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In social media marketing, recommendations from key opinion leaders (KOLs) are
often assumed to be more persuasive than those from ordinary users. The current research
examines whether this assumption always holds. Across two experiments, the current
research shows that ordinary users can be more persuasive because they are perceived as
more similar to consumers, which further enhances purchase intention. However, this
persuasive advantage depends on consumers' relationship with the KOL. In this case,
ordinary users are perceived as more similar and therefore more trustworthy. In contrast,
when consumers have a strong relationship with the KOL, the advantage of ordinary users is
reversed, and KOL recommendations become more effective. These findings extend
previous literature on persuasion and influencer marketing, while also provide actionable
insights firms on how to choose the appropriate type of recommender in social media
marketing.

Key Opinion Leader (KOL), Ordinary Users, Influencer Marketing, Perceived
Similarity, Persuasion

Social media has become an important channel for consumers to learn about products. Before
making purchase decisions, consumers often read posts, watch short videos, and check comments or
reviews from different users. On social media platforms, product recommendations usually come
from two sources: key opinion leaders (KOLs) or ordinary users.

Previous research suggests that KOLs can influence consumers because they are knowledgeable
and socially influential [1-4]. Their recommendations may be persuasive when consumers need
professional suggestions. Ordinary users can also be persuasive. Compared with KOLs, ordinary
users are less likely to be seen as commercial figures. Thus, their recommendations may appear
more authentic and trustworthy [5, 6].

Given this background, little research has compared the relative -effectiveness of
recommendations from KOLs and ordinary users. The current research aims to answer this question.
Across two behavioral experiments, we show that consumers are more likely to perceive ordinary
users (vs. KOLs) as similar to themselves, and thus find the recommendation more relatable and
trustworthy [5, 7], which leads to stronger persuasiveness. However, when consumers have a strong
relationship with the KOL, the persuasive advantage of ordinary users (vs. KOLs) reverses.

© 2026 The Authors. This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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This research not only extend previous literature on social media marketing and persuasion, but
also provide important implications for managers.

2. Hypothesis development
2.1. KOLs vs. ordinary users

In social media platforms, consumers can receive product recommendations either from KOLs or
ordinary users. KOLs mainly attract attention through their higher visibility and professional images
[1, 8], while ordinary users usually persuade other consumers by sharing their own personal
consumption experiences [9-12]. Previous research suggests that ordinary users (vs. KOLs) may
seem less commercial and closer to everyday consumers. Therefore, their recommendations can
appear more sincere, relatable, and trustworthy [5, 6].

To sum, KOLs mainly rely on expertise and social influence, while ordinary users rely more on
authenticity and relatability.

2.2. Source credibility theory

Source credibility theory suggests that consumers not only evaluate a message by its content, but
also on the source of it [13, 14]. Source credibility is evaluated along three dimensions: expertise,
trustworthiness, and attractiveness [15, 16]. Expertise means whether the source is knowledgeable
and competent; trustworthiness means whether the source is honest and sincere; and attractiveness
means the general appeal of the source [15, 16].

KOLSs and ordinary users may persuade others through different dimensions of credibility. KOLs
can be linked to expertise because they usually provide professional content [17-19]; whereas
ordinary users may gain credibility through trustworthiness as they often share personal
consumption experiences [2, 16].

2.3. Perceived similarity and persuasion

This research suggests that ordinary users will be more persuasive than unfamiliar KOL. This effect
can be explained by perceived similarity, which means that consumers feel a person shares similar
preferences or consumption experiences with them [20-23].

Compared with KOLs, ordinary users often share products based on daily consumption
experiences, which makes their recommendations more relatable [5, 6] and increases social
connection and perceived similarity [24]. When consumers perceive a recommender as similar to
themselves, they may believe that the recommender has a similar consumer position, which
increases trust [7, 21, 25].

By contrast, when consumers are not familiar with a KOL, they may view the KOL more as a
commercial figure [26, 27]. This may make the recommendation feel less relatable and weaken
perceived similarity. Therefore, ordinary users may be more persuasive than unfamiliar KOLs
because they appear more similar and trustworthy. Thus, we hypothesize:

H1: Compared with KOLs, consumers are more likely to be persuaded by ordinary users.

H2: The persuasive advantage of ordinary users over KOLs is mediated by greater perceived
similarity.
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2.4. The moderating role of the KOL-consumer relationship

In social media contexts, consumers may not always see KOLs as distant or unfamiliar. Some
consumers like the same KOL for a long time. This process makes consumers feel that they have an
emotional connection with the KOL [28-30], which further affects how consumers respond to KOL
recommendations.

