
Exploring the Impact of Social Media Influencer Messages in the Restaurant Industry

Abstract
This article examines the influence of influencer marketing on consumer behaviour within the restaurant sector, focusing on the comparative effects of cause-related marketing (CRM) and service quality messages. Anchored in Social Influence Theory, the study explores how messages disseminated by micro and macro influencers impact digital engagement and patronage intentions. Employing a robust methodology across three in-depth studies, which include qualitative insights and quantitative experimental surveys involving 555 participants, the findings reveal that CRM messages significantly enhance digital engagement and patronage intention. Macro-influencers generally achieve higher engagement due to their extensive reach and perceived authority. Conversely, while macro-influencers exert a stronger influence on patronage intention for service quality messages, micro-influencers are more effective in driving patronage intention for cause-related messages due to their perceived authenticity and closer relationships with followers.
The research also elucidates perceived message authenticity and digital engagement mediating roles. The results indicate that perceived authenticity significantly mediates the relationship between message appeal, digital engagement, and patronage intention. Specifically, cause-related messages are seen as more authentic, increasing digital engagement and patronage intention. Moreover, digital engagement acts as a mediator, amplifying the effect of perceived authenticity on patronage intention. These findings highlight the intricate roles of influencer type and message content in shaping consumer behaviour, offering valuable insights for developing effective influencer marketing strategies in the restaurant industry. These insights provide practical implications for marketers strategically leveraging different influencer types and prioritising CSR-focused content to enhance consumer engagement.
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1.0 Introduction
In contemporary times, social media influencer (SMI) marketing has emerged as a formidable conduit for brand promotion and market expansion within the hospitality industry, offering a potentially cost-effective and expeditious means of customer attraction (Lee et al., 2021). Modern consumers increasingly rely on SMI-initiated content to gather information about restaurants, discern opinions on dishes, and evaluate service quality before dining (Kwon et al., 2021). Recent studies indicate that over 75% of marketers employ SMIs to disseminate product-related information, with more than 65% of global brands planning to increase their budgets for SMI marketing, projecting SMI spending to reach US$373 million by 2027 (Hughes et al., 2019; Ki et al., 2020). Consequently, SMI marketing has gained prominence as a critical area of research within recent marketing literature (Campbell & Farrell, 2020; Hudders et al., 2021; Vrontis et al., 2021).
SMI marketing holds particular significance for the hospitality industry, especially for restaurants, where dining extends beyond food to encompass a holistic sensory experience, largely driven by experience sharing (Leung et al., 2022; Polat et al., 2024). SMIs, often seen as trendsetters, capture and share their experiences through engaging content, encouraging potential customers to visit and experience the establishments themselves (Cheung, Leung, Aw, et al., 2022). They leverage their platforms to showcase unique experiences, ambience, services, and other distinctive aspects of restaurants, thereby driving consumer interest, engagement, and patronage ( Lee et al., 2021; Polat et al., 2024).
Amidst global challenges such as inequality, poverty, health crises, and climate change, fostering sustainable and prosocial behaviour has become paramount (DeBerry-Spence et al., 2022). Consumers now increasingly value social responsibility initiatives undertaken by restaurant brands (S. Lee et al., 2020). SMIs play a crucial role in this context by incorporating messages of service quality alongside endorsements of prosocial causes, thus resonating with consumers. For example, SMIs create vlogs, blogs, reels, and posts about restaurants' food and services, thereby enhancing the brands' favourable images and triggering positive consumer behavioural intentions (Cheung et al., et al., 2022). By translating complex corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts into relatable and engaging narratives, SMIs highlight restaurants' environmental initiatives, community involvement, and ethical practices, making these efforts visible and understandable to consumers (Kim et al., 2021). This approach raises awareness and encourages followers to emulate positive behaviours, fostering a community of informed consumers motivated to support sustainable and prosocial activities championed by responsible companies (Cheung, Leung, Aw, et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2021).
Despite the considerable research into SMI marketing, there exists a conspicuous gap in the literature concerning the comparative impact of different types of SMI messages—specifically, service quality-focused versus CSR-focused messages—on consumer behaviour in the context of restaurant patronage. Current studies lack clarity on how these distinct message types influence consumers' dining decisions and the underlying processes through which they translate into actual patronage. Addressing this gap, the ensuing objectives of this study aim to elucidate the relative effectiveness of these message types and provide a deeper understanding of the mechanisms driving consumer engagement and patronage within the hospitality industry.
Objective 1: How do influencer messages, specifically prosocial or cause-related and service experience types, compare in influencing follower dining behavioural decisions (patronising)?
Objective 2: To what extent does the popularity of the influencer (micro vs. macro) on social media impact the reception of the message and subsequent engagement, such as liking, sharing, and willingness to visit the promoted restaurant?
Objective 3 How does the nature of the message affect the ultimate intention to visit the promoted restaurant?
The following sections explore the literature and theoretical foundation at the intersection of cause-related marketing, service quality advertising, and influencer marketing to guide the mixed methods approach appropriate for addressing these objectives across three studies. This comprehensive investigation will bridge the identified gaps and provide actionable insights for marketers aiming to optimise their influencer marketing strategies and effectively engage with consumers in the digital age.
2.0 Literature Review and Theoretical Foundation

2.1 Influencer Marketing in the Restaurant and Hospitality Industry
Influencer marketing has emerged as a critical strategy within the restaurant and hospitality industry, effectively leveraging the reach and credibility of social media influencers (SMIs) to enhance consumer engagement and patronage(see Table 1). Lee et al. (2020) underscore the significant impact of influencer characteristics and restaurant attributes on consumer engagement, particularly among younger demographics. Similarly, Cheung et al. (2022) highlight the pivotal role of content quality, demonstrating that well-crafted, creative influencer content fosters strong parasocial relationships and enhances consumer engagement. However, both studies fall short in comparing the effectiveness of different message types—cause-related marketing (CRM) versus service quality messages—and the differential impacts of macro versus micro-influencers. Understanding these differences is crucial to inform more targeted and effective marketing strategies (Pansari & Kumar, 2017; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017).
Moon (2020) illuminates the influence of beliefs, attitudes, and subjective norms on green restaurant patronage, advocating for targeting specific consumer beliefs to boost patronage. This study is complemented by research from Filieri et al. (2022), who found that the authenticity and sincerity of influencers significantly impact consumer trust and purchase intentions. However, neither study considers how SMIs might differentially impact these beliefs and intentions based on the type of message promoted. Furthermore, while Pezenka and Weismayer (2020) reveal significant differences in restaurant evaluations based on customer demographics, their research does not explore the potential of influencer marketing in shaping these evaluations. This gap is highlighted by the work of Conde and Casais (2023), who demonstrated the persuasive power of micro, macro, and mega-influencers via parasocial relationships. Collectively, these studies highlight the multifaceted nature of influencer marketing and its profound impact on consumer decision-making in the restaurant industry. Nonetheless, there remains a critical need to understand the comparative effectiveness of CRM versus service quality messages and the intricate roles of different types of influencers, as emphasised by Cascio Rizzo et al. (2024) and Hernández-Méndez and Baute-Díaz (2024).
Table 1: Relevant Influencer Marketing Research in the Restaurant or Hospitality Industry
	Authors
	
	Study
	Antecedents
	Outcome Variables
	Research Design
	Key Findings

	Lee et al. (2020)
	
	The role of influencers in restaurant marketing
	Influencer characteristics, restaurant attributes, target audience demographics
	Consumer engagement, CPV, CPA
	Qualitative research with two restaurants in Taipei
	Influencer marketing attracts younger customers and increases spending.

