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Abstract: This systematic literature review explores the
strategic role of micro-influencers in shaping brand
engagement within  digital marketing ecosystems.
Analyzing 61 peer-reviewed articles published between
2019 and 2024, the study synthesizes key insights across
ten thematic areas including influencer strategy, consumer
trust, emotional connection, and technological adaptation.
Findings reveal that micro-influencers foster deeper
consumer interactions than macro-influencers due to their
authenticity, consistent storytelling, and alignment with
niche communities. Additionally, platform-specific features
and ethical messaging enhance consumer trust and brand
loyalty. The study proposes a conceptual framework for
understanding micro-influencers as co-creators of brand
meaning and highlights implications for relationship
marketing. This research offers both theoretical
advancement and practical guidance for brands navigating
an increasingly fragmented digital landscape.

Introduction

In the evolving landscape of digital marketing, the role of influencers has undergone a
fundamental transformation, shifting from celebrity endorsements to more localized and
relatable figures known as micro-influencers. Defined as individuals with a follower base
typically ranging from 1,000 to 100,000, micro-influencers have emerged as pivotal agents in
driving brand engagement through their perceived authenticity and niche audience appeal
(Campbell & Farrell, 2020). Unlike macro-influencers, micro-influencers tend to maintain
closer, more interactive relationships with their followers, resulting in higher levels of trust and
engagement—a crucial determinant in influencing consumer attitudes and purchase intentions
(Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2019). This paradigm shift signals a reconfiguration of marketing
strategies, whereby brands increasingly prioritize depth of engagement over reach.
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The growing significance of micro-influencers can be attributed to their ability to
deliver credible and authentic content, which resonates more powerfully with audiences than
the often-scripted promotions of high-profile influencers. Trust, as a foundational element of
consumer-brand relationships, has been identified as significantly stronger when the source of
endorsement is perceived as genuine and accessible (Boerman, Willemsen, & Van Der Aa,
2017). Recent empirical findings further indicate that micro-influencers are more effective in
fostering consumer-brand connections due to their content's relatability and alignment with
followers' lifestyles (Lou & Yuan, 2019). Consequently, the marketing industry is witnessing a
strategic pivot where influence is not merely measured by follower count, but by engagement
quality and authenticity.

This transformation is also catalyzed by changes in consumer behavior and digital
platform algorithms, which increasingly reward meaningful interactions over superficial
metrics such as likes or follower count. Platforms like Instagram and TikTok have optimized
their algorithms to prioritize content that drives real-time engagement, thus amplifying the
voices of micro-influencers whose content often sparks organic dialogue (Casalo, Flavian, &
Ibafiez-Sanchez, 2020). Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic intensified digital interactions
and trust-building mechanisms, pushing consumers to seek more intimate and trustworthy
online communities, which are often facilitated by micro-influencers (Sokolova & Perez, 2021).
This underscores the urgency for scholars and practitioners to re-examine traditional models of
influencer marketing and adopt more nuanced frameworks that account for micro-level
dynamics.

While numerous studies have explored influencer marketing in general, there is a
paucity of systematic analyses that dissect how and why micro-influencers uniquely contribute
to brand-consumer relationships. Existing literature often clusters influencer typologies without
distinguishing the specific mechanisms through which micro-influencers drive affective,
cognitive, and behavioral dimensions of engagement (Jin, Mugaddam, & Ryu, 2019). A critical
review of the literature reveals several notable gaps. Many studies rely heavily on cross-
sectional quantitative methods, which limits the exploration of relational dynamics and the
long-term effects of micro-influencer strategies. Research is also predominantly Western-
centric, with limited representation from non-Western and emerging markets, thus reducing
cultural generalizability. Platform focus is often confined to Instagram and TikTok, neglecting
emerging or regional alternatives. Ethical considerations such as disclosure practices,
influencer burnout, and the impact of Al tools on authenticity are underexplored. Moreover, the
literature tends to focus on Gen Z and young millennials, overlooking older demographics and
the diverse applications within various industries. Theoretical frameworks remain limited, often
centered on trust and parasocial interaction, and lack integration with broader perspectives, such
as media ecology or platform capitalism. This gap in scholarly understanding calls for a
structured synthesis of empirical and theoretical contributions that specifically focus on micro-
influencers within the context of engagement-based outcomes.

This study addresses the gap by conducting a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) to
examine the role of micro-influencers in the future of brand engagement. By analyzing peer-
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reviewed articles published in the last five years, this review aims to map key themes, identify
dominant research streams, and propose a conceptual framework that elucidates the strategic
value of micro-influencers. Such a synthesis is vital for advancing the academic conversation
while offering practical implications for marketers seeking to optimize influencer strategies in
a rapidly evolving digital environment. Ultimately, this study aspires to reposition micro-
influencers not merely as marketing tools, but as central figures in cultivating meaningful,
sustainable, and trust-based consumer relationships.

