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Article Info ABSTRACT

Objective: With the growing role of social media influencers in the tourism industry,
understanding the mechanisms of their impact on audience decisions is essential. This
Research Article research aims to investigate the effect of influencer characteristics (such as credibility,
attractiveness, and expertise) on the travel intention of Iranian tourists, focusing on the
mediating role of attitude toward the influencer and parasocial interactions.
Methods: This applied research was conducted using a descriptive-survey approach. Data
Received: 21 January 2026 was collected via an online questionnaire through convenience sampling from 384
Revised: 29 January 2026 followers of tourism ianL_Jencers on Instqgram._ Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM)
: was used for data analysis and hypothesis testing.
Accepted: 31 January 2026 Results: The results indicate that influencer characteristics have a significant positive
. ) impact on travel intention. This effect was confirmed through two key pathways: both by
Published: 23 July 2026 creating a positive attitude (path coefficient = 0.375) and by shaping parasocial
interactions (path coefficient = 0.326). Specifically, characteristics such as credibility,
similarity, and attractiveness were influential through the attitude pathway, while trust and
expertise impacted travel intention through the parasocial interaction pathway.
Conclusions: This study demonstrates that influencers affect their audiences through two
distinct channels: a cognitive channel (attitude) and an affective channel (parasocial
interaction). It is recommended that destination marketers strategically select influences
based on their campaign goals, focusing on attractiveness and credibility to foster a
positive attitude, and on trust and expertise to build a sense of intimacy and a deeper
connection with the audience.
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Introduction

The rise of digital technologies and social media has reshaped media consumption and social
interactions. Social media influencers (SMIs) act as opinion leaders who affect followers’ attitudes and
behaviors. In tourism, influencers create authentic content that influences travel motivation, destination
image, and choice. Tourists increasingly rely on influencer content over traditional sources.

Despite its importance, research in the Iranian context on how influencer characteristics drive travel
intention is limited. This study examines key influencer attributes—credibility, trustworthiness,
expertise, likability, similarity, familiarity, and attractiveness—and their effects on Iranian tourists’
travel intentions. It focuses on two mediating mechanisms: Attitude toward the influencer and Parasocial
Interaction (PSI), aiming to explain cognitive and emotional pathways in influencer marketing.

Materials and Methods

This applied, quantitative, cross-sectional study used a descriptive—survey design. The population
included Iranian followers of tourism influencers on Instagram, sampled via convenience sampling. A
total of 384 respondents completed an online questionnaire measuring influencer characteristics,
Attitude, PSI, and Travel Intention.

The conceptual model integrated prior research frameworks. Data analysis used Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) via SmartPLS v4. Reliability and validity were confirmed
through confirmatory factor analysis, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and tests of convergent
and discriminant validity.

Results

Results supported the dual-pathway model, showing that influencer characteristics affect travel intention
through both Attitude and PSI. Parasocial Interaction mediates the emotional connection, translating
perceived influencer attributes into travel motivation. Attitude toward the influencer mediates cognitive
evaluation, influencing the decision to visit recommended destinations .Further analysis showed that
through the Attitude pathway, credibility, similarity, and attractiveness significantly impact travel
intention, while trustworthiness, expertise, likability, and familiarity do not. Conversely, through the
PSI pathway, trustworthiness and expertise are the main drivers, highlighting their role in forming
deeper follower connections.

Conclusion

Results supported the dual-pathway model, showing that influencer characteristics affect travel intention
through both Attitude and PSI. Parasocial Interaction mediates the emotional connection, translating
perceived influencer attributes into travel motivation. Attitude toward the influencer mediates cognitive
evaluation, influencing the decision to visit recommended destinations.

Further analysis showed that through the Attitude pathway, credibility, similarity, and attractiveness
significantly impact travel intention, while trustworthiness, expertise, likability, and familiarity do not.
Conversely, through the PSI pathway, trustworthiness and expertise are the main drivers, highlighting
their role in forming deeper follower connections.
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