	Cheung et al. (2022)
	
	Consumers' online brand-related activities with social media influencers
	Content characteristics (information quality, design quality, creativity, technology quality)
	Parasocial relationships, consumer engagement
	Quantitative survey analysis
	High-quality content fosters strong parasocial relationships and increases engagement.

	Lee et al. (2020)
	
	The sway of influencer marketing: Evidence from a restaurant group
	Marketing objectives, budget, restaurant positioning, target audience, types of influencers, social media platforms
	CPA, CPV, revenue, ROI, exposure, brand value
	Qualitative experimental design with two restaurants in Taipei
	Introduces Owner-Influencer Matrix. Recommends clear objectives, careful influencer selection, and combining influencer marketing with content creation.

	Moon (2020)
	
	Investigating beliefs, attitudes, and intentions regarding green restaurant patronage: An application of the extended TPB model
	Attitude towards green restaurants, subjective norm, perceived behavioural control, behavioural beliefs, past behaviour, dining frequency
	Intention to visit green restaurants
	Quantitative two-phase survey in South Korea
	Gender moderates the relationship between subjective norm and intention. Recommends targeting specific beliefs and behaviours.

	Pezenka & Weismayer (2020)
	
	Which factors influence locals’ and visitors’ overall restaurant evaluations?
	Restaurant attributes (food, drinks, staff, facilities, location, quietness, value, cleanliness, payment options, menu, desserts, ambience, reservations, busyness)
	Overall star rating on TripAdvisor
	Sentiment analysis of 100,831 TripAdvisor reviews
	Significant differences between locals and visitors. Recommends tailored strategies to enhance satisfaction.




2.2 SMI Popularity (Micro vs. Macro SMI)
Social media influencers (SMIs) can be categorised as either macro-influencers, who have over 100,000 followers and are typically perceived as experts, or micro-influencers, who have fewer followers but engage more frequently with their audience (Kay et al., 2020; Campbell & Farrell, 2020). Macro-SMIs are often seen as more authoritative but less accessible, whereas micro-SMIs are viewed as more relatable and accessible. The effectiveness of endorsements from these influencers can vary significantly based on message content, product type, and source trustworthiness (Pittman & Abell, 2021; Vrontis et al., 2021). This study aims to explore how macro and micro SMIs impact consumer digital engagement through cause-related and service-related messages.
2.3.1 Cause-Related Marketing and Influencer Marketing
Cause-related marketing (CRM) aligns businesses with social causes to enhance brand image and connect with socially conscious consumers. Influencers play a crucial role in CRM due to their credibility and reach. Research has shown that CRM can significantly boost consumer engagement and loyalty (He & Harris, 2020; Wang et al., 2022). For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, companies using CRM saw increased consumer trust and engagement (He & Harris, 2020). Influencers, perceived as authentic, can effectively communicate a brand’s commitment to social causes. Morhart et al. (2015) suggest that authenticity in branding, a key component of CRM, fosters deeper consumer connections, leading to higher engagement. Lou and Yuan (2019) emphasise that influencers enhance the perceived credibility of CSR messages, which, in turn, bolsters consumer trust and engagement.
Understanding the distinct impacts of CRM versus service quality messages is critical as it informs targeted marketing strategies that leverage influencers’ strengths in promoting ethical practices. Therefore, investigating the effectiveness of CRM versus service quality messages in influencer marketing is essential to understanding their impact on consumer behaviour in the hospitality industry.

2.3.2  Service Quality Advertising and Influencer Marketing
Service quality advertising highlights the tangible and experiential benefits of a brand's offerings, particularly in the restaurant and hospitality sectors. This includes food quality, ambience, customer service, and dining experience. Influencers who share personal reviews and recommendations can effectively communicate these attributes, influencing followers' dining choices (Schouten et al., 2020; Kay et al., 2020).
Service quality messages rely on the influencers' ability to convey their personal experiences and expertise, which can significantly impact consumers' perceptions and decisions. Micro-influencers are seen as more authentic and relatable, effectively promoting service quality through detailed and personal narratives (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017). Investigating how service quality messages compare to CRM messages in influencing consumer behaviour is thus essential to developing a comprehensive understanding of effective marketing strategies within the hospitality industry.
2.40 Social Influence Theory
Social Influence Theory explains how individuals' attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours are shaped by others' influence (Kelman, 1958; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). This theory is particularly relevant to social media, where influencers significantly impact their followers' decisions. Social Influence Theory involves three processes: compliance, identification, and internalisation. Compliance occurs when individuals adopt behaviours to gain rewards or avoid punishments, aligning with social norms set by influencers. Identification involves adopting behaviours to associate with a desirable group or individual. Internalisation represents the deepest level of influence, where individuals integrate behaviours or beliefs into their value system, reflecting genuine trust in the influencer's messages.
Applying Social Influence Theory to influencer marketing in the restaurant and hospitality sectors offers insights into how CRM and service quality messages affect consumer engagement and patronage. Influencers' credibility and perceived authenticity are pivotal, as highlighted by Lou and Yuan (2019), who found that CSR messages promoted by influencers enhance consumer trust and engagement. The theory's focus on identification and internalisation underscores the effectiveness of micro-influencers, who often have closer, trust-based relationships with followers than macro-influencers. This framework provides a robust basis for examining the interplay between influencer characteristics, message types, and consumer behaviours, addressing gaps in the literature and informing strategic marketing decisions in the hospitality industry.

