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 Social media has transformed digital communication, reshaping how individuals 

construct and negotiate online identities. This study focuses on micro-influencers 

content creators with smaller but highly engaged audiences whose perceived 

authenticity strongly appeals to Generation Z. Despite their growing importance, 

research on how micro-influencers construct and sustain authenticity remains limited. 

Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), this study explores the lived 

experiences of 12 micro-influencers. Data were gathered through in-depth semi-

structured interviews and analyzed thematically to uncover how authenticity and trust 

are negotiated. The findings show that authenticity is dynamic and socially constructed, 

shaped by deliberate self-presentation, emotional labor, and selective disclosure of 

personal narratives. Trust-building with Gen-Z audiences relies less on idealized images 

and more on relatability and perceived closeness, with micro-influencers positioning 

themselves as peers rather than celebrities. The study advances understanding of digital 

authenticity by moving beyond metrics-driven evaluations toward a meaning-centered 

perspective. It contributes theoretically to influencer communication research and offers 

practical insights for brands, policymakers, and creators seeking authentic engagement 

strategies in evolving digital ecosystems. 
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INTRODUCTION  

In the contemporary digital era, social media has become an integral part of everyday 

communication, profoundly shaping how individuals construct, present, and negotiate their identities 

(Alexander et al., 2018; Ma et al., 2025). Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube have 

transformed from mere tools of social interaction into complex spaces where personal narratives, 

brand collaborations, and audience relationships converge. Within these platforms, micro-influencers 

individuals with smaller yet highly engaged followings have emerged as significant actors in shaping 

cultural trends and consumer perceptions. Unlike macro-influencers, micro-influencers are often 

perceived as more relatable, accessible, and authentic, making them particularly influential among 

younger audiences, especially Generation Z. 

The growing reliance on micro-influencers highlights the increasing importance of 

authenticity in digital interactions. For many social media users, especially Gen-Z, authenticity has 

become a central criterion for trust and engagement. Unlike traditional celebrity endorsements, 

audiences today often seek genuine connections with influencers who reflect their values, lifestyles, 

and aspirations. However, authenticity in the digital environment is neither straightforward nor 

absolute. It involves a complex process of self-presentation, emotional labor, and identity 

management, where influencers continuously negotiate between personal values, audience 

expectations, and commercial demands. 

Despite growing academic attention on digital influence, current understandings of how 

micro-influencers construct authenticity and foster trust remain limited, particularly from the 
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perspective of lived experience (Moore & Hancock, 2022; Nadav-Carmel & Lev-On, 2024). While 

quantitative studies have measured engagement rates, brand perceptions, and consumer behaviors, 

these approaches often fail to capture the subjective meanings underlying influencer-audience 

relationships. The phenomenon involves deeply personal, emotional, and social dimensions that 

cannot be fully understood through statistical indicators alone. 

This gap underscores the need for phenomenological inquiry, which enables an in-depth 

exploration of the subjective experiences of micro-influencers as they navigate the tensions between 

self-expression, audience connection, and market-driven expectations (Mukhlis, Maryam, et al., 2023; 

Mukhlis et al., 2024). By focusing on personal narratives and interpretative meaning-making, a 

phenomenological approach provides the necessary framework to uncover how authenticity is 

perceived, constructed, and negotiated in digital communication environments. Understanding these 

lived experiences not only advances theoretical discussions on identity and trust but also offers 

practical insights into influencer marketing strategies within today’s rapidly evolving media 

landscape. 

Building upon the growing interest in authenticity within digital communication, research 

exploring the lived experiences of micro-influencers has become increasingly significant. Scholars 

have acknowledged that the way micro-influencers perceive, construct, and perform authenticity is 

deeply connected to audience trust, personal identity, and emotional labor within online environments. 

This phenomenon is particularly relevant among Generation Z audiences, who tend to value 

relatability and genuine connections over idealized portrayals of success. Understanding the personal 

and social dimensions of authenticity thus requires methodologies capable of capturing its subjective, 

multifaceted nature. 

However, existing studies on influencer credibility and audience engagement have 

predominantly adopted quantitative approaches, focusing on metrics-driven insights such as 

engagement rates, follower counts, and purchasing behaviors (Guess et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2024). 

While these findings provide valuable patterns, they often fail to capture the richness of individual 

meaning-making. Authenticity and trust are highly personal constructs, shaped by influencers’ 

interpretations, emotional negotiations, and social interactions, which cannot be fully understood 

through statistical measurements alone. 