Research Methods

This study employs a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach to synthesize
current academic discourse on the role of micro-influencers in shaping brand engagement. The
SLR method was selected for its capacity to aggregate, evaluate, and interpret extant research
using a transparent, replicable, and rigorous process that mitigates bias and ensures
comprehensiveness (Snyder, 2019). Following the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines, this methodology facilitates the
identification of thematic trends and theoretical developments from published, peer-reviewed
literature. The review focuses on studies published between 2019 and 2024 to capture the most
recent insights aligned with rapid developments in social media, influencer marketing, and
platform algorithms.

The initial data collection was conducted using the POP 8 application, a digital tool
designed to support systematic search and reference extraction from bibliographic databases.
To ensure thematic specificity and relevance, search strings were constructed using Boolean
logic, combining terms such as “micro-influencer”, “brand engagement”, “consumer trust”,
“authenticity”, and “social media marketing”. The application was set to filter results based on
peer-reviewed journal articles written in English. These parameters were designed to exclude
conference proceedings, gray literature, and non-empirical opinion pieces, thereby

strengthening the methodological rigor of the review.

A total of 200 articles were retrieved from POP 8 after applying the initial filters. These
articles were then subjected to a three-stage screening process involving identification,
screening, and eligibility assessment. During the identification phase, duplicates were removed
and titles were preliminarily examined for thematic alignment. In the screening stage, abstracts
were evaluated based on inclusion criteria, which required studies to focus explicitly on micro-
influencers and their impact on consumer engagement or related constructs. Articles focusing
solely on macro-influencers, celebrity endorsement, or unrelated digital tools were excluded.
During the eligibility phase, full-text reviews were conducted to ensure methodological
soundness and contextual relevance.

The following diagram represents the PRISMA-based flow of article selection:
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To ensure transparency and replicability, metadata of each selected study—such as
author, year, journal, title, and DOl—was extracted and stored in a standardized data matrix.
The publication years of the articles indicate a growing interest in the topic, peaking in 2020
and 2021, which coincides with the digital acceleration caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and
a concurrent rise in influencer-based marketing strategies. The yearly distribution is illustrated
in the following figure:
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Figure 2. Yearly Distribution Of Selected Articles (2019-2024)

The synthesis of the selected articles was conducted using thematic analysis, an
interpretive method used to identify, organize, and explain patterns across data sets (Braun &
Clarke, 2021). Each article was coded inductively for dominant themes such as trust and
authenticity, engagement, platform dynamics, and technology-mediated
communication. These codes were then aggregated to form higher-level categories, allowing

consumer

for the construction of conceptual frameworks that bridge theoretical and practical insights.

To ensure methodological validity, triangulation was employed by cross-verifying the
thematic structure with recent conceptual models in influencer marketing (Casalo et al., 2020;
Lou & Yuan, 2019). Inter-coder reliability was maintained by involving two independent
reviewers in the theme classification process, and disagreements were resolved through
discussion and consensus.

Through the systematic identification and thematic synthesis of recent peer-reviewed
literature, this methodological framework provides a robust foundation for evaluating how
micro-influencers contribute to various dimensions of brand engagement. The next section
presents the results of this synthesis, offering empirical clarity on the mechanisms through
which micro-influencers generate relational value, foster consumer trust, and shape the
evolving digital marketing landscape.

Result and Discussion

Table 1. Thematic Synthesis of Selected Studies on Micro-Influencers and Brand Engagement

No Theme Description Representative Studies Key Findings
(Authors & Year)

1 Influencer Strategic use of micro- Childers (2019), Feng Micro-influencers drive
Marketing influencers in campaign (2021), Jin et al. (2019)  deeper niche engagement and
Strategy design and targeting trust than macro-influencers.

2 Consumer Affective, cognitive, and McLean (2021), Engagement is driven by
Engagement & behavioral responses to Fleming-Milici (2020), authenticity, peer relatability,
Behavioral influencer content Pitardi (2021) and storytelling consistency.
Impact

3 Trust &  Credibility and Foehr (2020), Gupta Authentic content increases
Authenticity in transparency as drivers (2019), Lou & Yuan brand trust and intention to
Branding of consumer trust (2019) buy.

4 Emotional Emotional bonding and Pitardi (2021), Parasocial ties mimic real
Connection & perceived friendship Djafarova &  relationships, reinforcing
Parasocial with micro-influencers Trofimenko (2019), consumer attachment.
Influence Jiang (2022)

5 Platform- Role of social media Casalé et al. (2020), TikTok and  Instagram
Specific Strategy platforms in shaping Sokolova &  Perez support higher engagement

(IG, TikTok)

6 Technology in

influencer impact

Integration of Al, AR, or

(2021), Cowan (2019)

Jiang  (2022), Cao

via visual and participatory
content.