3.0 Methodology
3.1 Research Design
A two-stage sequential mixed-method research design was adopted, incorporating both qualitative (exploratory stage) and quantitative (hypotheses testing stage) approaches in sequence (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The qualitative stage (Study 1) sought to investigate the effects of influencer popularity (macro versus micro) and message type (cause-related versus service quality), areas that have been insufficiently explored in the context of restaurant promotion and patronage. Insights gleaned from this exploratory phase informed the conceptual model evaluated in the subsequent quantitative stage (Study 2).
Participants for both studies were recruited via the Prolific academic platform, renowned for providing high-quality, demographically diverse samples that meet specific research requirements. During the qualitative phase (Study 1), 15 semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted. This was followed by two experimental surveys in the quantitative phase (Study 2), involving a total of 555 participants. These participants represented a varied cohort of individuals active in online reviews or followers of SMIs, primarily from the United Kingdom.
4.0 Study 1 – Qualitative Phase: 
4.10: Sample, Data Analysis, and Results Discussion
The qualitative phase entailed 15 individual semi-structured interviews. Participants were prompted to provide detailed accounts of their reliance on SMIs for dining recommendations, perceived authenticity, preferences for different types of influencer content, and reactions to cause-related (sustainability) versus service-related messages. The length of interviews varied, from brief intercept-style interactions to more comprehensive in-depth discussions with participants who regularly engage with restaurant reviews and influencer content (refer to Table 1). These interviews were conducted digitally to ensure confidentiality and anonymity, with participants accessing and responding to semi-structured questions via an online platform.
The qualitative data were analysed through thematic analysis, a method that identifies, analyses, and reports patterns (themes) within the data (Terry et al., 2017). Key themes emerged through an iterative process involving coding and categorisation. Initial open coding was employed to deconstruct the data into discrete units and identify preliminary codes. These codes were subsequently grouped into categories based on commonalities, leading to the development of overarching themes. The primary themes identified included cause-related messages, service-related message sustainability, micro-influencer, macro-influencer, credibility, trust, and identity.
Participant anonymity was rigorously safeguarded using the Prolific platform, which implements robust measures to protect participant identities. The platform assigns unique identifiers to participants, ensuring their personal information remains confidential and inaccessible to researchers. This procedure guarantees anonymised responses, enabling participants to share their experiences without privacy concerns. This thorough analysis provided an intricate and intricate understanding of the phenomena under investigation, illuminating the varied perspectives and experiences related to influencer popularity and message type.
4:11  Participants
The participants exhibited diversity in age and educational background, although specific demographic details were not extensively covered in the survey (see Table 2). The participants contributed rich qualitative data, offering profound insights into their interactions with and perceptions of social media influencers.

Table 2. Participants Demographic
	Participant
(Pseudonym)
	Gender
	Age Group
	Edu
	SM Use/Week
	SMI Following
	Participant
	Gender
	Age Group
	Edu
	SM Use/Week
	SMI Following

	P1
	F
	>46
	Uni
	3-5
	2
	P9
	F
	>46
	Uni
	>11
	2

	P2
	F
	28-35
	Uni
	3-5
	>5
	P10
	F
	36-45
	Uni
	>11
	3

	P3
	M
	>46
	Uni
	>11
	3
	P11
	M
	>46
	Uni
	6-10
	3

	P4
	M
	>46
	Uni
	6-10
	>5
	P12
	F
	>46
	Uni
	>11
	2

	P5
	F
	>46
	High Sch
	3-5
	2
	P13
	F
	18-27
	Uni
	>11
	None

	P6
	M
	36-45
	Uni
	>11
	>5
	P14
	M
	28-35
	Uni
	>11
	None

	P7
	F
	28-35
	Uni
	0-2
	None
	P15
	F
	36-45
	Uni
	>11
	>5

	P8
	F
	28-35
	Uni
	3-5
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	



4.20 Results of the Qualitative Interviews
4.2.1 Impact of Cause-Related (Sustainability) vs. Service Quality Influencer Messages
4.2.2  Cause-Related (Sustainability) Messages
Participants favouring cause-related or sustainability messages (P4, P13, P14, P15) emphasised the significance of ethical and environmentally friendly practices. Participant P4 stated, "I really like pro-social influencers that have a sustainability-focused approach," indicating that such messages enhance the influencer's authenticity and credibility. Similarly, Participant P14 asserted, "For me, the sustainability of a restaurant is more important than service quality." These participants believe that sustainable practices demonstrate a restaurant's commitment to ethical operations, increasing their likelihood of patronising these establishments.
4.2.3 Service Quality Messages
Participants prioritising service quality messages (P6, P8, P10, P11, P12) focused on aspects such as food quality, atmosphere, and customer service. Participant P8 remarked, "I think both are important, but service and quality are usually what I am influenced by," highlighting that poor service is a significant deterrent. Participant P6 concurred, stating, "I would be more influenced by service quality messages," underscoring the importance of a positive service experience. These participants value detailed reviews of the dining experience and are cautious of places that may prioritise sustainability over service and food quality.
4.2.4 Mixed Views
Some participants value both sustainability and service quality messages, suggesting that comprehensive reviews covering both aspects are most influential. Participant P7 mentioned, "We are mostly focused on the quality of the restaurant, as we want a good dining experience," but also appreciates ethical business practices. Participant P9 expressed a desire for balanced information, stating, "I would want to know what they thought of the food, but also about food sources and menu choices." These mixed views imply that while service quality remains a priority, sustainability practices can enhance a restaurant's overall appeal.
These findings support the positive quantitative results, indicating that cause-related messages significantly boost digital engagement and patronage intention due to their alignment with consumer values and perceived authenticity. Conversely, service quality messages drive engagement by highlighting tangible benefits, with micro-influencers often seen as more relatable and credible in promoting these aspects. The interplay between message types and influencer characteristics underscores the complex dynamics in consumer decision-making in the hospitality sector.

Table 3. Comparing the Impact of Cause-Related(Sustainability) vs. Service Quality Influencer Messages on Participants
	Participant
	Message Type
	Quote
	Summary of Reason

	P4
	Sustainability
	"I really like pro-social influencers that have a sustainability-focused approach."
	Believes sustainability messages remind people to consider the environment and add authenticity and credibility.

	P13
	Sustainability
	"I like those a lot. I think it is a good move towards sustainable consumption."
	Prefers environmentally-friendly places and appreciates messages promoting ethical and local sourcing.

	P14
	Sustainability
	"For me, the sustainability of a restaurant is more important than service quality."
	Values the provenance and welfare of products and believes this reflects in overall food quality and service.

	P15
	Sustainability
	"Prosocial/sustainability is more important to me personally."
	Prioritises sustainability but is cautious about marketing gimmicks and prefers genuine causes over trends.

	P8
	Service Quality
	"I think both are important, but service and quality are usually what I am influenced by."
	Prioritises service quality as poor service is a major deterrent when choosing a restaurant.

	P6
	Service Quality
	"I would be more influenced by service quality messages."
	Views dining as a treat and prioritises atmosphere, service quality, and food quality for an enjoyable experience.

	P10
	Service Quality
	"Service quality can vary a lot. Sustainability claims might impress me."
	Acknowledges variability in service quality and prefers genuine sustainability claims over greenwashing.

	P11
	Service Quality
	"Service quality, however, is of paramount importance when dining at a restaurant."
	Considers dining a treat and prioritises service quality to ensure a satisfactory experience.