When consumers feel distant from a KOL, ordinary users may seem more relatable and
trustworthy. However, when consumers already know and like the KOL, they may no longer view
the KOL only as a commercial source. Instead, the KOL may become a familiar and personally
relevant people. Thus, KOLs may benefit from both expertise and similarity, making their
recommendations more credible to consumers [31, 32]. Accordingly, we hypothesize:

H3: The persuasive advantage of ordinary users (vs. KOLs) is moderated by the KOL-consumer
relationship.

3. Study 1: Main effect and mediation test
3.1. Participants, design, and procedure

One hundred and fifty participants (Mage = 30.79 years, SD = 8.96) were recruited from Credamo to
participate in a single-factor (recommender type: KOL vs. ordinary user) between-subjects
experiment. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions and view a simulated
Xiaohongshu post recommending a hydrating facial mask. In the KOL condition, the post was
attributed to a beauty blogger with more than 2.5 million followers. In the ordinary user condition,
the same post was attributed to a Xiaohongshu user with 77 followers. The recommendation content,
including product features and usage experience, was held constant across the two conditions. After
reading the post, participants completed measures of purchase intention and perceived similarity,
and finally reported demographic information.

3.2. Measures

Purchase Intention. By adapting the scale from previous research [33], this construct was measured
using a 4-item, 7-point Likert scale (e.g., "I am willing to buy the product recommended by this
user," "The user's recommendation has enhanced my purchase intention for the product"; 1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; o = .94).

Perceived Similarity. Following prior literature [34], 5 items were used to assess participants'
perceived similarity with the recommender (e.g., "I think the user has similar hobbies to me,"
"Overall, I think the user is very similar to me"; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; a. = .91).

Manipulation Check. To verify the effectiveness of the recommender type manipulation, a single
item was used to assess participants' perceived follower count of the recommender ("How would
you describe the person who posted this content?"; 1 = ordinary consumer, 7 = professional
influencer).

Demographic Information. Participants reported their gender and age.

3.3. Results

Manipulation check. A one-way ANOVA showed that the manipulation of recommender type was
effective. Participants in the KOL condition perceived the recommender as having a significantly
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higher follower count (M = 6.03, SD = 0.90) than those in the ordinary user condition (M = 2.28, SD
=1.30; F (1,148) =420.97, p <.001).

Purchase Intention: As expected, recommender type significantly influenced purchase intention
(F(1, 148) = 4.80, p = .030). Participants who viewed the recommendation from the ordinary user
showed higher purchase intention (M = 5.45, SD = 1.00) than those who viewed the KOL's post (M
=5.03, SD = 1.34), thus supporting Hypothesis 1.

Mediation Analysis. Recommender type also had a significant effect on perceived similarity (F(1,
148) = 9.21, p = .003). Participants in the ordinary user condition reported significantly higher
perceived similarity (M = 5.15, SD = 1.07) than those in the KOL condition (M = 4.58, SD = 1.24).

To test the mediating role of perceived similarity, we conducted a bootstrap mediation analysis
using PROCESS Model 4 with 5,000 bootstrap samples [35]. Recommender type was the
independent variable (0 = KOL, 1 = ordinary user), perceived similarity served as the mediator, and
purchase intention serves as the dependent variable. The results revealed a significant indirect effect
through perceived similarity (Effect = 0.48, 95% CI = [0.16, 0.83]), thus supporting H2.

3.4. Discussion

Study 1 provides an initial test of the proposed effect. The results show that participants reported
higher purchase intention after viewing a recommendation from an ordinary user than after viewing
the same recommendation from a KOL. In addition, this effect is mediated by perceived similarity:
ordinary users were perceived as more similar to participants, which further increased purchase
intention. Study 2 further explores whether the observed persuasive advantage of ordinary users is
impacted by the KOL-consumer relationship.

4. Study 2: The moderating role of the KOL-consumer relationship
4.1. Participants, design, and procedure

Two hundred and forty participants recruited from Credamo took part in the study (M, =29.42, SD
= 7.85). They were randomly assigned to one of two conditions in a single-factor between-subjects
design: KOL versus ordinary user.

The focal product was thick-cut toast, a low-involvement experiential product. After reading the
informed consent form, participants viewed a simulated Xiaohongshu product recommendation post.
The post described the product's features and usage experience and included the same images and
hashtags across conditions. Only the recommender identity varied. In the ordinary-user condition,
the post was attributed to a non-professional Xiaohongshu user with 77 followers. In the KOL
condition, the same post was attributed to Dong Yuhui, a well-known knowledge-based KOL with
572,000 followers in the real world. After viewing the post, participants completed the purchase
intention measure and manipulation check. Then, we measured the relationship strengthen between
the KOL and participants. Finally, participants reported demographic information.

