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Introduction

Travel vloggers are increasingly shaping the destination 
choices of their followers, as their perceived attractiveness, 
expertise, and/or trustworthiness position them as influential 
informational sources (Bastrygina et al., 2024; Zhou et al., 
2025). Unlike vlogging in other contexts, travel vlogging 
centers on immersive storytelling about destinations, with 
vloggers acting simultaneously as content developers and 
destination representatives.

Through showcasing destinations, experiences, and ideas, 
travel vloggers guide how audiences plan their travel 
(Bastrygina & Lim, 2023), which, in turn, facilitate the 
development of destination brands (Hernández-Méndez & 
Baute-Díaz, 2024). Such influencers, when perceived as 
authentic, tend to deepen their followers’ engagement 
(Hollebeek et  al., 2014, 2019; Lim et  al., 2022), as travel 
vlogging involves complex, experiential, identity-expres-
sive, memorable, and self-discovery-oriented content (Rather 
et al., 2024) that differentiates it from influencing in other 
domains. More specifically, travel vloggers often balance 
viewers’ familiarity with specific destinations and the per-
ceived novelty of discovering new places to shape how fol-
lowers imagine and evaluate their future travel—an influence 

that predominantly unfolds through followers’ behavioral 
engagement with travel vloggers’ content.

When followers like, comment on, share, or save travel 
vloggers’ content, they are exposed to different travel 
options, allowing them to mentally simulate those experi-
ences (Rasty & Filieri, 2024). These interactions may stimu-
late parasocial relationships, where followers feel they 
personally know specific travel vloggers (Weiger et  al., 
2025). Though prior literature has linked these to shifts in 

1434211 JTRXXX10.1177/00472875261434211Journal of Travel ResearchRasty et al.
research-article2026

1Yazd University, Iran
2Sunway University, Selangor, Malaysia
3Vilnius University, Lithuania
4Tallinn University of Technology, Estonia
5Umeå University, Sweden
6University of Johannesburg, South Africa
7Jaipuria Institute of Management, Jaipur, India
8Jaipuria Institute of Management, Lucknow, India
9Sungkyunkwan University, Suwon, Gyeonggi, Republic of Korea
10Swinburne University of Technology, Hawthorn, VIC, Australia
11Arizona State University, Tempe, USA

Corresponding Author:
Weng Marc Lim, Sunway Business School, Sunway University, Sunway 
City, Selangor 47500, Malaysia. 
Email: lim@wengmarc.com

From Scrolling to Social Capital: How 
Followers’ Behavioral Engagement Shapes 
Their Commitment to Travel Vloggers

Fereshte Rasty1 , Linda D. Hollebeek2,3,4,5,6,7,  
Weng Marc Lim2,8,9,10,11 , and Oliver Parts4

Abstract
Despite the growth of travel vloggers, little is known about how they cultivate sustained follower relationships. Grounded 
in social capital theory, this article examines how followers’ behavioral engagement with travel vloggers’ content contributes 
to vloggers’ social capital (trust, social interaction ties, and shared values) and followers’ vlogger commitment. Data from 
527 travel vlogger followers were analyzed using consistent partial least-squares structural equation modeling (PLSc-SEM). 
We find that followers’ behavioral engagement enhances social capital, boosting followers’ vlogger commitment. Moreover, 
homophily (i.e., followers’ perceived similarity to the vlogger) amplifies the effect of behavioral engagement on their trust in 
and shared values with the vlogger. Conversely, heterophily (i.e., followers’ admiration of vloggers who have traits they lack 
and idealize or desire) only strengthens the effect of followers’ behavioral engagement on trust, indicating that followers’ 
aspirational dissimilarity from travel vloggers can likewise bolster trust. Consequently, both relatability and aspiration 
reinforce travel vloggers’ influence albeit through distinct psychological routes.

Keywords
travel vloggers, behavioral engagement, commitment, social capital, homophily, heterophily

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jtr
mailto:lim@wengmarc.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F00472875261434211&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-04-30


2	 Journal of Travel Research 00(0)

individual preferences or intentions, understanding of the 
wider implications of these for followers’ relationships with 
travel vloggers lags behind, exposing an important gap. This 
gap is potentially consequential because those experiencing 
stronger (vs. weaker) parasocial relationships may respond 
differently to travel vloggers’ content, as the intensity of 
these relationships shapes perceptions, emotions, and behav-
ioral responses to influencers (Farivar et al., 2026).

The tourism literature increasingly reports how influenc-
ers shape travelers’ attitudes, engagement, and decision-mak-
ing processes through content strategies and interaction 
formats (Nguyen et al., 2025; S. Roy & Attri, 2026; Sharma 
et al., 2025). For instance, prior studies show that influencer-
generated content design, such as gamified messages (Kapoor 
et al., 2026), information format (Luo, Wang, & Liu, 2026), 
and storytelling in travel vlogs (Li et  al., 2026), as well as 
influencer–destination fit (Luo, Chang, et  al., 2026), can 
shape followers’ engagement and destination-related 
responses, underscoring the importance of experiential cues, 
message framing and design, and influencer attributes in driv-
ing travelers’ digital engagement. However, despite these 
advances, prior studies have predominantly focused on con-
tent features, message effectiveness, or relatively immediate 
attitudinal and behavioral outcomes, offering limited insight 
into the mechanisms through which engagement converts 
into enduring (vs. fleeting) relationships between travel influ-
encers and their followers. The role of followers’ behavioral 
engagement as a relational investment that builds relational 
resources—such as trust, social interaction ties, and shared 
values—and, in turn, sustains commitment remains under-
specified, warranting a more theory-driven account of 
engagement as a social capital formation process.

Addressing this gap, we adopt social capital theory 
(Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988) to explore how followers’ 
behavioral engagement with travel vloggers shapes three key 
social capital dimensions—their trust in, social interaction 
ties with, and shared values with the travel vlogger. We argue 
that social capital (i.e., “resources embedded in a social 
structure [that] are accessed and/or mobilized in purposive 
actions”; Lin, 1999, p. 35) emerges from repeated relational 
interactions. Given its focus on relational dynamics, the the-
ory offers a compelling lens for understanding how follow-
ers’ behavioral engagement fosters the predicted effects, in 
turn influencing followers’ vlogger commitment (Bowden 
et al., 2018). Therefore, followers’ engagement with travel 
vloggers is not merely transactional but comprises a core 
relational aspect, progressively building the social capital 
that sustains follower commitment.

Engagement is widely conceptualized as individuals’ cog-
nitive, emotional, and behavioral investment in their interac-
tions with specific objects (e.g., travel vloggers; Hollebeek 
et  al., 2019, 2023; Lim et  al., 2022). While all three are 
important, behavioral engagement—through followers’ 
activities including liking, commenting, sharing, and saving 
specific content—uniquely addresses followers’ observable 

actions, while cognitive and emotional engagement remain 
latent (Bastrygina & Lim, 2023; Bozkurt et al., 2025; Groeger 
et al., 2016). We thus focus on behavioral engagement as a 
key driver of social capital formation in the travel vlogging 
context.

Moreover, prior research has predominantly examined 
individual-level outcomes of engagement, including brand 
attitudes or purchase intentions (Clark et  al., 2020), with 
fewer studies considering more systemic outcomes 
(Alexander et  al., 2018; Hollebeek et  al., 2018). Little is 
known about how travel vloggers’ content may reshape rela-
tional dynamics in follower communities (e.g., by influenc-
ing peer perceptions and, in turn, community cohesion). This 
gap is particularly prevalent in travel vlogging, where the 
experiential, socially co-constructed nature of travel requires 
a more in-depth understanding of engagement as a relational 
process. Therefore, the relational outcomes of followers’ 
engagement with travel vloggers’ content remain under-
explored, despite their key role in shaping destination 
decision-making.

Bridging this gap, this article considers how the effects of 
followers’ behavioral engagement with travel vloggers’ con-
tent may differ depending on followers’ perceived alignment 
between themselves and the vlogger, thus proposing fol-
lower-influencer congruence as a key boundary condition. 
Drawing on congruency theory (Rokeach & Rothman, 1965), 
we posit that followers’ behavioral engagement is more 
likely to foster social capital under followers’ perceived high 
(vs. low) alignment with the travel vlogger. This perceived 
fit may manifest as homophily, where followers perceive 
themselves to have shared values, beliefs, and/or lifestyles 
with the influencer, bolstering their trust in them (Jaiswal 
et al., 2024).

However, followers’ perceived congruency with travel 
vloggers may also take a more aspirational form. Followers 
tend to engage with influencers whose traits and/or lifestyles 
they admire, which may differ from their own, reflecting 
aspirational heterophily (Deutschmann et al., 2018). While 
the homophily effect has received prior exploration (e.g., 
Bozkurt et al., 2021; Koay & Lim, 2025), understanding of 
aspirational heterophily lags behind, warranting further 
investigation. For example, travel vloggers like Kara and 
Nate or The Bucket List Family, who live a digital nomad 
lifestyle, may be viewed as interesting, aspirational, or con-
gruent with the ideal self, leading individuals to follow these 
vloggers. We thus propose that perceived homophily and 
aspirational heterophily (hereafter referred to as heterophily) 
may not only co-exist with followers’ behavioral engage-
ment but may also strengthen it by evoking trust in travel 
vloggers embodying aspirational differences.