	P12
	Service Quality
	"I do prefer better service over an eco-friendly or socially conscious presentation."
	Prefers good service and is wary of businesses using sustainability as a marketing tool without providing value.

	P7
	Neutral (Both)
	"We are mostly focused on the quality of the restaurant, as we want a good dining experience."
	Values both service quality and ethical operations, viewing sustainability as an added bonus.

	P9
	Neutral (Both)
	"I would want to know what they thought of the food, but also about food sources and menu choices."
	Wants comprehensive information on both service quality and sustainability when considering a restaurant.

	P3
	Neutral (Both)
	"I don't mind sustainability claims, but service quality information is the most important for me."
	Appreciates sustainability but ultimately prioritises knowing about food quality and the dining atmosphere.



4.2.5 Conclusion
In conclusion, the impact of cause-related versus service-quality influencer messages varies among participants. Those prioritising sustainability appreciate messages highlighting ethical practices and environmental consciousness, viewing them as a sign of credibility and commitment to quality. Meanwhile, participants who focus on service quality seek detailed dining experience reviews, prioritising food and service excellence. Some participants prefer a balanced approach that addresses both sustainability and service quality, indicating the value of comprehensive and detailed influencer content. Marketers should consider these preferences to create effective influencer campaigns that resonate with diverse consumer values and priorities.

4.2.6 Participants' Perceptions of Macro-Influencers vs. Micro-Influencers
Participants expressed distinct preferences and rationales for macro-influencers versus micro-influencers. Many favoured macro-influencers (P2, P5, P14) due to their perceived credibility and reliability associated with a large follower base. Participant P5 mentioned, "I guess the larger their following the more I would want to have their advice," reflecting a belief that a larger audience implies greater trustworthiness. Participant P14 remarked, "I tend to think that influencers with a large following (macro-influencers) have more credibility as many people around the world enjoy their content and trust their recommendations more." These sentiments suggest that macro-influencers are perceived as more authoritative and influential due to their extensive reach and the collective endorsement of a large audience.
Participants who favoured micro-influencers (P6, P8, P10, P12, P13, P15) highlighted their perceived genuineness and relatability. Participant P6 stated, "I generally trust recommendations if micro-influencers as I feel they are more genuine," while P15 added, "I would trust a micro-influencer over a macro-influencer because our lifestyles are more likely to be comparable." These participants believe that the smaller follower base of micro-influencers allows for more sincere and trustworthy recommendations.
4.2.7 Impact on Influencer Messages
Participants who preferred macro-influencers emphasised their extensive follower base, which is perceived to lend higher credibility and reliability. Participant P2 noted, "I think I follow and trust more influencers with a big following as it feels that due to their large following, they can afford and rate places as they feel about them." This implies that macro-influencers are seen as less susceptible to financial incentives and more capable of providing unbiased reviews.
Those who favoured micro-influencers highlighted the importance of genuineness and relatability. Participant P12 articulated, "I would be more inclined to trust a recommendation from a micro-influencer as this reduces the risk that a large payment was made for the review, and I would feel that it was more genuine." This preference suggests that consumers value personal connection and perceived sincerity, fostering deeper trust and engagement.
Some participants did not mind the influencer size, prioritising authenticity and engagement over follower count. Participant P4 mentioned, "I usually am not bothered if they’re a macro influencer or a micro-influencer, as long as I feel they’re authentic." This group values the quality and sincerity of the content above the influencer's popularity.
Summary Table 3 of Participants' Preferences for Macro and Micro Influencer Messages
	Participant
(Pseudonym)
	Influencer Type
	Quote
	Reason

	P5
	Macro
	"I guess the larger their following the more I would want to have their advice."
	Larger following implies more advice and worthiness if many others follow their advice.

	P14
	Macro
	"I tend to think that influencers with a large following (macro-influencers) have more credibility."
	Influencers with a large following are seen as more credible and their content is trusted by a larger audience.

	P2
	Macro
	"I think I follow and trust more influencers with a big following."
	Large following suggests influencers can afford to rate places genuinely, providing unbiased opinions.

	P6
	Micro
	"I generally trust recommendations if micro-influencers as I feel they are more genuine."
	Micro-influencers are perceived as more genuine and relatable.

	P15
	Micro
	"I would trust a micro-influencer over a macro-influencer because our lifestyles are more likely to be comparable."
	Micro-influencers' lifestyles are seen as more comparable to the participants', enhancing relatability and trust.

	P12
	Micro
	"I would be more inclined to trust a recommendation from a micro-influencer."
	Reduces the risk of a large payment influencing the review, making it more genuine.

	P8
	Micro
	"I generally do not mind if it is micro or macro as long as I see it is projected as sincere."
	Sincerity in the content is crucial, regardless of the influencer's follower size.

	P10
	Micro
	"Of course, I tend to trust micro-influencers much more than macro ones."
	Smaller follower base maintains a bit of authenticity, which is often lost with larger followings.

	P13
	Micro
	"I think on balance that I would trust a micro-influencer over a macro-influencer."
	Micro-influencers are more comparable in lifestyle to participants, enhancing credibility.

	P4
	No Preference
	"I usually am not bothered if they’re a macro influencer or a micro influencer, as long as l feel they’re authentic."
	Authenticity is the key factor, regardless of the influencer's follower size.

	P8
	No Preference
	"I generally do not mind if it is micro or macro as long as I see it is projected as sincere."
	Sincerity in the content is crucial, regardless of the influencer's follower size.

	P11
	No Preference
	"We are happy to take recommendations from anyone as long as the person is engaging and genuine."
	Engaging and genuine content is more important than the influencer's follower size.



4.2.8 Summary of Qualitative Findings and Discussion
Study 1 revealed participants' divided preferences between cause-related and service-quality messages from social media influencers (SMIs). Those favouring cause-related messages appreciated the emphasis on sustainability and ethical practices, perceiving these messages as adding authenticity and credibility. Conversely, participants who prioritised service quality were influenced by detailed reviews of the dining experience, including food quality, atmosphere, and customer service.
The study also highlighted differing perceptions of influencer types. Macro-influencers were generally seen as more credible due to their large followings, lending greater reliability and trustworthiness to their recommendations. Micro-influencers were perceived as more genuine and relatable, fostering personal connections. These findings suggest that influencer marketing strategies should consider message and influencer type to effectively engage diverse consumer preferences.