Methodological challenges arise because traditional content analyses and survey-based 

research often overlook the inner world of participants (Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, & Zulbaidah, 2025; 

Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, Zulbaidah, et al., 2025). For instance, studies tend to focus on what 

influencers post rather than how they experience the act of being an influencer, including the tensions 

between personal values, commercial demands, and audience expectations. Without addressing these 

subjective narratives, our understanding of digital authenticity remains partial and fragmented. 

These limitations reveal the need for phenomenological inquiry, which emphasizes 

uncovering the essence of participants’ lived experiences. By focusing on the interpretative processes 

through which micro-influencers make sense of their roles, phenomenology allows researchers to 

explore not only what influencers do but also how they experience being authentic, trustworthy, and 

relatable in digital spaces. This perspective provides a deeper, more holistic understanding of identity 

performance and audience engagement, moving beyond surface-level metrics to reveal the socially 

constructed meanings underlying influencer-audience dynamics. 

Despite increasing academic interest in influencer authenticity and digital trust formation, 

existing research has predominantly relied on practical, metrics-based approaches to evaluate 

influencer effectiveness (Gevarter et al., 2021; Zewude et al., 2025). Studies often measure 

engagement rates, follower growth, purchasing intentions, and other quantitative indicators as proxies 

for understanding audience-influencer dynamics. While these approaches provide surface-level 

insights into influencer performance, they offer limited understanding of the subjective meanings 

underlying how authenticity is constructed, performed, and perceived in digital spaces. 

Furthermore, previous research has largely focused on macro-influencers or celebrity 

endorsers, overlooking the unique social dynamics and emotional labor experienced by micro-
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influencers (Mukhlis, 2025b; Mukhlis, Suradi, et al., 2023). Micro-influencers often occupy a more 

intimate and relational role with their followers, particularly among Generation Z audiences, who tend 

to value relatability and perceived authenticity over polished branding. However, the inner 

experiences of these influencers how they negotiate personal identity, commercial pressures, and 

audience expectations remain underexplored. 

Existing methodologies also present significant limitations in capturing the depth and richness 

of these experiences. Quantitative surveys and large-scale content analyses, while useful for 

identifying trends, often fail to uncover the interpretative processes through which influencers make 

sense of their roles. For example, prior studies have examined what influencers post or how often 

audiences engage, but rarely explore how influencers themselves experience being authentic, the 

emotional boundaries they manage, and the strategies they employ to cultivate trust. 

This gap highlights the need for a phenomenological approach, particularly Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which enables the exploration of lived experiences from the 

perspective of those directly involved. By prioritizing participants’ voices and subjective 

interpretations, this study seeks to capture the essence of authenticity and trust-building as 

experienced by micro-influencers. Such an approach moves beyond transactional understandings of 

influencer marketing and instead provides a holistic, meaning-centered perspective on identity 

construction, emotional labor, and audience engagement in digital contexts. 

Recent studies have explored digital authenticity, influencer credibility, and audience 

engagement, yet little is known about the lived experiences of micro-influencers in constructing trust 

and authenticity (Ispurwanto et al., 2021; Leontovich & Kotelnikova, 2022). Prior research has 

examined audience perceptions and consumer behaviors, as well as the role of self-presentation 

strategies in social media contexts. However, these studies primarily adopt quantitative and content-

based approaches, leaving a limited understanding of how influencers personally experience and 

interpret authenticity. Phenomenon-driven inquiry is necessary to uncover the subjective meanings 

underlying these digital practices, especially in the context of Generation Z audiences who seek 

deeper emotional connections. Addressing this issue requires shifting the focus from measuring 

outcomes to exploring personal narratives and identity negotiations. 

To address this gap, this study applies an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

approach to explore how micro-influencers construct authenticity and build trust with their audiences. 

IPA was selected because it provides the analytical depth required to understand how individuals 

make sense of their experiences within personal, social, and cultural contexts. By prioritizing 

participants’ voices, the study captures the emotional labor, identity negotiations, and interpersonal 

dynamics that shape influencer-audience relationships. This approach offers a meaningful response to 

the limitations of previous research by focusing on how authenticity is experienced rather than simply 

what authenticity looks like online. Through this lens, the study seeks to illuminate the essence of 

being authentic in digital spaces. 

The article is structured as follows. The introduction presents the background, research 

context, and knowledge gap (Keçeci & Ümmet, 2025; Pamungkas et al., 2024). The next section 

explains the phenomenological methodology, including participant selection, data collection, and the 

analytical framework used to interpret the findings. The results section presents emergent themes 

derived from participants’ narratives, supported by direct quotations to illustrate key insights. This is 

followed by the discussion, which integrates findings with existing literature and highlights theoretical 

and practical contributions. Finally, the conclusion summarizes the study’s implications and suggests 

directions for future research. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

Study Design 

This study adopted an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach to explore the 

lived experiences of micro-influencers in constructing authenticity and building trust with Generation 
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Z audiences on social media platforms (Clair, 2003; Fenton & Baxter, 2016). Phenomenology was 

selected as the research design because it emphasizes understanding the subjective meanings and 

personal interpretations attached to phenomena as experienced by participants. 