This article makes two main contributions to the influ-
encer marketing and travel literature. First, we show that 
travel vloggers may act as digital tourism intermediaries 
shaping their followers’ destination choices through more 
relational (vs. purely transactional) means. Drawing on 
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social capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986), we frame established 
social capital dimensions (trust, social interaction ties, and 
shared values) as key linking mechanisms between follow-
ers’ behavioral engagement and their commitment to travel 
vloggers. These mechanisms allow travel vloggers to create 
enduring relationships that not only influence their follow-
ers’ travel choices but also their loyalty to the travel 
vlogger.

The unique features of travel, particularly its experiential, 
identity-expressive, and often shared nature (Huang et  al., 
2017), render social capital theory suitable in this context. 
Social capital refers to the unique resources, experiences, 
and benefits that individuals receive from/through their 
social interactions and connections (e.g., information, sup-
port, or cooperation; Ellison et al., 2007). From a social capi-
tal perspective, travel vloggers’ social interactions with their 
followers help them achieve their goals while also shaping 
followers’ travel behavior (Li & Zhou, 2024), thus exerting a 
dual effect. Our analyses are expected to uncover valuable 
insight for destination marketing organizations (DMOs) 
seeking to build enduring influencer partnerships that extend 
beyond one-off promotions to support longer-term competi-
tiveness. While prior research has focused on more attitudi-
nal and transactional outcomes of influencer engagement 
(Joshi et al., 2025), this research extends social capital theory 
to explain the relational mechanisms underpinning travel 
influencer–follower dynamics.

Moreover, by applying congruency theory (Rokeach & 
Rothman, 1965), we investigate how both homophily and 
heterophily may moderate the proposed effects. While some 
prior studies have examined both actual and ideal self-con-
gruence (e.g., Jaiswal et al., 2024; Zogaj et al., 2021), these 
constructs are rarely conceptualized as relational mecha-
nisms that jointly shape social capital in influencer–follower 
relationships. It is thus important to investigate homophily 
and heterophily simultaneously, as their co-occurrence 
reflects the dual forces of relatability and aspiration that 
often operate together. Specifically, homophily (followers’ 
perceived similarity to a travel vlogger; McPherson et  al., 
2001) is expected to strengthen the impact of followers’ 
engagement on their trust in, and ties and shared values with, 
the travel vlogger (e.g., by reinforcing their shared experi-
ence; Shan et  al., 2020; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020), whereas 
heterophily (followers’ admiration of vloggers who possess 
traits that they lack themselves but which they idealize or 
desire; Escalas & Bettman, 2015; Jaiswal et al., 2024) is pro-
posed to help them build ideal self-congruence (Rogers & 
Bhowmik, 1970), generating a predicted similar (vs. oppos-
ing) effect for heterophily to that of homophily.

Unlike prior studies that have treated homophily and het-
erophily as static individual characteristics or purely as ante-
cedents of brand-related outcomes (Jaiswal et al., 2024; Zogaj 
et al., 2021), we take a more relational view. Specifically, we 
suggest that both homophily and heterophily may shape the 
social capital inherent in travel vloggers’ follower 

relationships, with each serving as a relational catalyst 
through distinct psychological pathways. This observation 
reflects a “similarity–difference paradox,” where followers 
are drawn to vloggers who are simultaneously relatable (i.e., 
confirmation of who they are) and inspirational (i.e., who 
they could become). Therefore, while homophily affirms 
shared identity and mutual understanding, heterophily fosters 
admiration, credibility, and symbolic trust. We thus expect, 
from a social capital–congruence perspective, that followers’ 
behavioral engagement would bolster their commitment to 
travel vloggers. In line with the typologies of theory develop-
ment (Lim, 2026), our work is positioned as a theoretical 
extension of social capital theory and congruency theory to 
influencer–follower relationships in travel vlogging, with the 
similarity–difference paradox providing a paradoxical and 
noteworthy lens on how homophily and heterophily jointly 
generate social capital and, in turn, follower commitment.

Literature Review

Social Capital Theory

Given our focus on followers’ engagement as a relational 
process, social capital theory provides the primary lens for 
explaining how engagement translates into durable influ-
encer–follower relationships. Social capital, “the aggregate 
of actual or potential resources, which are linked to the pos-
session of a durable network of more or less institutionalized 
relationships” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248), encompasses the 
relational structures, shared norms, and trust-based exchanges 
that facilitate cooperation and value creation in and across 
social networks. In influencer marketing, social capital has 
been shown to influence how individuals perceive the influ-
encer’s credibility, form judgments, and engage in specific 
actions (Leung et  al., 2022). Influencers who are able to 
build and sustain social capital with their audiences are typi-
cally perceived as more trustworthy, persuasive, and emo-
tionally resonant, thereby not only raising their own influence 
but also that of the brands they endorse (Bastrygina et al., 
2024).

Central to the development of social capital in influencer–
follower (e.g., vlogger–audience) relationships is behavioral 
engagement, followers’ investment of effort, energy, and time 
in their interactions with the influencer (Bozkurt et al., 2025; 
Hollebeek et  al., 2014). These resource investments enable 
the exchange of perspectives, experiences, and meanings, 
fostering mutual recognition and value co-creation (Rather 
et  al., 2022; S. K. Roy et  al., 2024). Therefore, behavioral 
engagement not only implies followers’ consumption of 
influencers’ content but also their active participation in the 
influencer’s narrative (Brodie et al., 2013), rendering it a key 
mechanism for the accumulation of social capital.

Social capital comprises three interrelated components: 
(i) trust, followers’ perception of the influencer’s (e.g., vlog-
ger’s) integrity and reliability, (ii) social interaction ties, the 
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strength, depth, and frequency of followers’ exchanges with 
a particular vlogger (Bourdieu, 1986), and (iii) shared val-
ues, a follower’s perceived alignment with the influencer’s 
principles and beliefs. Here, shared values capture the nor-
mative alignment between influencers and their followers 
(e.g., shared beliefs, relational expectations; Chaney & 
Martin, 2017)—an alignment that is conceptually distinct 
from homophily and heterophily, which focus on perceived 
similarity (McPherson et  al., 2001) and aspirational differ-
ences (Escalas & Bettman, 2015; Jaiswal et  al., 2024), 
respectively, between followers and vloggers.

Overall, social capital theory provides a suitable lens to 
explore how followers’ behavioral engagement with travel 
vloggers’ content accumulates relational resources. The three 
components of social capital (trust, social interaction ties, 
and shared values) represent the relational infrastructure that, 
once established, can bolster followers’ vlogger commit-
ment, taking a more systemic perspective that extends 
beyond viewing engagement as followers’ individual acts 
(Alexander et  al., 2018). Correspondingly, we explore the 
mediating role of social capital in the effect of followers’ 
behavioral engagement on their commitment to travel 
vloggers.

Congruency Theory

Where social capital theory explains how engagement gener-
ates relational resources (Bourdieu, 1986), congruency the-
ory clarifies when these mechanisms are likely to be stronger 
or weaker (Rokeach & Rothman, 1965). Noteworthily, the 
congruence between influencers and their followers has been 
described as the perceived fit between these stakeholders 
(e.g., regarding their projected identity, lifestyle, aspirations, 
or values; Koay et al., 2023). Rooted in congruency theory 
(Rokeach & Rothman, 1965), the concept of follower–influ-
encer congruence holds that greater perceived alignment 
enhances followers’ assessment of the influencer and deep-
ens their relational bond. In travel vlogging, where lifestyle, 
identity, and self-concept significantly drive content appeal 
(Guan et al., 2024; Xu et al., 2025), perceived congruence 
thus emerges as a critical boundary condition that shapes 
how engagement translates into social capital.

This congruence can manifest through two complemen-
tary pathways: Homophily and heterophily. Homophily cap-
tures followers’ tendency to associate with others they 
perceive as being similar to themselves in terms of their 
experiences, preferences, and values (McPherson et  al., 
2001). Such perceived similarity reinforces mutual under-
standing, trust, and shared values (Belanche et  al., 2021; 
Chen et  al., 2022), suggesting its capacity to strengthen 
social capital. Conversely, heterophily refers to one’s attrac-
tion to others who are perceived as being different to oneself 
(Rogers & Bhowmik, 1970). Influencers may, for example, 
portray interesting lifestyles that their followers wish to 
mimic (i.e., aspirational differences; Garg & Bakshi, 2024). 

From an ideal-self congruence perspective, which focuses on 
followers’ perceived congruence of the influencer with their 
ideal (vs. actual) self (Ekinci & Riley, 2003), such aspira-
tional differences may foster admiration and raise followers’ 
engagement with and commitment to influencers who repre-
sent a desired future self.