Al/chatbots increase

Influencer chatbots in engagement (2022), McLean (2021)  scalability and personalized

Communication  strategy interactions while
maintaining closeness.

7 Ethical and Influence of micro- Gupta (2019), Childers Influencers shape consumer

Sustainable influencers on (2019), Lou & Ywuan awareness on ethical and
Messaging ethical/sustainable (2019) environmental issues.

consumer behavior
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8 Gen Z and Behavioral patterns of Fleming-Milici (2020), Gen Z prefers influencers

Y outh-Centric young audiences in Sokolova &  Perez who reflect their identity and
Engagement responding to influencer (2021), Foehr (2020) lifestyle authentically.
content

9 Measurement of Metrics and KPIs to Lou & Yuan (2019), Engagement should be
Engagement evaluate micro- Casald et al. (2020), Jin measured beyond likes—
Outcomes influencer effectiveness et al. (2019) through sentiment, loyalty,

and action.

10  Brand-Influencer Factors in sustaining Childers (2019), Pitardi Relationship quality, creative
Relationship long-term brand- (2021), Casalé et al. freedom, and mutual values
Management influencer collaborations  (2020) enhance campaign success.

The findings from the systematic literature review provide robust evidence that micro-
influencers play an increasingly central role in shaping consumer engagement across digital
platforms. The high frequency of themes related to consumer engagement, influencer strategy,
and trust suggests that these dimensions are foundational to understanding how micro-
influencers affect brand outcomes. Central to this dynamic is the shift from traditional celebrity
endorsement toward a model of influence rooted in authenticity, relatability, and perceived
similarity. Studies consistently demonstrate that micro-influencers generate higher engagement
rates due to their ability to maintain close relationships with their audience, foster bidirectional
communication, and present content that aligns with the personal experiences of their followers
(Fleming-Milici, 2020; Pitardi, 2021). This level of perceived closeness cultivates a sense of
trust that enhances message credibility and strengthens emotional attachment to brands.

The thematic concentration on influencer strategy indicates a growing scholarly
recognition of the nuanced roles micro-influencers fulfill in marketing campaigns. Unlike
macro-influencers, who often operate as media celebrities with wide but shallow influence,
micro-influencers command niche authority and intimacy. This results in more efficient
audience segmentation and higher conversion potential. Childers (2019) posits that marketers
increasingly select micro-influencers for campaigns where authenticity and long-term brand
equity outweigh sheer exposure metrics. This insight is reinforced by Lou and Yuan (2019),
who highlight that the strategic deployment of micro-influencers enables brands to
communicate with high-trust consumer segments in a cost-effective manner. These strategic
considerations are particularly relevant for emerging brands and direct-to-consumer startups
seeking to penetrate saturated markets.

Equally important is the theme of trust and authenticity, which emerges as a dominant
concern across the reviewed literature. As influencer marketing matures, consumers have
become more adept at discerning inauthentic content. The ability of micro-influencers to
maintain consistent, transparent, and value-driven narratives significantly influences their
effectiveness. Gupta (2019) finds that authenticity in message delivery—particularly when
related to sustainability and social responsibility—enhances not only trust but also consumer
advocacy. This perspective is echoed by Foehr (2020), who underscores the importance of
content congruence between influencers and brands in building trust capital. When influencers
promote products that align with their personal values and lifestyle, followers are more likely
to perceive the endorsement as credible, thereby reducing skepticism and enhancing
engagement.
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Moreover, the interplay between platform affordances and influencer impact is another
salient insight. Platforms such as Instagram and TikTok offer unique interactive features that
enable micro-influencers to tailor content in ways that resonate deeply with their audiences.
Casalo et al. (2020) observe that platform-specific features—such as Instagram’s Stories and
TikTok’s short-form video algorithms—support spontaneous, unfiltered, and community-
driven engagement, which amplifies micro-influencer reach. These affordances create a context
in which the perceived authenticity and relatability of the influencer are further reinforced by
the design of the platform itself. Sokolova and Perez (2021) further argue that the platform’s
technical structure mediates the depth of parasocial interactions, suggesting that platform
choice is not merely a distributional decision but a strategic one that influences the quality of
engagement.

The integration of technology, particularly Al and automation tools, is a relatively
recent trend that has begun to redefine the boundaries of influencer communication. Jiang
(2022) explores how micro-influencers can use Al-powered chatbots to maintain responsive
communication with followers, thereby scaling engagement without compromising
authenticity. While some scholars express concern over the potential dilution of the human
element, findings suggest that when automation is used transparently and ethically, it can
augment rather than diminish trust. This indicates a convergence between technological
advancement and relationship management strategies, where micro-influencers act as both
content creators and micro-entrepreneurs managing their own engagement ecosystems. As
digital platforms continue to evolve, the capacity to blend human-like interactivity with
technological efficiency will likely become a distinguishing competency for effective micro-
influencers.