4.2. Measures

Purchase Intention. Purchase intention was measured using a 3-item, 7-point scale adapted from
previous research [33] (e.g., "I have a strong intention to buy this toast after reading this
recommendation”; "I will add this toast to my recent breakfast list"; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree; a. = .89).
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KOL-Consumer Relationship Strength. Relationship strength was measured using a 7-item
composite scale capturing two dimensions: parasocial interaction [29] (4 items; e.g., "Dong Yuhui
feels like an old friend to me") and emotional connection [36] ( 3 items; e.g., "Dong Yuhui's values
resonate strongly with me"; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The averaged score served as
the index of relationship strength, showing excellent reliability (o = .92).

Manipulation Check. To verify the effectiveness of the recommender manipulation, participants
responded to a manipulation-check item: "How would you describe the person who posted this
content?" (1 = ordinary consumer, 7 = professional influencer).

Demographic Information. Participants reported their gender and age.

Manipulation Check. A one-way ANOVA confirmed that the manipulation was successful.
Participants in the KOL condition rated the recommender as significantly more professional (M =
6.12, SD = 0.78) than those in the ordinary user condition (M = 2.05, SD =0.92; F(1, 238) = 124.67,
p <0.001,n =0.59).

Interaction Effects. To test the moderating role of KOL-Consumer relationship strength, we
conducted a moderation analysis using PROCESS Model 1 [36]. Recommendation source (0 =
ordinary user, 1 = KOL) served as the independent variable, purchase intention as the dependent
variable, and KOL-consumer relationship strength as the moderator.

The results revealed a significant main effect of recommendation source (b =-1.20, SE =0.58, t=
-2.06, p = .041), indicating that, on average, ordinary users generated higher purchase intention than
KOLs. There was also a significant positive effect of relationship strength (b = 0.37, SE = 0.08, t =
4.54, p < .001). More importantly, the interaction between recommendation source and relationship
strength was significant (b = 0.33, SE = 0.12, t = 2.83, p = .005). A Johnson-Neyman analysis
further showed that when relationship strength was low (< 4.52), there was no significant difference
between KOL and ordinary user recommendations. However, when the KOL-consumer relationship
is relatively strong (> 4.52; 69.5% of the sample), KOL (vs. ordinary user) recommendations
generated significantly higher purchase intention, thus supporting H3.

Study 2 further examined the boundary condition of the effect found in Study 1. The results suggest
that the influence of recommender type depends on how close consumers feel to the KOL. When the
KOL-consumer relationship is strong, the KOL (vs. ordinary user) recommendation produced higher
purchase intention. However, when the relationship between KOL and consumer is weak, the two
recommender types did not differ significantly. Together, the findings highlight the importance of
choosing the most appropriate recommenders based on consumer segments and product category.

This research compares KOLs and ordinary users in the same recommendation context. Although
previous studies have discussed both types of recommenders, they often examine them separately [2,
5-8]. By comparing the two sources in the same setting, this research provides a clearer
understanding of when each type of recommender may be more persuasive.
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Second, this research shows that perceived similarity and the KOL-consumer relationship are
important for understanding social media persuasion. The findings suggest that ordinary users may
be more persuasive because consumers see them as more similar to themselves [20, 21]. However,
when consumers feel close to a KOL, the KOL's recommendation may become more effective. This
suggests that KOL influence may also come from familiarity and emotional connection, not only
from popularity or professional image [28, 29, 37].

5.2. Managerial implications

The findings provide practical suggestions for brands. When choosing a recommender, brands need
to consider who their target consumers are. If consumers are not familiar with a KOL, ordinary-user
recommendations may be more effective. However, if consumers already know or like a KOL,
cooperation with that KOL may work better. Therefore, in brand or product promotion, businesses
should consider both the recommender type and the audience's relationship with the KOL.

5.3. Limitations

This main limitation of the current research lies in the stimulus design. Specifically, Study 2 used a
real and well-known KOL Dong Yuhui. Although this improves realism, participants with a weak
reported relationship with the KOL may still have been familiar with him or viewed him as credible.
Future studies could compare well-known KOLs, micro-influencers, and unfamiliar KOLs to better
understand how familiarity and relationship strength jointly shape persuasion [38].
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