueman is genuinely interested in  

  followers’ welfare. 
 - I believe Bella Hueman puts followers’ interests first. 
 - If problems arise, I can expect Bella Hueman to be  

    honest to her followers. 

 - I believe that Bella Hueman only promotes things she  

    sincerely tested and likes. 

 - I believe that the communication of Bella Hueman is  

   honest. 

 - I can trust Bella Hueman. 

 - I can rely on the opinion of Bella Hueman. 

 

Intrigue - I would explore the Instagram account of Bella Hueman  

    for joy or a positive experience. 

 - I want to know more about Bella Hueman. 

 - Bella Hueman brings me in distress. 

 - I would like to look up Bella Hueman on Instagram to  

    learn more about her. 

 - Bella Hueman fascinates me, I would follow her on  

    Instagram. 

 

Engagement 

 Cognitive  - Interacting with Bella Hueman on Instagram would  

     make me think about her. 

  - My interest to learn more about Bella Hueman would be  

     stimulated when interacting with her. 

  - Interaction with Bella Hueman would make me think  

     about her a lot. 

   

 Affective  - Interacting with Bella Hueman on Instagram would   

     make me feel very positive. 

  - Interacting with Bella Hueman on Instagram would  

    make me feel very happy. 

  - Interacting with Bella Hueman on Instagram would  

    make me feel good. 

  - Following Bella Hueman on Instagram would make me  

      feel proud. 

 

 

 

Dependent Variable    Statements / items 
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 Behavioural - An Instagram post of Bella Hueman encourages me to  

     respond. 

   - A nice Instagram post of Bella Hueman would trigger  

     me to like the post. 

   - I intend to buy products promoted by Bella Hueman. 

   - Promoted products of interest by Bella Hueman directly  

     triggers the urge to seek further information about the  

      product. 

  

Eeriness  - To what extent do you perceive the presented visuals you  

     just saw as realistic? 

  - Dull – Exciting 

 - Predictable – Unpredictable 

  - Plain – Weird 

  - Ordinary – Supernatural 

 - Do the presented visuals and texts give you a positive or  

    negative feeling? 

  - Do the presented visuals and texts make you feel  

    comfortable? 
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Appendix F: Main survey Qualtrics English 
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The following shows two examples of conditions that participants could see. All the stimuli for 

the main survey can be seen in Figure 4, Figure 5, Figure 6, and Figure 7. The Dutch version 

can be found in Appendix D.  
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Note. Without storytelling.  
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Note. This is one of the 6 conditions. Without storytelling,  

Artificial Intelligence-driven reveal. 
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         Note. With storytelling. 
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Note. This is one of the 6 conditions. No reveal. 
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Appendix G: Main survey Qualtrics Dutch 
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The following shows two examples of conditions that participants could see. All the stimuli in 

Dutch for the main survey can be seen in Figure 4 and Appendix D. The English version can 

be seen in Figure 5, Figure 6, and Figure 7.  
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Note. Without storytelling. 
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     Note. This is one of the 6 conditions, Artificial Intelligence-driven reveal. 
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  Note. With storytelling. 
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   Note. This is one of the 6 conditions. No reveal. 
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