Another emerging theme is the contribution of micro-influencers to ethical branding
and sustainability communication. Consumers increasingly expect brands to be socially
responsible, and micro-influencers are uniquely positioned to communicate these values in a
relatable and persuasive manner. Gupta (2019) emphasizes that micro-influencers, when
aligned with ethical causes, can humanize brand messages and contextualize them within the
daily lives of consumers. This not only fosters trust but also positions the brand as a partner in
the consumer’s moral identity construction. The review reveals that such messaging is
particularly effective among younger audiences, especially Generation Z, who prioritize
authenticity, ethical integrity, and social engagement in their brand interactions (Fleming-
Milici, 2020; Sokolova & Perez, 2021). Consequently, micro-influencers are not merely content
amplifiers but also cultural intermediaries who translate brand values into consumer-relevant
narratives.

The concept of parasocial relationships further enriches our understanding of how
micro-influencers cultivate lasting bonds with their audiences. These one-sided yet emotionally
resonant connections simulate real-life relationships, leading consumers to feel personally
connected to the influencer. Pitardi (2021) and Djafarova and Trofimenko (2019) find that such
parasocial ties significantly influence consumer trust, purchase intentions, and brand loyalty.
This psychological mechanism is instrumental in transforming passive content consumption
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into active brand engagement. Notably, this effect appears more pronounced among micro-
influencers due to their perceived accessibility and ongoing direct interactions, which reinforce
the illusion of intimacy and reciprocity.

From a measurement perspective, the literature indicates that traditional engagement
metrics such as likes, shares, and comments are increasingly insufficient for capturing the depth
and quality of influencer impact. Scholars advocate for more nuanced indicators that reflect
emotional engagement, sentiment analysis, and long-term brand loyalty. Lou and Yuan (2019)
and Casalo et al. (2020) suggest integrating qualitative feedback, direct message analysis, and
community participation rates into campaign assessments to yield a more comprehensive
picture of engagement efficacy. This shift in measurement paradigms corresponds with the
broader transition toward relationship marketing models, in which the goal is not merely
visibility but enduring consumer connection.

Finally, the relational dynamics between brands and micro-influencers play a critical
role in campaign success. Studies by Childers (2019) and Pitardi (2021) highlight that long-
term collaborations built on mutual respect, creative autonomy, and value congruence result in
higher authenticity and campaign coherence. Brands that treat influencers as co-creators rather
than mere distribution channels tend to achieve more consistent and resonant messaging. These
findings underscore the need for a strategic, relationship-based approach to influencer
partnerships, wherein both parties engage in collaborative planning, content co-creation, and
shared storytelling.

Collectively, these insights reinforce the conceptual shift in marketing from
transactional to relational paradigms. Micro-influencers, through their authenticity,
technological adaptability, and cultural relevance, represent a critical leverage point for brands
seeking to build meaningful and sustainable engagement. While the scalability of micro-
influencer campaigns remains a challenge, particularly for global brands, the depth and quality
of engagement they generate offer a compelling case for their integration into long-term brand
strategy. As digital ecosystems become more fragmented and consumers more discerning,
micro-influencers may well be the key to maintaining brand resonance in an attention-scarce
marketplace.

The evidence synthesized from this review suggests several implications for theory and
practice. Theoretically, it affirms the value of integrating relationship marketing, trust theory,
and parasocial interaction models into influencer marketing frameworks. Practically, it
encourages marketers to prioritize micro-influencer partnerships that are grounded in shared
values, narrative consistency, and audience alignment. Moreover, the emergent role of Al and
platform affordances invites further research into how technology mediates influencer
effectiveness. Future studies should also explore cross-cultural variations, sector-specific
applications, and the longitudinal effects of micro-influencer engagement to enrich the strategic
toolkit available to scholars and practitioners alike.



How Micro Influencers Influence the Evolutionof Brand Engagement (Mcclellan et al.) =34

Conclusion and Recommendation

This systematic literature review concludes that micro-influencers play a critical role in
shaping the future of brand engagement by leveraging authenticity, niche relevance, and
emotionally resonant communication. Unlike traditional celebrity endorsements, micro-
influencers cultivate trust through consistent, relatable content and sustained interaction,
fostering deeper consumer-brand relationships across various digital platforms. Their strategic
value is further amplified by platform-specific features, technological adaptability, and
alignment with ethical and social values that increasingly influence consumer decision-making.
As digital marketing evolves toward relational and value-driven paradigms, micro-influencers
emerge not only as cost-effective promotional agents but as key cultural intermediaries who co-
create brand meaning and loyalty. This research underscores the necessity for brands to reframe
influencer strategies by embracing long-term, trust-based partnerships that prioritize audience
connection over reach.
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