An interpretative lens was specifically employed to go beyond the mere description of events, 

enabling a deeper examination of the ways participants make sense of their experiences within social, 

cultural, and digital contexts. The IPA framework was considered appropriate, as it allows the 

uncovering of nuanced, multi-layered insights into personal narratives, emotional processes, and 

identity negotiations inherent in influencer-audience interactions. 

Participants 

Participants were selected using a purposive sampling strategy to ensure that only individuals 

with first-hand experience relevant to the phenomenon were included. Eligibility criteria required 

participants to: 

1. Be active micro-influencers on Instagram or TikTok, defined as individuals with 5,000 to 

50,000 followers. 

2. Consistently create and share content related to lifestyle, fashion, beauty, wellness, or 

technology. 

3. Have at least one year of experience managing an influencer profile. 

4. Engage primarily with Generation Z audiences. 

Participants who were macro-influencers (above 50,000 followers) or inactive in content 

creation within the past six months were excluded. 

A total of 12 participants were involved in the study (7 females, 5 males), aged 21 to 27 years 

(M = 23.9). All participants actively collaborated with brands and maintained regular interactions with 

followers, which provided a diverse yet contextually relevant representation of the studied 

phenomenon. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted individually with 

each participant (Longhofer et al., 2012). An interview guide was developed to ensure consistency 

across sessions while allowing flexibility to explore emerging insights. 

Interviews were carried out face-to-face for participants located within the research region, 

while online video calls were used for participants outside the area. Each interview lasted 45 to 70 

minutes and was conducted in an environment where participants could feel comfortable sharing 

personal experiences. 

Open-ended questions focused on participants’ perceptions of authenticity, emotional 

engagement, and strategies for fostering trust with Gen-Z audiences. Examples of guiding questions 

included: 

• “How do you define being authentic in your content creation?” 

• “Can you describe an experience when you felt your audience trusted you?” 

• “What challenges have you faced balancing personal values and brand expectations?” 

All interviews were audio-recorded with consent and later transcribed verbatim to preserve 

the richness and integrity of participants’ narratives. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) framework 

following a systematic, multi-stage process to extract essential meanings (Daly, 2007; Murphy & 

Dingwall, 2017): 

1. Immersion in the Data: Transcripts were read repeatedly to gain familiarity with participants’ 

narratives and to identify significant statements. 
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2. Initial Coding: Units of meaning were highlighted and annotated to capture participants’ 

perceptions, experiences, and emotional expressions. 

3. Theme Development: Codes were clustered into higher-order themes that represented shared 

patterns across participants’ accounts. 

4. Iterative Interpretation: Emerging themes were revisited to ensure they accurately reflected 

the lived experiences without imposing external assumptions. 

5. Synthesis of Findings: The final themes were synthesized into an integrated narrative, 

connecting individual perspectives with broader conceptual insights. 

NVivo 14 software was used to support data management and assist in organizing codes and 

themes; however, the analytical interpretation was entirely researcher-driven to maintain 

methodological rigor. 

 

RESULTS  

Understanding and Constructing Authenticity 

For micro-influencers, authenticity is not merely about being “real,” but about strategically 

presenting a curated version of the self that resonates with followers while preserving personal 

integrity. Participants described authenticity as a continuous negotiation between self-expression and 

audience expectations. 

“Authenticity, for me, means showing the real parts of my life but also protecting what feels 

private. I want my audience to feel close to me, but not to the point where they know everything.” 

(Participant A, 26 years old, lifestyle micro-influencer) 

Interestingly, several participants highlighted that authenticity involves active performance. 

While it appears spontaneous, they consciously manage which aspects of their identity to reveal: 

“Sometimes, I post something that looks natural, but I actually plan it carefully. I don’t see it 

as fake   I see it as creating a space where people can connect with me.” 

(Participant C, 23 years old, fashion micro-influencer) 

This finding suggests that authenticity is socially constructed rather than static, reflecting the 

dynamic interplay between influencers’ self-concept and their followers’ perceptions. 

The Balance of Authenticity in Micro-Influencing 

 

 

Emotional Labor and Identity Management 

A recurring experience across participants was the emotional labor involved in maintaining a 

consistent persona online. Influencers often felt the need to manage both their digital identity and 

emotional boundaries to maintain audience trust. 
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“I sometimes feel exhausted trying to stay ‘on’ all the time. People expect me to reply, smile, 

and always be positive even when I’m not feeling okay inside.” 

