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ABSTRACT

In today’s digital era, where celebrities hold immense influence over consumer behavior, understanding the
factors that shape trust and online purchase toward endorsed brands is crucial. Especially, in the landscape of celebrity
endorsement, the effectiveness of celebrity authenticity, online celebrity fandom, and their interaction has been fruitful
yet underexplored research direction. Drawing upon signaling theory and trust transfer mechanism, we conducted a
2>2 between-subjects factorial design experiment to examine how signals from celebrity authenticity and sense of
online fandom affect trust development and subsequent online purchase among consumers. Data from 200 participants
were analyzed using MANCOVA and PLS-SEM. Our findings indicate that high celebrity authenticity and a sense of
healthy fandom lead to greater wishful identification and celebrity trust. Additionally, the effects of perceived celebrity
authenticity on wishful identification and celebrity trust are stronger in the presence of a sense of healthy fandom
compared to toxic fandom. Furthermore, wishful identification directly influences consumers’ online purchase
intentions, while brand trust fully mediates the effect of celebrity trust on purchase intention. This original study
pioneers experimental research on the joint effects of celebrity authenticity and online fandom, advancing signaling
theory and trust transfer literature within the e-commerce and celebrity endorsement context.
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1. Introduction

The rapid adoption of digital technology has led to the exponential proliferation of social networking sites (SNS)
such as Facebook (Sheikh et al., 2019), ultimately attracting a significant number of consumers (Jin, 2018). Brands
are increasingly integrating SNS platforms like Facebook into their marketing strategies (Chiu, 2022), with celebrity
endorsements emerging as an influential approach (Schimmelpfennig & Hunt, 2020), now a fundamental component
of e-commerce (Breberina et al., 2022).

Celebrity endorsement refers to “an agreement between an individual who enjoys public recognition (a celebrity)
and an entity (e.g., a brand) to use the celebrity for the purpose of promoting the entity” (Bergkvist & Zhou, 2016, p.
3). In the first quarter of 2017, nearly 16% of internet users aged 16 to 34 found new brands through celebrity
endorsements (Statista, 2017). Due to its effectiveness, around 10% of advertising expenses are allocated to celebrity
endorsements (Carlson et al., 2020), and 10% of advertisements in the U.S. feature celebrities (Schimmelpfennig,
2018). Celebrity endorsement benefits both celebrities and brands: celebrities enhance their public image and
consumer trust (Hussain et al., 2020), while brands strengthen consumer trust through association with reputable
personalities (Dwivedi et al., 2015; Knoll & Matthes, 2017). Given the importance of trust in social commerce (Lee
etal., 2021; Lin et al., 2017), celebrity authenticity in celebrity endorsements plays a crucial role in shaping positive
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consumer attitudes (e.g., trust) and behavioral intentions (e.g., online purchase intention) (llicic & Webster, 2016;
Kennedy et al., 2021; Moulard et al., 2014).

It is also worth noting that celebrity endorsements may increase the sales volume of brands by establishing a
genuine connection with the fandom of these celebrities (Hung, 2020; Rodrigues et al., 2025). Nevertheless, critical
questions remain about the effectiveness of celebrity fandom despite its potential contribution to celebrity
endorsement. While a substantial body of literature has predominantly focus on brand community (i.e., brand fans)
(Cheng et al., 2020; Habibi et al., 2014), far less research has shed light on the influence of online celebrity fandom
(Hung, 2020). Moreover, the prevailing focus on extreme behaviors within fandom studies (e.g., Kahr, 2019; Maltby
etal., 2011) has reinforced negative bias against fans (i.e., toxic fandom) in the public perception (Doss, 1999) despite
the diverse segments within fandoms (Hung, 2020). Fans often engage in aggression to protect or defend their favorite
celebrities, typically through online hostility toward critics or rival fandoms (Forner et al., 2025). Not only in Western
countries but also in Asian contexts, fan communities sometimes turn toxic, organizing collective online attacks
against individuals or media outlets who criticize their idols or brands (Forner et al., 2025). However, not all fandoms
manifest such hostility. For example, in some Vietnamese K-Pop fandom communities, digital SNS platforms like
Facebook facilitate affective and supportive fan interactions, where shared emotions and mediated intimacy promote
collective closeness and positive identification with the idol rather than aggression (Hoang, 2020). As such, exploring
how a sense of healthy fandom could positively influence trust development of consumers and how it contributes to
the effectiveness of celebrity endorsements remains an intriguing question. Since trust can drive consumer-generated
value, examining this relationship is crucial for understanding how consumer perceptions of celebrity authenticity and
celebrity fandom influence online purchase behavior toward endorsed brands (Wang et al., 2021). While celebrity
endorsements are widely studied (ElI Hedhli et al., 2021), the influence of celebrity authenticity has received less
attention within marketing literature (llicic & Webster, 2016; Kennedy et al., 2021; Moulard et al., 2015). In addition,
to the best of our knowledge, the joint effects of perceived celebrity authenticity and sense of healthy fandom in
celebrity endorsement have been a fruitful yet underexplored research direction.