Importantly, while prior research has typically treated 
homophily and heterophily as mutually exclusive concepts 
(Hu et al., 2023; Shan et al., 2020; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020), 
we argue that followers may simultaneously identify with 
travel vloggers’ relatable aspects while also aspiring to their 
other desirable qualities. Therefore, influencers who manage 
to concurrently trigger perceived homophily and heterophily 
among their followers are likely to be particularly engaging, 
given this dual basis of attraction. This dual pathway implies 
that travel vloggers’ perceived homophily and heterophily 
jointly moderate how behavioral engagement builds social 
capital, offering a more refined view of how mixed-cue con-
gruence strategies sustain relationships in travel vlogging.

Theoretical Integration

Social capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986) explains how follow-
ers’ behavioral engagement can accumulate relational 
resources that sustain influencer–follower relationships 
while congruency theory (Rokeach & Rothman, 1965) 
explains when this conversion is likely to be stronger or 
weaker. This pairing assigns each theory a distinct role, 
which strengthens explanatory clarity. More specifically, 
social capital theory specifies the mediating mechanism, 
namely that repeated engagement behaviors can foster trust, 
social interaction ties, and shared values that, in turn, raise 
follower commitment. Whereas, congruency theory specifies 
the boundary condition, namely that followers’ perceived 
alignment with the vlogger shapes how engagement behav-
iors are interpreted and internalized, strengthening or weak-
ening the formation of social capital through homophily and 
heterophily.

The integration of the two theories herein aligns with the 
IMPACT criteria for theory selection (Hollebeek et al., 2025). 
Interestingness is supported as the integration shifts engage-
ment from being treated mainly as a content-response vari-
able toward being treated as a relational investment that 
builds durable relational resources while also allowing the 
study to theorize a similarity–difference paradox in which 
relatability and aspiration can each support trust through dif-
ferent psychological routes. Matching is achieved through 
the theoretical co-infusion of engagement as a focal meso-
level construct with social capital’s core premise that rela-
tional resources arise through repeated interaction, alongside 
congruency theory’s premise that perceived fit shapes evalu-
ation and relational bonding. Parsimony is maintained 
through a clear division of labor between theories, with 
social capital theory explaining the mechanism and congru-
ency theory explaining moderation, which limits redundancy 
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and avoids adding further lenses that would inflate the model 
without improving explanation. Applicability follows from 
the integration’s actionable implication that vloggers and 
destination stakeholders can strengthen commitment not 
only by stimulating engagement, but also by shaping per-
ceived congruence cues that make engagement more likely 
to translate into trust and value alignment. Conceptual rigor 
is strengthened through explicit differentiation between 
shared values as a social capital dimension and homophily 
and heterophily as perceived congruence cues, which reduces 
construct overlap and clarifies scope conditions. Testability 
is supported as the integrated logic yields directional and 
moderated predictions that can be empirically examined 
through the proposed model, including moderation of the 
engagement-to-social-capital links and the downstream 
effects on commitment.

Hypothesis Development

Behavioral Engagement

Building on the above theoretical foundations, we first con-
sider followers’ behavioral engagement as the starting point 
of social capital formation in travel vlogging. Followers’ 
behavioral engagement refers to their effort, energy, and 
time spent on interacting with the travel vlogger (e.g., by lik-
ing, commenting on, tagging, or sharing specific content; 
Bastrygina & Lim, 2023; Hollebeek et al., 2014) and serves 
as the cornerstone of influencer–follower relationships 
(Weiger et al., 2025).

Engagement unlocks followers’ access to content they 
perceive as relevant or inspiring and, in doing so, helps build 
trust in the influencer (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). These 
interactions are also conducive to parasocial relationships, 
where followers feel they know the influencer personally 
(Giertz et al., 2022; Rasty et al., 2023). For influencers, ele-
vated follower engagement translates into extended reach 
and enhanced credibility (Weiger et al., 2025). For instance, 
comments, shares, and tags serve as social proof, signaling 
content value to new audiences (Rasty & Filieri, 2024) and 
generating potential network effects by influencing others’ 
travel decision-making.

While prior research has linked behavioral engagement to 
outcomes including trust, behavioral intention, and loyalty 
(Sokolova & Kefi, 2020), the effect of these public displays 
of engagement on the development of social capital that sus-
tains enduring relationships remains less well understood. 
While prior literature notes that more frequent interactions 
deepen relational bonds and sustain engagement 
(Viswanathan et al., 2017; Xie-Carson et al., 2023), under-
standing of the specific effects of behavioral engagement on 
trust, social interaction ties, and shared values lags behind. 
We suggest that in travel vlogging, behavioral engagement 
not only reflects individual actions but also fosters deeper 
relationships. Through repeated interactions with travel 

vloggers’ content, followers are likely to perceive the vlog-
ger as dependable, socially connected to them, and aligned 
with their values, raising social capital.

Trust

We consider trust as a core component of the social capital 
that underpins influencer–follower relationships. In influ-
encer marketing, the key role of followers’ trust in the influ-
encer is widely recognized (Weiger et al., 2025). Trust refers 
to followers’ expectancy that the word or promise of a travel 
vlogger can be relied upon (credibility) and their confidence 
in the vlogger’s motives (benevolence; Ganesan & Hess, 
1997). In travel vlogging, trust is particularly critical, as fol-
lowers often rely on influencers to filter information, inter-
pret experiences, and make recommendations (Bastrygina 
et al., 2024). Therefore, when followers trust a vlogger, they 
are more likely to view their content as authentic and 
valuable.

As trust develops gradually (D. Kim & Kim, 2021), travel 
vloggers typically build their followers’ trust by consistently 
producing high-quality content that aligns with followers’ 
expectations (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019)—a process that is 
enabled through their engagement. As followers repeatedly 
engage with a travel vlogger’s content, the vlogger’s per-
ceived credibility and benevolence will tend to grow, at least 
for favorably perceived content. While prior influencer mar-
keting research has explored the role of trust in shaping out-
comes such as behavioral intentions (e.g., purchase/
recommendations) and loyalty (e.g., Alcántara-Pilar et  al., 
2024), understanding of how followers’ behavioral engage-
ment (with a travel vlogger) influences their trust remains 
limited. We hypothesize:

H1: Followers’ behavioral engagement with a travel vlog-
ger’s content positively influences their trust in that 
vlogger.

Social Interaction Ties

Social interaction ties represent a further component of the 
social capital underpinning influencer–follower relation-
ships. Social interaction ties are enduring, patterned relation-
ships between individuals that feature repeated exchanges 
(D. Kim & Kim, 2021). In influencer marketing, these ties 
reflect the extent to which followers engage with influencers’ 
content and to which the influencer engages with followers’ 
comments. Strong interaction ties are essential in building 
social capital, as they signal active participation, shared 
meaning, and a sense of belonging.

For influencers, cultivating strong interactions can enhance 
community formation and influence (Farivar & Wang, 2022). 
Followers who consistently engage reinforce their connectiv-
ity and identification with the influencer’s ecosystem (Rasty 
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& Filieri, 2024). Influencers who acknowledge, respond to, 
and build on these interactions signal attentiveness and com-
mitment, bolstering perceived bonds. Social interaction ties 
can also affect downstream behavior, including electronic 
word-of-mouth and peer influence, magnifying the influenc-
er’s credibility and reach. While tie-strength has long been 
studied in offline networks (Marsden & Campbell, 2012), its 
role in digital influencer relationships, particularly in travel 
vlogging, remains under-explored. We posit:

H2: Followers’ behavioral engagement with a travel vlog-
ger’s content positively influences their social interaction 
ties with that vlogger.

Shared Values

Shared values, a further component of the social capital under-
pinning influencer–follower relationships, refer to the “extent to 
which partners have beliefs in common about what behaviors, 
goals, and policies are important or unimportant, appropriate or 
inappropriate, and right or wrong” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 
25). As a dimension of social capital, shared values represent the 
joint values, beliefs, principles, and norms of travel vloggers 
and their followers (Chaney & Martin, 2017). In influencer–
follower relationships, shared values provide a foundation for 
the relational alignment that is essential to sustained engage-
ment (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Weiger et al., 2025).

In travel vlogging, followers’ sustained behavioral 
engagement can facilitate their recognition of shared values 
with the travel vlogger, including shared beliefs (e.g., a 
shared appreciation for sustainable travel), personality traits 
(e.g., curiosity about other cultures), or lifestyle preferences 
(e.g., adventure travel; Hollebeek et  al., 2017). Repeated 
interactions, in particular, help develop and reinforce shared 
values between influencers and their followers. Shared val-
ues are also domain-specific and content-laden, as they con-
cern followers’ and vloggers’ travel-related beliefs, practices, 
and preferences, among others. Over time, as followers 
engage more with the travel vlogger, they may internalize or 
reaffirm these values, boosting their sense of connection and 
shared identity with the influencer.

Though prior studies have explored how shared values 
raise engagement (Bowden et  al., 2018), engagement may 
also serve as a catalyst for value co-creation and alignment in 
its own right. For example, when followers comment on 
travel vloggers’ posts, share their experiences with them, or 
engage with their content, their active contributions to that 
content are conducive to meaning-making (Hollebeek et al., 
2019). Through these interactions, followers help co-con-
struct a shared narrative that can be leveraged to affirm and 
amplify their perceived alignment with the vlogger. For 
instance, followers who consistently engage with a vlogger’s 
sustainable travel content will not only perceive stronger 
value alignment but also raise their commitment to the vlog-
ger. This process identifies shared values as a relational 

mechanism that deepens through engagement (vs. merely the 
follower’s static perception of their similarity to the vlog-
ger). We postulate:

H3: Followers’ behavioral engagement with a travel vlog-
ger’s content positively influences their shared values 
with that vlogger.