(Participant F, 24 years old, micro-influencer in beauty niche) 

Some participants admitted experiencing identity fragmentation, struggling to differentiate 

between their “online persona” and their authentic self: 

“After a while, I started questioning if I am the person I show on Instagram or if I’m someone 

else offline. It gets blurry sometimes.” 

(Participant D, 25 years old, fitness micro-influencer) 

These narratives highlight that emotional labor is not merely about content creation but about 

constantly negotiating authenticity and vulnerability in ways that shape personal well-being. 

Building and Sustaining Trust with Gen-Z Audiences 

Gen-Z followers were described as highly sensitive to inauthenticity, making trust a critical 

determinant of influence. Participants emphasized that trust was built through consistent self-

presentation, personal storytelling, and genuine engagement. 

“Gen-Z can sense if you’re faking it. If I promote something just for money, they stop trusting 

me. That’s why I only endorse products I really use.” 

(Participant B, 22 years old, skincare micro-influencer) 

Interestingly, participants observed that Gen-Z followers valued relatability over perfection: 

“They don’t want celebrities. They want someone who feels like a friend   someone who 

shares struggles, not just highlights.” 

(Participant E, 21 years old, student micro-influencer) 

This theme reveals that trust is fostered not by presenting a flawless image but by embracing 

imperfections and creating emotional resonance, which aligns with the unique social dynamics of 

Gen-Z audiences. 

Negotiating Tensions between Personal Values and Commercial Demands 

Participants frequently described the tension between maintaining personal values and 

meeting commercial expectations from brand partnerships. While collaboration provided financial 

opportunities, it sometimes conflicted with influencers’ sense of authenticity. 

“Some brands ask me to say things I don’t believe in. It’s tempting because the money is 

good, but I refuse if it doesn’t fit my values.” 

(Participant H, 27 years old, wellness micro-influencer) 

Others revealed instances where they compromised to balance authenticity with financial 

stability: 

“There were times when I accepted deals I wasn’t fully comfortable with. But I tried to make 

the message sound as honest as possible, so it still feels like me.” 

(Participant G, 23 years old, tech micro-influencer) 

This theme underscores the ethical dilemmas faced by micro-influencers, revealing how their 

identity, credibility, and audience relationships are continuously shaped by commercial pressures. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Contribution of Findings to the Research Question 

The findings provide a nuanced understanding of how micro-influencers make sense of 

authenticity and the strategies they adopt to sustain trust-based relationships with Gen-Z followers 



Journal of Communication Studies: CommVersa 
Vol 1 No. 7 Oktober 2025 

 

Journal Homepage : https://journals.ai-mrc.com/commversa        268 
 

(Malinowski et al., 2022; Moravec et al., 2025). By uncovering the lived experiences behind 

influencers’ identity management, this study extends existing discussions on digital authenticity 

beyond surface-level indicators such as engagement rates and follower counts. 

Three key contributions emerge. First, authenticity is revealed as a fluid construct shaped by 

influencers’ deliberate negotiation between personal values, audience expectations, and commercial 

demands (Mukhlis, Janwari, et al., 2023; Mukhlis & Abdullah, 2025). Second, the findings highlight 

the emotional labor involved in maintaining an “authentic persona,” demonstrating that influencers 

constantly balance openness with selective self-disclosure to avoid overexposure. Finally, the study 

shows that trust-building with Gen-Z audiences depends less on perfection and more on relatability, 

where micro-influencers position themselves as peers rather than distant celebrities. 

These insights collectively answer the central research question by revealing how authenticity 

is experienced, enacted, and communicated by micro-influencers within highly interactive and 

emotionally charged digital spaces. 

Relation to Existing Literature and Theoretical Perspectives 

The study’s findings resonate with and extend existing literature on digital identity 

construction and parasocial interaction theory. Previous research has established that authenticity 

influences audience perceptions of credibility and fosters stronger emotional connections. The present 

study builds upon this by demonstrating that authenticity is not simply perceived by audiences but is 

also actively constructed and performed by influencers themselves. This insight deepens the 

understanding of authenticity as a reciprocal phenomenon emerging from interactions between 

influencers and their followers. 

Moreover, the findings align with Potdevin et al., (2021), who highlight the role of digital 

intimacy in shaping influencer-follower relationships. However, this study contributes further by 

revealing how micro-influencers uniquely experience identity tension negotiating between 

maintaining personal integrity and fulfilling brand-driven expectations. While macro-influencers often 

rely on curated personas, micro-influencers leverage personal storytelling and selective vulnerability 

to strengthen perceived closeness, supporting theories of relational authenticity in digital 

communication. 