5.0 Study 2 – Quantitative Phase 1
Building on the qualitative insights from Study 1, the primary objective of Study 2 is to quantify the impact of message type—specifically cause-related marketing (CRM) versus service quality—on digital engagement metrics, including likes, shares, and comments, as well as on patronage intention, which is measured by consumers' willingness to visit a promoted restaurant. Furthermore, this study seeks to explore how these effects are moderated by influencer size, distinguishing between micro-influencers and macro-influencers, thereby providing a comprehensive understanding of the interplay between message type and influencer popularity in shaping consumer behaviour in the digital landscape.
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework
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Figure 1 illustrates a conceptual framework for a study comparing the effects of message sources (Micro-Influencer vs. Macro-Influencer) and message types (Cause-Related vs. Service Quality) on consumer behaviour, measured by restaurant visit intention and digital engagement
5.10 Hypotheses Development
According to Social Influence Theory, the type of message disseminated by influencers can significantly impact followers' engagement levels. CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility)-focused messages will likely resonate more with followers who value social good and ethical behaviour. These messages appeal to followers' identification and internalisation processes, as individuals may engage more with content that aligns with their values and the influencer's perceived social responsibility (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). Recent studies support this hypothesis, showing that CSR initiatives can enhance consumer engagement. For example, He and Harris (2020) found that CSR activities during the COVID-19 pandemic significantly boosted consumer engagement, highlighting the effectiveness of CSR-focused messages. Additionally, Lou and Yuan (2019) emphasise that the credibility and value of CSR messages positively affect consumer trust and engagement on social media. Hence, we propose:
Hypothesis 1: Cause-related messages will lead to higher digital engagement than service quality-focused messages.
CSR-focused messages not only enhance digital engagement but also influence patronage intention. When followers internalise the values promoted by influencers, they are more likely to translate their engagement into concrete actions, such as visiting a restaurant. Studies have shown that CSR activities positively influence consumer trust, increasing patronage intentions. For instance, Morhart et al. (2015) indicate that brand authenticity, often linked to CSR activities, enhances consumer trust and purchase intentions. Thus, we propose:
Hypothesis 2: Cause-related messages lead to higher patronage intention than service quality-focused messages.
Social Influence Theory also emphasises the role of perceived authority and popularity in shaping behaviour. Macro-influencers, with their extensive follower base, are perceived as more authoritative and influential, thus more capable of driving digital engagement (Uzunoğlu & Kip, 2014). Schouten, et al. (2020) show that macro-influencers generate higher engagement levels than micro-influencers due to their high visibility and credibility. Therefore, we propose:
Hypothesis 3: Macro-influencers will generate higher digital engagement compared to micro-influencers.
While macro-influencers may drive higher digital engagement, micro and macro-influencers can effectively influence patronage intention. The perceived authenticity of micro-influencers, who often have closer, more trust-based relationships with their followers, can be more effective in driving patronage intentions (De Veirman et al., 2017). Colliander and Marder (2018) suggest that the authenticity and relatability of micro-influencers can be more effective in influencing purchase intentions. Thus, we propose:
Hypothesis 4: Micro-influencers will have a stronger impact on patronage intention than macro-influencers for both cause-related and service-related messages.
Given their wider reach and perceived authority, macro-influencers are likely to amplify the impact of CSR-focused messages on digital engagement. Lou and Yuan (2019) show that macro-influencers can enhance the effect of CSR messages due to their extensive reach and perceived credibility. Therefore, we propose:
Hypothesis 5a: The interaction of cause-related messages on digital engagement will be stronger for macro-influencers than micro-influencers.
Service quality-focused, more transactional messages may benefit from the perceived authenticity and trust associated with micro-influencers. Pansari and Kumar (2017) suggest that micro-influencers perceived authenticity makes their service-quality messages more engaging. Thus, we propose:
Hypothesis 5b: The interaction of service quality-focused messages on digital engagement will be stronger for micro-influencers than macro-influencers.
5.1.1 Experimental Survey Design and Procedure
Study 2 recruited 268 participants from the Prolific platform, primarily from the United Kingdom, resulting in a diverse sample (31.7% male, 68.3% female; 15.3% Gen Z, 73.5% Gen Y, 11.2% Gen X; 63.8% with a university education). Participants were assigned to either a micro-influencer or macro-influencer condition.
The survey comprised three sections: Informed Consent and Overview, Stimuli Presentation and Measurement, and Attention Checks. Participants rated their perceptions using 7-point Likert scale items adapted from validated scales. Patronage intention was measured with statements like "It is likely I will have the intention to dine at this restaurant in the future" Digital engagement was assessed through responses to actions such as "After reading the post, how likely would you be to 'Like,' 'Share,' 'Comment,' or 'Subscribe' to the influencer's social media channel" .All measures demonstrated reliability above 0.70.
Experimental stimuli, presented in Appendix 1, included two types of influencer messages: cause-related and service-related. Participants were shown these stimuli, which depicted messages from either micro or macro influencers. The cause-related messages highlighted social responsibility initiatives, while the service-related messages focused on the quality and experience of the restaurant. This setup aimed to gauge the impact of different message types and influencer sizes on participants' engagement and patronage intentions (see Appendix Fig. 1a and Fig. 1b).
To ensure data integrity, trap questions were included to assess participants' attentiveness. Eighteen participants were excluded for non-compliance, leaving a refined sample size that provided valuable insights into the interaction between influencer size and message type on consumer behaviours within the target population.
5.1.2 Study 2 Data Analysis and Findings
5.1.2.1 Digital Engagement
A two-way repeated measures ANOVA was run to determine the effect of message type (cause-related vs. service quality) on digital engagement (DE) across micro and macro influencers. Analysis of the studentised residuals showed normality, as assessed by the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality, and no outliers, as assessed by no studentised residuals greater than ± 3 standard deviations. There was sphericity for the interaction term, as assessed by Mauchly's test of sphericity (p > .05).
Results indicated that macro influencers consistently generated higher DE for both cause-related (mean = 3.10) and service-quality messages (mean = 2.64) compared to micro-influencers (means = 2.86 and 2.27, respectively)(See Fig 2). The significant main effect of message type on DE (Pillai’s Trace = .210, F(1, 266) = 70.77, p < .001, partial η² = .210) confirmed that cause-related messages lead to higher engagement. However, the interaction between message type and influencer type was not significant (Pillai’s Trace = .004, F(1, 266) = 0.99, p = .320, partial η² = .004), suggesting no differential impact based on influencer type. The analysis showed macro influencers were significantly more effective overall (F(1, 266) = 3.88, p = .050, partial η² = .014).
These findings support H1 and H3, confirming that cause-related messages lead to higher DE and that macro influencers generate higher DE overall. H5a and H5b were not supported, as the interaction effects were insignificant.
	