Commitment

After establishing how behavioral engagement can build 
social capital, we now consider how its components shape 
followers’ vlogger commitment. Commitment refers to “an 
exchange partner believing that an ongoing relationship with 
another is so important as to warrant maximum efforts at 
maintaining it” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23). In influencer–
follower relationships, commitment reflects the extent of fol-
lowers’ resolve to continue interacting with an influencer 
(M. Kim & Baek, 2022), where committed followers are 
more likely to accept the vlogger’s recommendations, pro-
mote them to others, and defend them against criticism (M. 
Kim & Kim, 2020).

Trust plays a foundational role in shaping followers’ com-
mitment to the influencer (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019; 
Morgan & Hunt, 1994). When followers perceive an influ-
encer as trustworthy, they are more likely to remain emotion-
ally invested in, and loyal to, the relationship (Chen et al., 
2022). In travel vlogging, influencers who consistently pro-
vide reliable, transparent, and relevant information (e.g., by 
offering authentic destination reviews/clear disclosures of 
sponsored content; Lim, Koay & Cheah, 2025), signal trust-
worthiness, reinforcing commitment. We postulate:

H4: Followers’ trust in a travel vlogger positively influ-
ences their commitment to that vlogger.

Social interaction ties represent another core pathway to 
commitment. Relational exchanges generate a particular per-
ceived value level (Blau, 1964), prompting individuals to 
invest in and sustain those relationships that offer greater 
perceived benefits (vs. costs; Hollebeek, 2011). In influ-
encer–follower relationships, frequent, meaningful interac-
tions can strengthen the emotional bond between influencers 
and their followers (Giertz et al., 2022; S. Roy & Attri, 2026). 
This reciprocal engagement may not only bolster relational 
ties but also enhance followers’ vlogger commitment 
(Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). We propose:

H5: Followers’ social interaction ties with a travel vlog-
ger positively influence their commitment to that 
vlogger.

Shared values serve as a key relational anchor (Morgan & 
Hunt, 1994) in the pathway to commitment. When followers 
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perceive elevated alignment between their own values and 
those of the influencer, their identification with and loyalty 
to the influencer strengthens (Chaney & Martin, 2017). For 
example, travel vloggers advocating for sustainable tourism 
may attract and retain followers with similar environmental 
values. This alignment deepens relational meaning and 
encourages followers’ ongoing vlogger commitment. We 
propose:

H6: Followers’ shared values with a travel vlogger posi-
tively influence their commitment to that vlogger.

Homophily

We next consider the boundary conditions under which the 
proposed effects are likely to be stronger or weaker. We first 
focus on homophily. In essence, homophily, which entails 
followers’ perceived similarity between themselves and the 
influencer, may encompass both surface-level (e.g., age/
occupation) and deeper (e.g., attitudes/beliefs) attributes 
(McPherson et al., 2001). Unlike shared values, which cap-
ture specific substantive beliefs that relational partners hold 
in common, homophily reflects followers’ more general 
sense that the influencer is “like them” (Weiger et al., 2025).

Congruency theory suggests that individuals are more 
likely to be influenced by sources that are perceived as being 
similar to, or congruent with, themselves (Shan et al., 2020). 
Followers tend to connect more readily with influencers 
whom they perceive as being like them, bolstering trust (D. 
Kim & Kim, 2021). For example, followers may perceive 
high similarity to vloggers based on their comparable demo-
graphic and/or lifestyle characteristics. Here, followers’ 
engagement with, and trust in, vloggers whom they perceive 
as being similar tends to increase (Bozkurt et al., 2025), stim-
ulating value co-creation and parasocial relationships (Shan 
et al., 2020). Overall, homophily tends to intensify the rela-
tional impact of followers’ behavioral engagement by shap-
ing how they interpret the influencer. Therefore, homophily 
acts as a relational lens that amplifies the effects of engage-
ment on trust, social interaction ties, and shared values.

When perceived homophily is high (vs. low), the effect of 
followers’ behavioral engagement with the vlogger on their 
trust in that vlogger, their social interaction ties, and their per-
ceived shared values will be stronger, as perceived similarity 
fosters social identification and strengthens relational align-
ment (Fujita et  al., 2020; Koay et  al., 2023). In particular, 
when followers perceive high homophily with travel vloggers, 
this perceived alignment can increase both the credibility 
(cognitive) and benevolence (affective) dimensions of their 
trust in the vlogger (D. Kim & Kim, 2021). We thus expect a 
stronger positive effect of followers’ behavioral engagement 
with the vlogger on their trust under high (vs. low) perceived 
homophily (Esmaeeli et al., 2022). We hypothesize:

H7a: Homophily moderates the effect of followers’ 
behavioral engagement with a travel vlogger on their trust 
in that vlogger, such that a stronger effect of behavioral 
engagement on trust is observed under high (vs. low) per-
ceived homophily with the vlogger.

Homophily may also magnify the impact of behavioral 
engagement on perceived social interaction ties. When follow-
ers view the influencer as being similar to themselves, the 
vlogger’s actions (e.g., comments/likes) are more likely to fos-
ter a perceived reciprocal connection (Bastrygina & Lim, 
2023). Under high (vs. low) homophily, behavioral engage-
ment should thus more effectively cultivate social relatedness 
and informal social bonding with the vlogger. We posit:

H7b: Homophily moderates the effect of followers’ 
behavioral engagement with a travel vlogger on their 
social interaction ties with that vlogger, such that a stron-
ger effect of behavioral engagement on social interaction 
ties is observed under high (vs. low) perceived homophily 
with the vlogger.

High perceived homophily is also likely to enhance the 
salience of perceived value alignment between influencers 
and their followers (Tran et al., 2025). As followers engage 
with travel vloggers’ content, they are more likely to per-
ceive their attitudes and beliefs to overlap with those of the 
vlogger (Xu & Pratt, 2018). Therefore, under high homoph-
ily, behavioral engagement is more likely to generate per-
ceived shared values. We postulate:

H7c: Homophily moderates the effect of followers’ 
behavioral engagement with a travel vlogger on their 
shared values with that vlogger, such that a stronger effect 
of behavioral engagement on shared values is observed 
under high (vs. low) perceived homophily with the 
vlogger.

Heterophily

We next turn to heterophily as a complementary boundary 
condition. While heterophily traditionally denotes the pres-
ence of salient individual differences (Rogers & Bhowmik, 
1970), we focus on aspirational heterophily, or followers’ 
perceived dissimilarity from travel vloggers that are per-
ceived as desirable or inspiring (Kumar & Shankar, 2024). 
This conceptualization aligns with aspirational identification 
research (Escalas & Bettman, 2015; Koay & Lim, 2025), 
which suggests that followers may be drawn to influencers 
because those differences represent a desired or ideal future 
self. Heterophily is thus not a mere contrast but a motivated 
differentiation driven by upward identification and emula-
tion (Chowdhury & Swaminathan, 2026). Followers may be 
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drawn to influencers with aspirational qualities, including 
extensive travel experience, where the aspirational quality of 
influencers increases followers’ engagement as they attempt 
to emulate desirable traits (Koay & Lim, 2025). For exam-
ple, followers may engage more with travel vloggers who 
exemplify demanding yet desirable lifestyles. Through this 
process, behavioral engagement can build trust, social inter-
action ties, and shared values over time on the basis of admi-
ration and aspiration (heterophily).

Unlike prior research that has treated homophily and het-
erophily as opposing forces (Rogers & Bhowmik, 1970), this 
research recognizes their potential concurrent effect in influ-
encer–follower relationships. Specifically, followers may 
simultaneously identify with particular aspects of influencers 
(e.g., values/interests) while at the same time aspiring to their 
other characteristics that differ from their own (e.g., jet-setter 
lifestyles). Rather than compromising followers’ engagement, 
these aspirational differences can attract and inspire followers 
to view the influencer as an exemplar of a desirable future 
state (Kumar & Shankar, 2024), raising their engagement. The 
aspirational aspect of heterophily may thus drive followers’ 
engagement through a desire to learn from and emulate the 
influencer’s admired characteristics (S. Roy & Attri, 2026).

When followers perceive the influencer as being aspira-
tionally different from themselves, they are also likely to 
develop trust in the influencer, albeit through a distinct route 
than that under elevated homophily. Previous research indi-
cates that aspirational influencers can enhance their credibil-
ity through perceived expertise and admirable traits (D. Kim 
& Kim, 2021). In this regard, under high heterophily, the 
effect of followers’ behavioral engagement on their trust in 
the influencer may grow stronger, as they focus on the influ-
encer’s admired qualities (Jaiswal et al., 2024). We posit:

H8a: Heterophily moderates the effect of followers’ 
behavioral engagement with a travel vlogger on their trust 
in that vlogger, such that a stronger effect of behavioral 
engagement on trust is observed under high (vs. low) per-
ceived heterophily with the vlogger.