Finally, the findings challenge purely quantitative models of influencer credibility by 

demonstrating that authenticity and trust are grounded in meaning-making processes rather than 

measurable indicators. By adopting a phenomenological lens, this study uncovers dimensions of 

influencer experiences that remain underexplored in prior literature, offering a richer understanding of 

how digital identities are co-constructed in social media ecosystems. 

Implications of the Findings 

The findings of this study have important implications for both theoretical understanding and 

practical applications within the field of digital communication and influencer studies (Munger, 2020; 

Nguyen & Nguyen, 2021). From a theoretical perspective, the study advances knowledge on identity 

construction and authenticity by demonstrating that authenticity is socially negotiated rather than 

inherently fixed. This supports frameworks of relational authenticity and parasocial interaction theory, 

showing that influencer-audience trust emerges from reciprocal meaning-making processes rather 

than one-directional branding strategies. 

From a practical standpoint, the insights provide guidance for influencer marketing strategies 

and digital identity management (Tanantong & Ramjan, 2021). Brands seeking to engage Generation 

Z audiences may benefit from fostering long-term partnerships with micro-influencers who build trust 

through personal storytelling and relatability rather than overt promotional tactics. Additionally, the 

study highlights the importance of emotional labor and identity negotiation among influencers, 

suggesting the need for professional support systems and ethical guidelines that protect creators’ well-

being. 

Beyond the influencer context, these findings are relevant to broader discussions of digital 

authenticity and trust formation in online environments. They offer a deeper understanding of how 
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individuals navigate tensions between personal values, social expectations, and commercial 

imperatives, providing insights applicable to professionals, educators, and policymakers in the 

communication and media sectors. 

Limitations of the Study 

Several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings (Mukhlis, 2025a; 

Mukhlis & Saidah, 2025). First, the study involved a relatively small sample size of 12 micro-

influencers, which, while consistent with phenomenological research traditions, limits the breadth of 

perspectives represented. Second, the participants were drawn primarily from influencers active 

within specific content niches (e.g., lifestyle, fashion, wellness, and technology), which may reduce 

the transferability of insights to other influencer categories or cultural contexts. 

Third, the reliance on self-reported narratives through interviews may introduce interpretive 

bias, as participants’ reflections could be influenced by social desirability or retrospective framing. 

However, triangulation strategies including member checking and iterative theme validation were 

employed to strengthen credibility and ensure alignment between participants’ voices and analytical 

interpretations. 

These limitations do not diminish the value of the findings but rather provide context for 

interpreting their scope. They highlight the need for caution in generalizing beyond the studied 

population and emphasize the importance of examining diverse cultural settings and digital 

ecosystems in future research. 

Directions for Future Research 

Building on these findings, future research could adopt comparative phenomenological 

designs to explore how authenticity and trust-building differ across cultural, generational, and 

platform-specific contexts (Dunleavy et al., 2024; Johannessen & Boeriis, 2021). For instance, 

examining micro-influencers in non-Western societies or emerging social media platforms could 

deepen understanding of how social norms and cultural values shape perceptions of digital 

authenticity. 

Additionally, integrating longitudinal studies may capture the evolving nature of identity 

performance as influencers navigate shifting audience expectations and market dynamics. Mixed-

methods approaches combining phenomenological interviews with digital ethnography could also 

provide richer insights into real-time interactions between influencers and their followers. 

Finally, future studies may extend these findings to other professional domains where 

authenticity and trust are critical, such as online education, telehealth communication, and virtual 

leadership. By broadening the scope of inquiry, researchers can continue to illuminate the complex 

interplay between identity, authenticity, and digital relationships in an increasingly mediated society. 

 

CONCLUSION  

This study explored how micro-influencers construct authenticity and build trust with 

Generation Z audiences within digital communication environments. The findings reveal that 

authenticity is a dynamic and socially negotiated process shaped by personal values, emotional labor, 

and audience expectations. By applying an interpretative phenomenological approach, the study 

provides deeper insights into the lived experiences of micro-influencers, addressing gaps left by 

previous quantitative and metrics-driven research. These findings contribute to a broader 

understanding of digital identity performance and highlight the significance of relatability and 

personal storytelling in fostering audience trust. The results also offer practical implications for 

brands, content creators, and policymakers in developing authentic digital engagement strategies. 

Future studies may expand this work by comparing cultural contexts or exploring authenticity across 

emerging platforms to further enrich theoretical and practical perspectives. 
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