	



	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Qualitative findings reinforced these results. Participants who favoured cause-related messages emphasised the importance of ethical and environmentally friendly practices. For instance, Participant P4 noted, "I really like pro-social influencers that have a sustainability-focused approach," indicating that such messages add authenticity and credibility to the influencer's recommendations. Participant P14 emphasised, "For me, the sustainability of a restaurant is more important than service quality." This group believes that sustainable practices reflect a restaurant's commitment to quality and ethical operations, making them more likely to patronize such establishments.
5.1.2.2 Patronage Intention
As above, we found the dataset met assumptions of normality and no outliers, and sphericity was assumed for the interaction term (p > .05). A two-way repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of message type on patronage intention (PT) across influencer types with Bonferroni adjustment applied.
Cause-related messages led to higher PT, with micro-influencers showing a mean of 4.82 and macro-influencers 4.72. For service quality messages, macro-influencers had a higher mean PT (4.58) than micro-influencers (4.31)(See Fig: 3). Multivariate tests confirmed significant main effects of message type on PT (Pillai’s Trace = .114, F(1, 266) = 34.35, p < .001, partial η² = .114) and a significant interaction between PT and influencer type (Pillai’s Trace = .040, F(1, 266) = 11.10, p < .001, partial η² = .040).
While H2 was supported (cause-related messages lead to higher PT), H4 was partially supported. The interaction between influencer type and message type was significant, but micro-influencers did not consistently show stronger effects on PT. Instead, macro-influencers were more effective for service quality messages.

These findings highlight the significant roles of message type and influencer type in influencing DE and PT, supporting and extending Social Influence Theory in influencer marketing. The results particularly underscore the effectiveness of macro influencers and the higher engagement driven by cause-related messages.
Participants who prioritised service quality messages were more influenced by information about the dining experience, including food quality, atmosphere, and customer service. For example, Participant P8 stated, "I think both are important, but service and quality are usually what I am influenced by," highlighting that poor service is a significant deterrent when choosing a restaurant. Participant P6 added, "I would be more influenced by service quality messages," reflecting that dining out is a special treat and a positive service experience is crucial.
5.1.3 Summary
Study 2 uniquely reinforces several positive findings. Firstly, it confirms that macro influencers generate significantly higher digital engagement than micro-influencers (F(1, 266) = 3.88, p = .050, partial η² = .014), aligning with qualitative insights from Study 1. This heightened engagement is attributed to the perceived credibility of macro influencers, stemming from their larger followings.
Additionally, Study 2 emphasises the strong preference for cause-related messages, which are highly valued for their focus on sustainability and ethical practices (Pillai’s Trace = .210, F(1, 266) = 70.77, p < .001, partial η² = .210). This is evident as cause-related messages led to notably higher digital engagement.
Moreover, while Study 2 found that macro influencers were particularly effective in promoting service quality messages (Pillai’s Trace = .040, F(1, 266) = 11.10, p < .001, partial η² = .040), it also highlighted that micro-influencers were better at promoting cause-related marketing (CRM) messages( (See Fig 2 & Fig.3). Micro-influencers' perceived genuineness made them more effective in this area, which aligns with their strong preference for CRM seen in Study 1. Higher engagement metrics demonstrate this effectiveness for CRM messages shared by micro-influencers.
These findings underscore the impact of influencer credibility and the engaging nature of cause-related content in driving digital engagement, providing valuable insights for leveraging influencer marketing strategies. Participant P15 noted, "Prosocial/sustainability is more important to me personally," prioritising sustainability but being cautious about marketing gimmicks and preferring genuine causes over trends. This aligns with the need for marketers to ensure authenticity in their campaigns.

6.0 Study 3 – Quantitative Phase 2
Study 3 seeks to extend the findings from Studies 1 and 2 by investigating how influencer messages impact dining decisions, specifically examining the mediating roles of perceived message authenticity and digital engagement. This study aims to fill a gap in the literature by exploring the interplay between message appeal(MA)—through cause-related marketing (CRM) and service quality promotion—and patronage intention. By focusing on the authenticity and engagement elicited by these messages, Study 3 provides deeper insights into the psychological mechanisms that drive consumer behaviour in the restaurant and hospitality sectors. This research is critical for developing more effective influencer marketing strategies and understanding the intricate nature of social influence, an area previously underexplored in existing literature.
6.10 Hypotheses Development
Perceived authenticity is a critical mediator in Social Influence Theory, particularly in internalisation. Authenticity enhances the message's credibility, making followers more likely to engage with content they perceive as genuine (Audrezet et al., 2020; Reinikainen et al., 2020). Ko, Costello, and Taylor (2019) support the idea that perceived authenticity is crucial for digital engagement, especially in cause-related versus service-quality messaging. This understanding leads us to argue:
Hypothesis 6a: Perceived authenticity will mediate the relationship between message appeal (CSR and service quality) and digital engagement.
Similarly, perceived authenticity is expected to mediate the impact of message appeal on patronage intention. Followers are more likely to patronise a brand if they believe in the authenticity of the influencer's message. This aligns with the internalisation process, where genuine belief in the message translates into consumer action (Sweeney & Swait, 2008; Morhart et al., 2015). Schallehn et al.(2014) also support this view by showing that authenticity influences patronage intention through the mediating role of message appeal.
Hypothesis 6b: Perceived authenticity will mediate the relationship between message appeal (CSR and service quality) and patronage intention.
We integrate the internalisation process with the sequence of influence. It becomes clear that a message's appeal first enhances perceived authenticity, which then drives digital engagement, ultimately leading to patronage intention. This sequential mediation reflects the comprehensive impact of influencer messages on consumer behaviour, consistent with Social Influence Theory (Tafesse & Wood, 2021; Lou & Koh, 2021). Reinikainen et al. (2020) also highlight how authenticity and engagement mediate the relationship between message appeal and patronage intention.
Hypothesis 7: The relationship between message appeal and patronage intention will be sequentially mediated by perceived authenticity and digital engagement.
6.1.1 Method, Data Analysis, and Results
The study included 287 participants (30.7% male, 69.9% female) from diverse age groups: Gen Z (14%), Gen Y (73.8%), and Gen X (11.5%). Most participants (62.7%) had a university education. Participants evaluated the appeal of cause-related and service-quality messages, perceived authenticity, digital engagement willingness, and patronage intention. We utilized previously validated scales for measurements: Schouten, Janssen, and Verspaget (2020) for appeal, Kapoor et al. (2023) for authenticity, Reich and Pittman (2013) and Cheung et al. (2022) for digital engagement, and Dodds et al. (1991) for patronage intention. All measures used a 7-point Likert scale and showed reliability above 0.70.
A serial mediation analysis with Hayes' (2021) Process macro (model 6) and 5000 bootstrap resampling examined the roles of perceived authenticity and digital engagement. The analysis revealed significant relationships:
Advertisement appeal(MA) significantly predicted perceived authenticity(Auth) (R² = 0.480, F(1, 285) = 263.24, β = 0.693, p < .001, CL[0.633, 0.808]), supporting Hypothesis 6a. Participant P4 noted, "I really like pro-social influencers that have a sustainability-focused approach," indicating that such messages add authenticity and credibility to the influencer's recommendations.
Perceived authenticity and advertisement appeal significantly predicted digital engagement (R² = 0.286, F(2, 284) = 56.74, p < .001, with MA's effect β = 0.432, SE = 0.104, p < 0.001, CL[0.226, 0.637] and Auth's effect β = 0.423, SE = 0.100, p < 0.001, CL[0.225, 0.620]), supporting Hypothesis 6a. Participant P14 emphasized, "For me, the sustainability of a restaurant is more important than service quality," highlighting how authenticity in sustainability practices drives engagement.
Digital engagement, perceived authenticity, and advertisement appeal significantly predicted patronage intention (R² = 0.718, F(3, 283) = 239.59, p < .001, with DE's effect β = 0.129, SE = 0.028, p < 0.001, CL[0.073, 0.185], Auth's effect β = 0.162, SE = 0.049, p = 0.001, CL[0.065, 0.259], and MA's effect β = 0.723, SE = 0.051, p < 0.001, CL[0.622, 0.824]), supporting Hypotheses 6b and 7. Participant P8 stated, "I think both are important, but service and quality are usually what I am influenced by," reflecting the significant impact of service quality on patronage intention.
Indirect effects of ad appeal on patronage intention through authenticity and digital engagement were significant, with total indirect effect b = 0.211, SE = 0.046, 95% CI = [0.128, 0.308]. Specific indirect effects included authenticity (β = 0.117, 95% CI = [0.038, 0.204]), digital engagement (b = 0.056, 95% CI = [0.022, 0.102]), and both (β = 0.040, 95% CI = [0.017, 0.067]). These findings, illustrated in Figure 4, support Hypotheses 6a, 6b, and 7.
Figure 4: Effect of Authenticity and Digital Engagement on Patronage Intention
[image: ]
Figure 4 depicts the mediation model on the impact of message appeal on the intention to patronise, mediated by message authenticity and digital engagement. Significant paths: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.001, ***p < 0.0001.