Perceived aspirational influencers may also strengthen 
social interaction ties despite, or because of, their perceived 
dissimilarity. When followers admire an influencer’s quali-
ties that differ from their own, they may be more motivated 
to engage to reduce their perceived distance from, or to 
increase their perceived proximity to, the admired persona 
(Kumar & Shankar, 2024). Therefore, under high heteroph-
ily, followers’ behavioral engagement is likely to yield stron-
ger social interaction ties. We propose:

H8b: Heterophily moderates the effect of followers’ 
behavioral engagement with a travel vlogger on their 
social interaction ties with that vlogger, such that a stron-
ger effect of behavioral engagement on social interaction 

ties is observed under high (vs. low) perceived heteroph-
ily with the vlogger.

Over time, heterophily may also yield perceived value 
alignment. While followers may initially differ from the 
influencer in terms of their lifestyle or status, their repeated 
engagement may reduce this gap over time (Kumar & 
Shankar, 2024; S. Roy & Attri, 2026). For instance, follow-
ers of minimalist travel vloggers may not originally share 
that lifestyle but may gradually internalize the vlogger’s 
environmental values and travel philosophy, shifting their 
own travel behavior. This aspirational learning facilitates a 
unique path to shared values, moderated by heterophily. We 
postulate:

H8c: Heterophily moderates the effect of followers’ behav-
ioral engagement with a travel vlogger on their shared val-
ues with that vlogger, such that a stronger effect of 
behavioral engagement on shared values is observed under 
high (vs. low) perceived heterophily with the vlogger.

The research model that encapsulates these hypotheses is 
shown in Figure 1.

Methodology

Instrumentation

We adapted established measures to gauge the modeled con-
structs using 5-point Likert scales (1: strongly disagree to 5: 
strongly agree). Followers’ behavioral engagement with the 
travel vlogger was measured using the self-report items from 
Hollebeek et  al. (2014), which capture respondents’ per-
ceived frequency of engagement behaviors in the follower–
vlogger relationship. This operationalization matches the 
study’s person-level unit of analysis and treats engagement 
as a latent tendency rather than a single observable platform 
count. More specifically, directly observed platform metrics 
were not used as such metrics provide partial and platform-
specific traces, vary across features and privacy settings, and 
reflect algorithmic exposure and interface design alongside 
follower behavior, whereas self-report items were used as 
they offer a comparable indicator across platforms and con-
tent formats. Nevertheless, we acknowledge potential recall 
and self-presentation bias and, therefore, position digital 
trace data as a useful triangulation route for future research. 
Moreover, the following measures were used: The travel 
vlogger’s social capital, followers’ vlogger commitment 
(Piehler et al., 2016), and homophily and heterophily (Escalas 
& Bettman, 2015). The questionnaire was developed in 
Persian. To ensure accuracy, two bilingual marketing schol-
ars translated and back-translated the survey (Lim, 2025). 
We then performed two pretests: One with two experts to 
confirm content validity and another with 30 followers of 
travel vloggers to verify face validity (Lim, 2024).
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Sampling

We used purposive sampling to collect the data from Iranian 
followers of travel vloggers on Instagram. Instagram was 
selected for its interactive features, including liking, com-
menting, tagging, and sharing, which enable different inter-
actions between influencers and their followers (Bastrygina 
et al., 2024). Data collection occurred from June to August 
2024. Eligible participants met three criteria: (1) they were 
active Instagram users who had followed a travel vlogger for 
at least 6 months, (2) they had engaged with the vlogger’s 
content in the past 6 months, and (3) the vlogger they fol-
lowed had consistently posted travel-related content in the 
same period. Respondents named the travel vlogger they fol-
lowed to confirm this last criterion. Those failing to meet all 
criteria were excluded.

Data Analysis

To analyze the data, we applied consistent partial least-
squares structural equation modeling (PLSc-SEM), which 
delivers reliable parameter estimates for reflective constructs 
while preserving the flexibility of PLS (Shiau et al., 2019). 
We adopted Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988) two-stage 
approach by first assessing the reliability and validity of the 
measurement model, followed by an assessment of the struc-
tural model using bootstrapping (5,000 resamples) in 
SmartPLS v.4 (Ringle et al., 2024).

Results

Participant Profile

Table 1 outlines the demographic profile of the 527 partici-
pants. The sample included slightly more females (49.3%) 
than males (48.6%; 2.1%: gender undisclosed). In terms of 

education, 45.5% held a bachelor’s degree, 38.9% had a 
master’s degree or higher, and 15.6% had a diploma or lower. 
Moreover, 30.4% were aged 18 to 24 years, 28.1% were 25 to 
34, 23.0% were 35 to 44, and 18.6% were over 44. Regarding 
monthly income, 36.2% earned 150 to 300 million Iranian 
Rials (IRR), 24.7% earned 300 to 500m IRR, 18.6% earned 
over 500m IRR, 14.8% earned under 150m IRR (5.7%: 
income not disclosed). Moreover, 38.0% of the respondents 
visited the travel vlogger’s Instagram page 3 to 5 times 
weekly, 30.7% visited over 5 times weekly, and 31.3% vis-
ited 1 to 2 times weekly. Finally, 34.2% had followed the 
travel vlogger for 1 to 3 years, 33.0% for over 3 years, and 
32.8% for under 1 year.

Measurement Model Assessment

The PLSc-SEM results indicate a good fit of the model to the 
data. At 0.021, the standardized root mean square residual 
(SRMR) remains well below the recommended threshold 
(0.08), suggesting a good fit of the model (Hu & Bentler, 
1998). The unweighted least squares discrepancy (d_ULS), 
at 0.089, indicates that the sum of squared differences 
between the two matrices is very small (minimal deviation), 
while the geodesic discrepancy (d_G), at 0.127, demon-
strates only a small divergence between the model’s esti-
mated correlation space and the actual data structure. These 
values suggest that the model accurately represents the mod-
eled relationships, supporting its fit to the data (Dijkstra & 
Henseler, 2015). At 0.957, the normed fit index (NFI) 
exceeds the suggested 0.90 cut-off and corroborates the fit of 
the model (Bentler & Bonett, 1980).

The measurement model, which comprises the reflective 
constructs, was also evaluated for its indicator reliability, 
internal consistency, convergent validity, and discriminant 
validity (Table 2). Each of the factor loadings surpassed the 

Figure 1.  Research model: Followers’ behavioral engagement and their commitment to travel vloggers.
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0.708 threshold, revealing indicator reliability (Hair et  al., 
2017; Lim, 2025). Additionally, construct reliability was 
attained, as each of the observed Cronbach’s alpha and com-
posite reliability (ρA, ρC) scores exceeded the minimum cri-
terion of 0.70 (Ali et  al., 2018). Furthermore, the average 
variance extracted (AVE) values for all constructs exceeded 
0.50, establishing convergent validity (Henseler et al., 2015). 
Moreover, discriminant validity was evaluated using the 
Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) criterion. All HTMT values 
remained below the conservative 0.85 threshold (Table 3), 
signaling discriminant validity (Henseler et al., 2015).

Common method bias (CMB) was addressed using both 
procedural and statistical remedies. Procedurally, respondent 
anonymity was assured (e.g., no identifiable information was 
collected), which is a common way to reduce CMB (Lim, 
2025). Statistically, Harman’s (1967) single-factor test indi-
cated that the first factor accounted for a mere 36.91% of the 
observed variance, remaining below the 50% threshold 
(Podsakoff et  al., 2003), whereas full collinearity variance 
inflation factors (VIFs; Table 2) remained below 5 (Kock, 
2015), indicating that CMB is not a concern. Discriminant 

validity analysis (Table 3) further revealed no excessively 
high inter-construct correlations. These results suggest that 
CMB and multicollinearity are unlikely to pose a serious 
threat in the data.

Structural Model Assessment

We next assessed the explanatory power (R2), effect sizes 
(f2), and predictive relevance (Q2

predict) of the constructs and 
compared the PLS estimates with the indicator average (IA) 
using cross-validated predictive ability testing (CVPAT). 
Bootstrapping (5,000 subsamples; two-tailed, p < .05) was 
conducted to evaluate the significance of the relationships.

The results reveal that the model demonstrates strong 
explanatory power for followers’ trust in the travel vlogger 
(R2 = .896) and moderate explanatory power for their shared 
values (R2 = .437) and commitment (R2 = .392). The high R2 
for trust aligns with the model positioning trust as a proximal 
relational outcome in the social capital pathway, which tends 
to be strongly explained by engagement-related antecedents 
(So et  al., 2016). Discriminant validity remains supported, 
with HTMT ratios below the conservative threshold of 0.85 
(Henseler et al., 2015), reducing concern that the explanatory 
power reflects construct redundancy rather than substantive 
associations. However, the explained variance for social 
interaction ties is relatively low (R2 = .079), suggesting that 
additional antecedents beyond behavioral engagement may 
be required to capture the structural dimension of social 
capital.

