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This dissertation endeavors to examine the challenges prevalent in mainstream Influencer
Marketing (IM) research, encompassing issues such as uneven regional theory distribution,
incomplete applicability of traditional theories, and the absence of a comprehensive framework
and consensus. To address these identified gaps, this study shifts its focus towards the
Chinese Wanghong phenomenon, a distinctive and influential aspect within the realm of IM
research. Through a comparative analysis that integrates literature on the Chinese Wanghong
economy with existing international IM literature, the dissertation aims to identify
commonalities and disparities, thereby enriching our comprehension of the IM phenomenon
while acknowledging both its universal aspects and regional nuances.

The research is structured into seven chapters:

Chapter 1 serves as an introduction, providing an overarching view of the research
objectives and methodology.

Chapter 2 initiates by scrutinizing the dominance of the theory—first paradigm in IM
research approaches, delineating two primary contradictions within this paradigm. It
subsequently categorizes theories utilized in prior IM research into four approaches: the
Media and Communication Approach, the Marketing Approach, the Sociological Approach,
and the Technological Approach. Through this categorization, the chapter aims to elucidate
the principal issues addressed by each approach, their key theories, significant contributions,
and delves into questions of theoretical applicability and controversies present in prior
research. Building upon this analysis, the chapter evaluates the current research landscape,
thereby establishing a solid theoretical foundation for the study.

Chapter 3 delves into the challenges posed by cross—cultural comprehension and
knowledge transfer between the Chinese Wanghong economy and the English IM context. To
mitigate these challenges, 67 English and 71 Chinese articles were collected and analyzed.
Employing a structuralist approach, this chapter conducts an analysis of four conceptual
groups, thereby proposing integrated concepts and shedding light on the disparities while
offering concrete interpretations. Furthermore, the potential for knowledge transfer between
these knowledge systems is discussed.

Chapter 4 addresses the extant theoretical gap by providing a systematic review of the
Chinese Wanghong and Wanghong economy. Through a systematic review approach, a total
of 106 papers related to the Wanghong economy was extracted and analyzed. Descriptive

analysis is initially conducted to establish fundamental characteristics, such as publication




year, research type, methods, types of internet celebrities examined, and social networking
sites investigated, forming a foundational understanding. Six pivotal themes are identified,
and an integrated framework is summarized, revealing differences between previous studies
on IM and patterns within China.

Chapter 5 aims to explore connections and distinctions between IM and Wanghong
research quantitatively, utilizing a larger data set and bibliometric analysis. A total of 1,808
papers from Web of Science (WOS) and 2,174 papers from China National Knowledge
Infrastructure (CNKI) are collected. Knowledge mapping analysis is performed from various
perspectives, thereby visualizing the holistic picture and evolution of influencer marketing
and the Wanghong economy research. Additionally, the chapter compares the topic focus and
research evolution between cultural backgrounds, revealing similarities and differences within
cultural and business contexts.

Chapter 6 endeavors to address ongoing controversies surrounding the effectiveness of
IM and Wanghong research through a comprehensive meta—analysis of empirically published
studies. This meta—analysis comprises 91 empirical studies, examining the relationship
between key antecedents, such as influencers’ attractiveness, expertise, interaction, content
credibility, and relevance, and their impact on trust, purchase intention, and brand attitude.
The research aims not only to evaluate the stability and reliability of the core structure within
the realm of IM effectiveness using a larger sample size but also to validate findings through
subgroup analyses based on language (English & Chinese). By conducting these subgroup
analyses, the study seeks to determine if differences exist between English—based IM studies
and Chinese—based Wanghong research, investigating whether national and cultural contexts
contribute to observed heterogeneity. Lastly, utilizing meta-regression analysis, the study
delves into a comprehensive exploration of factors contributing to the heterogeneity and
examines the effects of moderators.

In the culmination of the research findings, the emergence of Social Media Influencers
(SMIs) and IM is demonstrated to be a phenomenon with substantial underpinnings. Its essence
lies in the transformative impact of novel Information and Communication Technologies (ICT)
on human communication dynamics, accompanied by consequential shifts in societal
structures. This transformation is reflected in the altered paradigms of conventional
advertising and endorsement mechanisms, indicating that the phenomenon of SMIs/IM does
not materialize in isolation. On the other hand, this research identifies distinctive
characteristics of the Chinese Wanghong economy that set it apart from the prevalent IM
model. The Wanghong economy must be embedded in the contemporary unique digital
economy development process, economy, politics, consumer culture, and other factors for

comprehensive investigation.
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