6.1.2 Summary of Study 3 Findings
The findings demonstrate that advertisement appeal significantly enhances perceived authenticity (R²=0.480, β=0.693), which in turn predicts digital engagement (R²=0.286, β=0.293) and ultimately drives patronage intention (R²=0.718, β=0.148 for authenticity and β=0.170 for digital engagement). The indirect effects confirm that authenticity and digital engagement significantly mediate the relationship between message appeal and patronage intention. These results highlight the critical roles of perceived authenticity and digital engagement in enhancing advertisement appeal's effectiveness on consumer behaviour, thus supporting and extending the Social Influence Theory in influencer marketing (Lou & Koh, 2021; Tafesse & Wood, 2021). The study underscores the importance of crafting authentic and engaging influencer content to maximize its impact on consumer decision-making in the hospitality sector (Audrezet et al., 2020; Cheung et al., 2022).

7.0 Discussion and Conclusion
7.10 Comparative Effectiveness of Message Types
Our findings indicate that influencer cause-related marketing (CRM) messages significantly impact digital engagement (DE) and restaurant patronage intention (PT) more than service quality messages. The substantial main effect of message type on digital engagement (Pillai’s Trace = .21, p < .001) confirms that CRM messages, which emphasise sustainability and ethical practices, lead to higher engagement. This aligns with prior research by He and Harris (2020), who found that CSR initiatives significantly boost consumer trust and engagement, particularly during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Similarly, Sen and Bhattacharya (2001) and Mohr et al.(2001) support the idea that ethical messaging resonates strongly with consumers, leading to positive attitudes and behaviours.
Furthermore, CRM messages led to higher patronage intention, with micro-influencers showing a mean of 4.82 and macro-influencers 4.72 for cause-related messages. This finding aligns with Lou and Yuan (2019), who noted that CSR messages significantly enhance credibility and trust regardless of the influencer's popularity. Our results are also consistent with Ginder and Byun (2015), who emphasised the importance of authenticity and representation in consumer engagement with LGBTQ-themed advertisements, paralleling the effectiveness of CRM in influencer marketing. As one participant noted, "I am more likely to visit a restaurant if I see that they are engaged in sustainable practices and support social causes. It makes me feel like I'm contributing to something good" (Participant 4).
Conversely, while service quality messages are important, they did not generate as much digital engagement or patronage intention. Macro-influencers had a higher mean patronage intention (4.58) compared to micro-influencers (4.31) for service quality messages, underscoring the importance of perceived expertise and authority in promoting tangible service attributes. This aligns with the findings of Kay, Mulcahy, and Parkinson (2020), who highlighted the effectiveness of macro influencers in promoting expertise-driven content. However, our findings deviate from Pansari and Kumar (2017), who argued that service quality messages are more engaging. This discrepancy may be attributed to differences in sample demographics or contextual factors such as the type of service being promoted.
7.1.1 Comparative Effectiveness of Influencer Types
Our findings reveal significant differences in the effectiveness of macro and micro-influencers. Macro influencers consistently generated higher digital engagement for both CRM and service quality messages (means = 3.10 and 2.64, respectively) than micro-influencers (= 2.86 and 2.27, respectively). The analysis showed macro influencers were significantly more effective overall (F(1, 266) = 3.88, p = .05), supporting Hypothesis 3 that macro influencers generate higher digital engagement. This supports the view that macro influencers' broader reach and perceived authority often translate into higher consumer engagement (Freberg et al., 2011).
However, micro-influencers excelled in influencing patrons through CRM messages. Micro influencers' authenticity and relatability resonate strongly with consumers, as highlighted by participant statements such as, "I generally trust recommendations from micro-influencers as I feel they are more genuine" (Participant 6). This aligns with the findings of Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) and Audrezet et al.(2020), who demonstrated that authenticity significantly impacts consumer engagement and trust. Our results suggest that while micro-influencers are indeed more effective for CRM messages, macro-influencers hold a significant edge in promoting service-quality messages, aligning with their broader reach and perceived authority (Kay et al.,  2020). As one participant stated, "Macro-influencers might have a broader audience, but I feel a personal connection with micro-influencers, which makes their recommendations more compelling" (Participant 9).
7.1.2 Mediating Roles of Perceived Authenticity and Digital Engagement
A key contribution of this study is elucidating the mediating roles of perceived authenticity and digital engagement in influencing patronage intention. Perceived authenticity emerges as a critical factor in enhancing consumer trust and engagement, supporting the authenticity theory in marketing (Grayson & Martinec, 2004). Authentic content, perceived as genuine and trustworthy, fosters deeper consumer connections, increasing engagement and patronage intention.
These findings align with previous research indicating that perceived authenticity is crucial for effective influencer marketing. Audrezet et al. (2020) found that authenticity significantly impacts consumer engagement and trust. Similarly, Reinikainen et al. (2020) highlighted the role of authenticity in enhancing digital engagement. Our study extends these insights by demonstrating that perceived authenticity enhances digital engagement and mediates the relationship between message appeal and patronage intention. This adds depth to the understanding of how authenticity impacts consumer behaviour. One participant remarked, "When influencers are genuine, it makes their endorsements more believable and trustworthy, which makes me more likely to follow their recommendations" (Participant 12).
7.2 Theoretical Implications
The present study significantly enriches Social Influence Theory (SIT), elucidating the intricate mechanisms through which social media influencers (SMIs) shape consumer attitudes and behaviours within the restaurant industry. SIT posits that the social context influences individuals' attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours, particularly through compliance, identification, and internalisation (Kelman, 1958; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). Our findings corroborate and extend this framework by demonstrating that cause-related marketing (CRM) messages, which emphasise corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainability, engender higher levels of digital engagement (DE) and patronage intention (PT) compared to service quality messages.
This study introduces a sequential mediation model where perceived authenticity is a critical intermediary between message appeal and DE and PT. The model elucidates how CRM messages enhance perceived authenticity, leading to increased DE and subsequently higher PT. This pathway supports the internalisation process within SIT, wherein consumers internalise the values and beliefs espoused by influencers, translating them into concrete behaviours such as restaurant patronage. This theoretical contribution underscores the importance of authenticity in influencer marketing and highlights the superior efficacy of CRM messages in fostering genuine consumer engagement and behavioural change.