The effect sizes (f2) reveal the relative importance of the 
predictors. Followers’ behavioral engagement significantly 
impacts their trust in the travel vlogger (f2 = 3.089) and their 
shared values (f2 = 0.219), underscoring their importance. 
However, behavioral engagement exerts a relatively small 
effect on social interaction ties (f2 = 0.035). Followers’ 
homophily with the travel vlogger strongly drove their trust 
(f2 = 4.943) and shared values (f2 = 0.444), with a negligible 
effect on social interaction ties (f2 = 0.026), whereas follow-
ers’ heterophily with the travel vlogger strongly drove their 
trust (f2 = 3.324) but not on social interaction ties and shared 
values, which were not significant. Finally, followers’ trust 
(f2 = 0.165), social interaction ties (f2 = 0.104), and shared 
values (f2 = 0.121) each contributed to their vlogger 
commitment.

The predictive relevance of the model is confirmed by the 
high Q2

predict values for trust (0.534–0.588) and shared values 
(0.307–0.312), while the low root mean square error (RMSE) 
values indicate minimal prediction error (Table 4). 
Commitment exhibits moderate predictive relevance 
(Q2

predict = 0.113–0.136), while social interaction ties have 
lower predictive relevance (Q2

predict = 0.030–0.048), as 
reflected in their higher RMSE values. The CVPAT results 
further affirm the superior predictive relevance of PLS over 
the indicator average (IA; Table 5), with an overall loss dif-
ference of −0.199 (t = 10.523, p = .001). The effects of 

Table 1.  Profile of Participants.

Characteristics
Frequency 
(n = 527)

Percentage 
(% = 100)

Gender
  Female 260 49.3
  Male 256 48.6
  Not prefer to say 11 2.1
Education
  Diploma or lower 82 15.6
  Bachelor 240 45.5
  Master or higher 205 38.9
Age
  18–24 years 160 30.4
  25–34 years 148 28.1
  35–44 years 121 23.0
  >44 years 98 18.6
Monthly income (Iranian Rial, IRR)
  <150 million 78 14.8
  Between 150–300 million 191 36.2
  Between 300–500 million 130 24.7
  >500 million 98 18.6
  Prefer not to say 30 5.7
Frequency of visiting the travel vlogger’s Instagram per week
  1–2 times 165 31.3
  3–5 times 200 38.0
  >5 times 162 30.7
Length of following the travel vlogger’s Instagram
  <1 year 173 32.8
  1–3 years 180 34.2
  >3 years 174 33.0

Note. USD 1 = ± IRR 1,256,000 on the open market as of December 10, 
2025.
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followers’ trust (−0.324) and shared values (−0.353) reveal 
the largest loss differences, underscoring the strong predic-
tive capacity of PLS for these constructs. However, social 
interaction ties show a smaller loss difference (−0.083, 
t = 2.054, p = .040), which is consistent with their weaker pre-
dictive performance.

Path analysis shows significant positive effects of follow-
ers’ behavioral engagement on trust (β = .570, p = .000; stron-
gest effect), social interaction ties (β = .181, p = .000), and 
shared values (β = .353, p = .000; Table 6). The three social 
capital dimensions significantly influence followers’ vlogger 
commitment, with trust exerting the greatest impact (β = .341, 
p = .000), followed by shared values (β = .291, p = .000), and 
social interaction ties (β = .257, p = .000). Therefore, H1–H6 
are supported.

The moderation effects reveal that perceived homophily 
significantly enhances the effect of followers’ behavioral 
engagement on trust (β = .119, p = .004) and shared values 
(β = .094, p = .037), but not on social interaction ties 
(β = −.019, p = .748). Conversely, perceived heterophily 
moderates only the effect of followers’ behavioral engage-
ment on trust (β = .080, p = .030), but not on social interaction 
ties (β = .010, p = .862) or shared values (β = .008, p = .853). 
Therefore, while H7a, H7c, and H8a are supported, H7b, 
H8b, and H8c are not, indicating that homophily and het-
erophily do not uniformly strengthen all behavioral engage-
ment–social capital links.

Post-hoc analysis of the main effects shows that perceived 
homophily exerts a strong effect on followers’ trust (β = .809, 
p = .000), social interaction ties (β = .176, p = .001), and 
shared values (β = .565, p = .000). However, perceived het-
erophily only produces a strong direct effect on followers’ 
trust (β = .663, p = .000), but not on their social interaction 
ties (β = −.070, p = .185) or shared values (β = −.007, p = .880). 
Post-hoc analysis of the mediating effects further shows that 
followers’ behavioral engagement positively influences their 
vlogger commitment through trust (β = .195, p = .000), social 
interaction ties (β = .046, p = .002), and shared values 
(β = .103, p = .000), with trust and shared values playing par-
ticularly prominent roles.

Discussion, Implications, and Future 
Research

Discussion

This research shows that followers’ behavioral engagement 
with travel vloggers is associated with the development of 
distinct facets of social capital, underscoring the multifac-
eted nature of engagement as a relational construct (vs. a 
purely transactional one).

First, the findings reveal that followers’ behavioral 
engagement operates through different pathways, wherein 
behavioral engagement more strongly predicts relational-
normative outcomes (trust/shared values) than structural 
ones (interaction ties), extending the work of Dessart (2017) 

and Jang et al. (2021), who focus on engagement’s attitudinal 
and relational brand-related consequences. Our results 
extend these authors’ work by demonstrating that engage-
ment is not only associated with attitudes but also contributes 
to building relational resources between influencers and their 
followers. This asymmetry offers a more refined view of 
social capital theory by suggesting that followers’ trust in, 
and shared values with, travel vloggers can emerge from 
behavioral engagement because parasocial interactions 
enable followers to feel connected to vloggers without 
requiring reciprocal communication, whereas structural 
social capital relies more on reciprocal, participatory 
exchanges that may be constrained in parasocial relation-
ships (Weiger et al., 2025).

Second, extending prior research (Zogaj et al., 2021), we 
conceptualized followers’ perceived homophily to, and het-
erophily from, specific travel vloggers as relational mecha-
nisms rather than static individual attributes. While previous 
research (e.g., Hu et al., 2023; Shan et al., 2020) has examined 
homophily and heterophily in isolation, treating them as either 
similarity- or aspiration-based matching effects that influence 
persuasion, we examine how both perceived similarity and 
aspirational difference jointly shape relational outcomes. The 
findings show that both perceived similarity- (homophily) and 
aspiration-based (perceived heterophily) congruence help 
build trust and shared values through distinct psychological 
mechanisms—namely affiliation and admiration. This integra-
tive perspective extends beyond isolated examinations of 
homophily or heterophily to more comprehensively depict 
relational travel vlogging dynamics, demonstrating that effec-
tive influencer–follower relationships depend on an appropri-
ate balance between familiarity and inspiration.

Third, this research illuminates how digital media affor-
dances and followers’ travel aspirations jointly shape the 

Table 4.  PLSpredict Results.

Item Q2predict PLS-SEMRMSE LMRMSE

TRU1 0.588 0.521 0.522
TRU2 0.541 0.509 0.519
TRU3 0.534 0.495 0.500
TIE1 0.048 1.410 1.417
TIE2 0.030 1.418 1.417
TIE3 0.043 1.391 1.395
VAL1 0.312 0.904 0.901
VAL2 0.307 0.892 0.893
VAL3 0.309 0.866 0.872
COM1 0.136 0.735 0.740
COM2 0.113 0.762 0.765
COM3 0.132 0.711 0.719
COM4 0.120 0.719 0.726

Note. TRU = Vlogger’s social capital: Trust; TIE = Vlogger’s social capital: 
Social interaction ties; VAL = Vlogger’s social capital: Shared values; 
COM = Followers’ commitment to the vlogger; PLS-SEM = Partial least 
squares structural equation modeling; LM = Linear model; RMSE = root 
mean square error.
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Table 5.  Cross-Validated Predictive Ability Testing (CVPAT) Results.

Construct PLS loss IA loss
Average loss 
difference t-Value p-Value

Vlogger’s social capital: Trust 0.258 0.583 −0.324 11.029 .000
Vlogger’s social capital: Social 

interaction ties
1.977 2.060 −0.083 2.054 .040

Vlogger’s social capital: Shared values 0.788 1.140 −0.353 7.238 .000
Followers’ commitment to the vlogger 0.536 0.612 −0.077 4.370 .000
Overall 0.863 1.061 −0.199 10.523 .000

Note. PLS = Partial least squares; IA = Indicator average.

development of travel vlogger relationships. The results sug-
gest that vloggers who balance relatability (e.g., shared life-
style, values, or motivations) with aspiration (e.g., novel 
destinations/perceived expertise) may cultivate followers’ 
emotional closeness and credibility, potentially deepening 
their social capital and commitment. This balance helps 
explain why some travel vloggers generate more enduring 
engagement and influence, whereby being both “like me” 
and “someone I aspire to,” these vloggers activate dual moti-
vational pathways that sustain long-term follower 
relationships.

These insights clarify how and why followers’ engage-
ment generates different social capital dimensions under dif-
fering perceived congruence with the travel vlogger, 
advancing understanding of influencer–follower dynamics 
by linking social capital accumulation to congruence-based 
relationship-building in digital tourism and by showing that 
the strength of engagement–outcome relationships depends 
on how followers simultaneously experience similarity and 
aspiration in their connections with travel vloggers.