Moreover, the distinction between macro and micro influencers further refines SIT by showcasing how influencer type modulates the effectiveness of message appeal. Macro influencers, with their extensive reach and perceived authority, are particularly effective in driving DE, while micro influencers, through their perceived genuineness and relatability, excel in enhancing PT through CRM messages. These findings delineate the conditions under which different types of influencers are most effective, thereby providing a more granular understanding of social influence in digital marketing contexts.
7.3 Practical Implications
The findings of this study offer several practical insights for marketers in the restaurant industry. Primarily, CSR-focused advertisements prove to be more effective in fostering consumer engagement and patronage intention than service quality-focused advertisements. This insight underscores the strategic importance of developing and promoting CSR-related content to enhance consumer loyalty and digital engagement. Restaurants should thus prioritise crafting narratives around sustainability and ethical practices, leveraging these themes to build authentic and relatable brand images. One participant stated, "Knowing that a restaurant is committed to sustainability makes me more inclined to support them" (Participant 7).
Secondly, the study highlights the differential effectiveness of macro and micro influencers. Macro influencers are particularly effective in boosting digital engagement due to their extensive reach and perceived credibility. Therefore, restaurant marketers should strategically collaborate with macro influencers to maximise online visibility and interaction. However, it is also crucial to recognise the significant role of micro influencers in driving patronage intention, especially through CRM messages. Their perceived authenticity and closer connections with followers make them potent agents for translating engagement into actual patronage. As a participant observed, "I feel like micro-influencers are more like friends, which makes their recommendations more impactful" (Participant 11).
To optimise influencer marketing strategies, a balanced approach in influencer selection is recommended. Combining the broad reach of macro influencers with the authenticity of micro influencers can create a synergistic effect, enhancing both engagement and patronage intention. Additionally, marketers should focus on interactive social media campaigns, user-generated content, and genuine influencer endorsements to bolster perceived authenticity and engagement. These strategies can effectively harness the power of influencer marketing to drive consumer behaviour and business success in the restaurant industry.
7.4 Limitations and Future Research
Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that should be addressed in future research. First, the sample demographic was predominantly UK-based and well-educated, which may limit the generalisability of the findings to other regions and populations with different educational backgrounds. Future research should aim to include more diverse samples to enhance the applicability of the results across various cultural and demographic contexts.
Second, the reliance on self-reported measures of digital engagement and patronage intention is a limitation, as these measures may be subject to social desirability bias or inaccurate self-assessment. Future studies could incorporate objective measures such as click-through rates or actual purchase behaviour to validate the self-reported data, thereby providing a more robust assessment of consumer responses.
Third, the study’s experimental design focused on two specific types of advertising messages and influencers, which may not capture the full spectrum of industry strategies. Future research should explore a broader range of advertising messages and influencer types, including nano-influencers and celebrity influencers, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of influencer marketing effectiveness.
Lastly, the study's cross-sectional nature limits the ability to draw causal inferences about the long-term effects of advertising on patronage intention. Longitudinal studies are needed to examine how these advertising strategies impact consumer behaviour over time, which would offer deeper insights into the sustained effectiveness of influencer marketing.
By addressing these limitations, future research can build on the current study’s findings, offering more detailed and generalisable insights into the dynamics of influencer marketing and its impact on consumer behaviour in the hospitality industry.
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Appendix
Experimental Stimuli
	Appendix1a: Cause-related influencer message

	[image: A person standing in front of a plate of food

Description automatically generated]

	The experimental stimulus is an Instagram post promoting Downplace Restaurant's sustainability efforts. The post features a vibrant image showcasing an array of appetising dishes, accompanied by engaging text and emojis to convey the restaurant's commitment to environmental responsibility. The headline, "Savouring Sustainability at Downplace Restaurant!", captures attention, while the body text details the restaurant's initiative of allocating 5% of monthly profits to eco-friendly farming charities. It highlights local and eco-friendly sourcing, ethical farming practices, and a farm-to-table approach. The post invites interaction with a call to action: "Swipe left to explore these initiatives and join in supporting Downplace's commitment to sustainability!" and "Tag your foodie friends for a night to remember at Downplace!" Hashtags such as #SustainableDining, #GreenCuisine, and #DownplaceEcoDining boost visibility and engagement. This stimulus aims to test the impact of cause-related messages on digital engagement and patronage intention by leveraging appealing visuals, persuasive content, and social media features.

	
Appendix 1b: Service-quality related influencer message

	[image: A screenshot of a menu

Description automatically generated]

	The experimental stimulus is an Instagram post promoting the dining experience at Downtown restaurant. The post features a vibrant image showcasing a variety of appetising dishes, complemented by engaging text and emojis to convey excitement and quality. The headline, "Elevate Your Dining Experience at Downtown!", grabs attention, while the descriptive body text highlights exceptional service, attentive staff, and a diverse menu that promises a symphony of flavours. The post encourages interaction with a call to action to "Swipe left to glimpse the inviting atmosphere and some delectable dishes that await you!" and to "Tag your foodie friends for a night to remember at Downtown!" Hashtags such as #DowntownDining, #ExquisiteExperience, and #DowntownExperience are used to increase reach and engagement. The stimulus aims to test the effectiveness of influencer marketing in driving digital engagement and patronage intention by leveraging high-quality imagery, engaging content, and social media features.



Fig. 2: Comparison of Interaction of Means Across Digital Engagement and Influencer Size
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Fig. 3: Comparison of Interaction of Means Across Patronage Intention and Influencer Size
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