Theoretical Implications

This research raises pertinent implications for theory devel-
opment. To begin, the findings suggest that followers’ 
engagement can build their trust in, and shared values and 
social interaction ties with, travel vloggers, signaling the 
development of parasocial vlogger–follower relationships 
(Weiger et al., 2025). Repeated interactions (e.g., responding 
to posts) can lead followers to view the influencer as a reli-
able source, enhancing its perceived authenticity and trust-
worthiness (Chen et  al., 2022). This dynamic is especially 
impactful in travel vlogging, where shared experiences and 
vicarious exploration may create strong socio-emotional 
bonds (Rather et al., 2022).

These insights raise two critical avenues for theory devel-
opment. First, the loyalty shift. As followers’ behavioral 
engagement builds relational bonds with the influencer, they 
may begin to prioritize allegiance to the individual over the 
endorsed brand(s; Giertz et  al., 2022). Understanding this 
shift is vital because it determines whether influencer–brand 
partnerships amplify or dilute that follower–influencer rela-
tionship. Future research should ask to what extent high 

social capital transfers from the travel vlogger to co-branded 
offerings and under what conditions followers’ loyalty to the 
travel vlogger may undermine their receptivity to partner 
brands. Second, the content mechanism. Not all posts are 
equally effective at generating the different facets of social 
capital. Specific content features, including behind-the-
scenes narratives, interactive questions and answers, or user-
generated challenges may differentially activate trust, social 
interaction ties, and/or shared values. Investigating which 
communication styles and formats most effectively cultivate 
these relational outcomes should clarify how travel vloggers 
can tailor their content strategies. For example, story-driven 
posts may deepen emotional engagement and trust, while 
collaborative livestreams may be used to strengthen social 
interaction ties. Unpacking these peculiarities can contribute 
to social capital theory by linking content characteristics to 
distinct pathways to relational value creation.

Our findings also demonstrate that the social capital 
dimensions contribute differently to follower commitment. 
The results show that followers’ trust provides an important 
psychological foundation for loyalty in social media envi-
ronments (Shao et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2022), while social 
interaction ties are well-equipped to create perceived rela-
tional progression and obligation (H. J. Kim & Chan-
Olmsted, 2022), and shared values are particularly adept at 
forging emotional identification (Chen et  al., 2022). These 
insights underscore that followers’ vlogger commitment 
emerges from deep psycho-social mechanisms (vs. merely 
transactional exchanges).

This observation highlights a need for further research 
addressing how each pathway uniquely shapes followers’ 
vlogger commitment. First, examining the independent and 
interactive effects of each social capital dimension can 
reveal which dimension most effectively sustains followers’ 
long-term commitment. For instance, if trust is the strongest 
predictor, influencers and brands may prioritize credibility 
(over community)-building activities. Second, testing the 
moderating role of influencer type (e.g., micro-, macro-, or 
mega-influencers; Weiger et  al., 2025) warrants further 
exploration. Micro-influencers, for example, may cultivate 
stronger personal ties and leverage social interaction ties 
more effectively than macro- or mega-influencers, raising 
understanding of the boundary conditions under which 
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particular social capital dimensions are most impactful. 
Third, further exploration of how the depth of social interac-
tion transforms passive followership into active advocacy is 
expected to illuminate the process by which followers 
evolve from content consumers to community champions. 
For example, deep interactions (e.g., by participating in 
influencer-led initiatives) are likely to shift followers’ roles 
from mere observers to vocal advocates, amplifying rela-
tional bonds and outreach. Followers who contribute user-
generated travel videos to vloggers’ challenges may not only 
strengthen their mutual engagement but also authentically 
amplify the vlogger’s message. Further unpacking this pro-
gression should contribute not only to the theoretical gener-
alizability of social capital theory but also to its theoretical 
extension by linking interaction intensity to phases of fol-
lower commitment (Lim, 2026).

Importantly, this research reveals that followers’ per-
ceived similarity to travel vloggers (homophily) more con-
sistently strengthens the impact of behavioral engagement 
on their trust in, and shared values with, the travel vlogger 
(vs. aspirational difference/heterophily). Homophily thus 
acts as a psychological conduit through which engagement 
can evolve into trust-based commitment, extending the 
work of Bozkurt et  al. (2025), Janssen et  al. (2022), and 
Swann and Ely (1984), among others. Nonetheless, homoph-
ily did not moderate the effect of behavioral engagement on 
social interaction ties. This suggests that tie strength depends 
less on perceived similarity and more on reciprocal com-
municative exchange, a pattern consistent with Ahlf et  al. 
(2019), who found that homophily does not drive interper-
sonal communication. The lack of support for the moderat-
ing effect of homophily on social interaction ties thus 
implies that structural social capital depends less on follow-
ers’ perceived similarity to the vlogger and more on recipro-
cal, participatory interaction. Even when followers feel 
similar to travel vloggers, meaningful communication (e.g., 
commenting on/co-creating content) requires deliberate 
engagement and cannot be inferred from similarity alone. 
Homophily can thus strengthen perception-based relational 
bonds (e.g., trust/shared values), but not interaction-based 
structural ties (Ahlf et al., 2019).

This research also shows that followers’ aspirational con-
gruence with travel vloggers is a significant moderator of the 
effect of behavioral engagement on trust, signaling that fol-
lowers who admire an influencer can develop trust even 
without perceived similarity (Shoenberger & Kim, 2019). 
This finding extends understanding of trust formation in 
online influencing beyond perceived homophily to include 
aspirational identification. However, perceived heterophily 
did not strengthen the path to either social interaction ties or 
shared values, implying that these depend more on mutual 
beliefs and familiarity. This differential pattern reveals that 
while aspirational distance fosters followers’ trust by fueling 
admiration for the travel vlogger, it also hinders the develop-
ment of social interaction ties and shared values. Notably, 

social interaction ties are contingent on bidirectional com-
munication (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998), which the asym-
metrical nature of followers’ aspirational parasocial 
relationships may hamper.

Similarly, shared values require beliefs that travel vlog-
gers and their followers hold in common (Morgan & Hunt, 
1994), which aspirational distance may compromise when 
vloggers’ lifestyles feel unattainable. This observation sug-
gests a hierarchy of congruence requirements, whereby trust 
is particularly compatible with followers’ aspirational dis-
tance from travel vloggers, while social interaction ties and 
shared values require perceived similarity, indicating that 
vloggers that use aspirational positioning may indeed build 
admiration and trust yet struggle to develop the deeper rela-
tional bonds required to foster followers’ longer-term com-
mitment. Investigating which content formats best mitigate 
the limitations of heterophily is thus important. As influenc-
ers often blend relatable and aspirational cues, understanding 
how specific mixed-congruence strategies shape trust, social 
interaction ties, and shared values represents a promising 
research avenue.

Finally, the findings reveal differential effects across the 
social capital dimensions. While behavioral engagement and 
perceived follower–vlogger congruence strongly predict 
relational-normative outcomes (e.g., trust/shared values), 
their explanatory power for structural outcomes (e.g., social 
interaction ties) is weaker. This asymmetry suggests that 
while relational-normative bonds are more readily cultivated 
through engagement and perceived similarity, structural ties 
depend on reciprocal, personalized exchanges that are inher-
ently constrained in one-to-many digital contexts. Structural 
social capital may also be influenced by additional contex-
tual factors, including community interaction norms, influ-
encer responsiveness, and platform affordances (Penttinen, 
2025), which extend beyond individual engagement behav-
iors. Recognizing these differentiated pathways provides a 
more granular understanding of how social capital develops 
in digitally-mediated environments, underscoring that effec-
tive follower–vlogger relationships are shaped by specific 
social capital dimensions and interaction context.

Practical Implications

The findings also offer actionable implications for travel 
vloggers seeking to deepen followers’ engagement and com-
mitment. First, travel vloggers should encourage active par-
ticipation through interactive content. Rather than relying 
on static posts, vloggers should incorporate gamified chal-
lenges, polls, quizzes, and user-generated content cam-
paigns, including weekly hashtag challenges (e.g., 
#TravelPhotoOfTheWeek, where followers share their own 
travel pictures) or story-polls (e.g., “Which city should I 
visit?”), to prompt followers to like, comment, tag, and 
share content, as these visible actions not only increase 
social proof (Kapoor et al., 2026) but also help strengthen 
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trust, social interaction ties, and shared values. Organizing 
content into “hero,” “hub,” and “hygiene” pillars tailored to 
different traveler segments also ensures a balanced mix of 
inspirational stories, community-driven updates, and practi-
cal tips, respectively (Saleh, 2025). Storytelling techniques, 
including behind-the-scenes footage, episodic series, and 
immersive narratives, should further foster authenticity and 
emotional connection (Li et  al., 2026). Moreover, travel 
influencers should adapt content formats to their archetype, 
for instance, entertainer influencers might produce short, 
energetic videos, while informer influencers could focus on 
listicles, tutorials, or in-depth livestreams (Luo, Wang, & 
Liu, 2026).

Second, travel vloggers should prioritize transparency 
and authenticity to build their followers’ enduring trust. 
Travel influencers are advised to clearly disclose sponsored 
posts (e.g., stating “this trip was sponsored, but all opinions 
are my own”), provide honest destination reviews (e.g., 
praising hotel facilities while noting areas for improvement), 
and correct any misinformation or admit mistakes promptly 
to reinforce credibility (Hollebeek et al., 2024; Lim, Koay, & 
Cheah, 2025). Concurrently, travel brands should favor long-
term partnerships over one-off promotions to maintain con-
sistent messaging and deepen follower trust. Notably, 
detailed, transparent reviews and responsible sponsorships 
signal integrity (Kumar et  al., 2025), therefore partnering 
with travel vloggers who have recognized expertise (e.g., 
certified guides/industry professionals) should further 
amplify trust (Nguyen et al., 2025).

Third, travel vloggers should cultivate reciprocal social 
interaction ties through two-way dialogue. They may host col-
laborative content-creation events, including co-designing 
itineraries with followers, organizing live Q&A sessions, and 
facilitating virtual meet-ups to encourage genuine exchanges 
(Rasty & Filieri, 2024). Personalized responses that feature 
followers’ contributions in comments or story highlights can 
demonstrate attentiveness and strengthen perceived closeness. 
Travel brands can support these initiatives by sponsoring com-
munity-focused experiences or fan gatherings, positioning the 
vlogger as a facilitator of meaningful connections.

Fourth, travel vloggers should anchor their content in 
clear value propositions that invite co-creation. Vloggers 
should articulate their core travel philosophies, whether cen-
tered on budget-friendly adventures, luxury escapes, or sus-
tainable tourism, and invite followers to participate in polls 
(e.g., “which eco-friendly activity should I try?”) or discus-
sions that reinforce those values (Hollebeek et  al., 2017). 
When followers contribute ideas or vote on topics, they 
develop a sense of shared ownership that deepens commit-
ment. Travel brands collaborating with these influencers 
must also ensure that their own values align closely with the 
influencer’s ethos to maintain authenticity and minimize 
dissonance.

Fifth, travel vloggers should balance relatability with 
aspiration to optimize engagement and commitment. The 

stronger effects of perceived homophily in travel vlogging 
suggest that relatability often surpasses pure aspiration in 
driving connections. Travel brands should thus select influ-
encers whose backgrounds, experiences, and interests 
closely match their target demographics to optimize authen-
tic engagement. Moreover, incorporating aspirational high-
lights like bucket-list destinations or luxury experiences 
should help keep content fresh and inspiring. Therefore, by 
blending shared values and experiences (homophily) with 
occasional aspirational elements (heterophily), travel influ-
encers should be able to optimize immediate engagement 
and foster enduring follower commitment. Relatable con-
tent, including tips for budget travel, packing hacks, or navi-
gating public transport, helps followers see the travel 
vlogger as “one of us,” while (occasional) aspirational high-
lights, including bucket-list adventures (e.g., a hot-air bal-
loon ride/luxury hotel stay) sustain inspiration. This blend 
of homophily/heterophily can support both immediate 
engagement and enduring loyalty.

Finally, the findings from Iran’s collectivistic context, 
coupled with its digital and travel constraints, highlight the 
need for context-sensitive influencer strategies (Lim, 
Sethuraman, Kathuria & Manrai, 2025). In collectivistic 
markets (e.g., Asia/the Middle East), destination marketing 
organizations (DMOs) should prioritize relatable vloggers 
emphasizing similarity and shared cultural values, as per-
ceived homophily strengthens the impact of followers’ 
engagement on their trust in and commitment to the vlogger. 
Campaigns should showcase “one-of-us” positioning 
through shared lifestyles, budgets, and cultural touchpoints. 
Conversely, in individualistic markets, aspirational strategies 
with influencers emphasizing unique experiences and exclu-
sivity are likely to be more effective. In travel-constrained 
contexts, vloggers provide vicarious travel experiences, 
making authentic interactions and immersive content (e.g., 
360° videos) particularly valuable. DMOs should foster 
long-term partnerships that produce rich experiential narra-
tives, leveraging follower loyalty. Globally, DMOs are 
advised to adopt segmented strategies reflecting cultural ori-
entation, digital access, and economic development. Market-
specific assessments can guide whether homophily or 
heterophily is most effective, whether audiences seek vicari-
ous experiences or trip validation, and which platforms to 
prioritize. Effective global influencer marketing in tourism 
thus requires culturally informed, strategically differentiated 
approaches (vs. one-size-fits-all campaigns).

Limitations and Future Directions

This research also has limitations that expose further avenues 
for investigation. Addressing these limitations through cross-
cultural, cross-domain, cross-platform, and causal-longitudi-
nal research should deepen understanding of when, how, and 
for whom followers’ behavioral engagement translates into 
enduring social capital and follower commitment.
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Cultural Context.  The data, which was collected in the Iranian 
Instagram context, may limit generalizability of the findings, 
as cultural norms influence how followers engage and form 
social bonds (Hollebeek, 2018). Therefore, replicating this 
model across cultural contexts (e.g., specific African, Asian, 
European, and North/South American markets) would per-
mit testing of cultural moderators, refine theoretical assump-
tions about social capital formation, strengthening the 
generalizability of the findings.

Influencer Heterogeneity.  This research focused on human 
travel vloggers without distinguishing between influencer 
characteristics such as audience scale (micro-, macro-, and 
mega-influencers), content domain (e.g., food vs. tour), sus-
tainability orientation in content and destination portrayal 
(e.g., responsible travel cues vs. consumption-oriented cues), 
or the growing presence of virtual influencers (e.g., Conde & 
Casais, 2023; Li et al., 2026; Luo, Lim, et al., 2026). These 
sources of heterogeneity may shape engagement behavior and 
social capital formation in distinct ways, as follower interpre-
tations of authenticity, credibility, and relational closeness can 
differ across human and virtual influencers as well as across 
audience scale and content domains. Future research should 
thus compare influencer types to clarify boundary conditions 
and identify how influencer form, domain-specific content 
strategies, and follower base size moderate the relationships 
among engagement, social capital, and commitment.

Platform Specificity.  The data were sourced from Instagram, 
where visual storytelling and particular interaction affor-
dances (e.g., likes/stories) drive engagement patterns (Bas-
trygina et al., 2024). Other platforms, including Facebook’s 
mixed-media environment, LinkedIn’s professional focus, or 
TikTok’s bite-sized video format, may yield different social 
capital and commitment outcomes. Comparative studies 
across multiple social media channels would reveal how 
platform features mediate the engagement → social capi-
tal → commitment pathways and inform platform-tailored 
influencer strategies.

Temporal Design and Causal Inference.  Our cross-sectional 
design captures the modeled relationships at a single point in 
time, which constrains evidence on temporal ordering and 
causal direction among behavioral engagement, social capi-
tal, and follower commitment. Behavioral engagement also 
reflects followers’ perceived frequency of engagement behav-
iors captured via self-report items, rather than directly 
observed platform metrics, which supports person-level com-
parability across platforms and content formats, yet leaves 
room for recall and self-presentation bias and for divergence 
between perceived and observed engagement. The proposed 
relationships are theoretically grounded, yet the findings war-
rant interpretation as directional associations rather than 
causal effects. Future research using longitudinal panels, 
time-lagged field designs, or experiments can test sequencing 
and change over time. Such research can also combine survey 

measures with digital trace data or platform analytics (e.g., 
comments, likes, shares) to validate engagement and examine 
how engagement develops into trust, social interaction ties, 
and shared values that sustain follower commitment across 
stages of influencer–follower relationships.

Demographic Controls.  Demographic variables were excluded 
as controls, given their limited theoretical centrality to the 
relational mechanisms of engagement, social capital, and 
relational alignment that drive followers’ commitment (i.e., 
including them may introduce (unnecessary) noise; Becker 
et  al., 2016). Furthermore, the proposed moderator (per-
ceived homophily) captures subjective demographic and 
psychographic similarity, rendering additional demographic 
controls potentially redundant and prone to multicollinearity. 
Moreover, the follower sample is relatively homogeneous, 
with followers being primarily aged 18 to 45, digitally active, 
and education-oriented, minimizing demographic confound-
ing (Spector & Brannick, 2011). Future studies should thus 
examine whether demographic (dis)similarity shapes these 
relational processes in more heterogeneous populations.

Measurement Approach.  Behavioral engagement was mea-
sured using self-report Likert-type items capturing follow-
ers’ perceived frequency of engagement behaviors (vs. 
directly observed platform metrics). This operationaliza-
tion aligns with engagement research that treats behavioral 
engagement as a latent, person-level tendency expressed 
through enacted behaviors (Hollebeek et  al., 2014). Yet, 
self-report measures remain susceptible to recall and self-
presentation bias while perceived engagement may diverge 
from platform traces. Therefore, future research could tri-
angulate survey measures with objective analytics, such as 
likes, comments, shares, saves, and viewing duration, 
which would, in turn, strengthen measurement credibility 
and clarify when perceived and observed engagement con-
verge or diverge.
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