To address these gaps, this study seeks to answer two research questions. The first research question (RQ1) is:
Do the interplay of celebrity authenticity and the sense of online fandom motivate wishful identification with celebrities
and strengthen consumers’ trust in them? The second (RQ2) is: Do wishful identification and celebrity trust from
such signals drive a trust transfer mechanism to trust in the endorsed brand and subsequent online purchase? To
answer RQ1, we apply the well-known signaling theory (Spence, 1978) to explain how the signaler (i.e., the endorsed
brand) possesses information based on signals from celebrity authenticity and sense of celebrity’s online fandom to
reduce information asymmetry for the receiver (i.e., the consumer) regarding an unknown brand. To answer RQ2, we
employ trust transfer theory (Stewart, 2003) alongside the concept of trust transfer mechanisms in social commerce
(Wang et al., 2021) to elucidate how consumers develop trust in endorsed brands through their trust in celebrities.

Through a 2>2 between-subjects factorial design experiment, this study makes four key contributions. First, this
study contributes to the limited literature on celebrity authenticity (Kennedy et al., 2021) by examining the complex
impact of perceived celebrity authenticity within the e-commerce context. Second, we enrich the literature on online
fandom, as this study is among the first to examine how online fandom contributes to the effectiveness of celebrity
endorsement. Third, and notably, this study is distinct from existing literature as it advances signaling theory by
providing a fresh perspective on the interactive effects of multiple signals in celebrity endorsements. To our
knowledge, this is the first experimental study to examine the joint effects of celebrity authenticity and a sense of
online fandom on consumers’ attitudes and behavioral outcomes. In this respect, fourth, this study also fills previous
research gaps and makes contributions to the literature on trust transfer mechanisms.

The flow of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 introduces the theoretical framework, proposes the
conceptual framework, and formulates the research hypotheses. Section 3 explains the experiment design, followed
by Section 4 with statistical analyses of the gathered data. Section 5 discusses the findings with implications and
concludes the study.

2. Theoretical framework and hypotheses development
2.1. Celebrity authenticity and sense of online fandom

Authenticity in consumer behavior refers to the genuineness, realness, and truthfulness consumers perceive
regarding a product, brand, or individual through their observation or experience (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010). This
perception sets the foundation for the concept of celebrity authenticity, which is defined as “the perception that a
celebrity behaves according to his or her true self” (Moulard et al., 2015, p. 175). This perception is socially
constructed and context-dependent (Kim & McDonald-Liu, 2023), with consumers actively shaping what is
considered authentic (Leigh et al., 2006) when they interact with the authentic object (Rose & Wood, 2005). On SNS
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platforms, assessments of celebrity authenticity vary by followers over time (Kim & McDonald-Liu, 2023). In this
respect, consumers play a defining role in shaping what is considered authentic (Kowalczyk & Pounders, 2016).

Fan is an individual who invests a substantial amount of time and a strong dedication in discussing and thinking
about a particular object or person (Fiske, 2002). As such, the concept of fandom refers to the collective of individuals
who passionately engage with a shared interest, such as celebrities. What differentiates fandom from the rest of the
world lies in the strong delineation of distinct boundaries that are set by fans (Fiske, 2002). As Lewis (2002, p. 1)
states, “perhaps only the fan can appreciate the depth of feeling, the gratifications, the importance for coping with
everyday life that fandom represents”. Throughout history, the concept of a fan has been a subject of controversial
discussions (Soukup, 2006) and has often been portrayed as a form of pathological fanaticism or “worship” believed
to stem from alienating qualities of modern society (Ashe et al., 2005). However, such negative perspectives have
been rebutted when as scholars have started to critically analyze and explore the varied experiences of fandom (e.g.,
Jones et al., 2022; Soukup, 2006).

Table 1. Review of literature on the effects of celebrity authenticity and online fandom

Study Method Theory Effects of celebrity Effects of online Interactive
authenticity (CA) celebrity fandom effects of CA and
(CF) CF?
Moulard et al. Survey - Perceived artist - No
(2014) authenticity
llicic and Survey Self-determination  Celebrity brand - No
Webster (2016) theory authenticity
Kowalczyk and  Survey and  Attachment theory  Celebrity - No
Pounders (2016) interview authenticity
Kennedy etal.  Experiment  Self-determination  Celebrity - No
(2021) theory authenticity
Zafar et al. Survey and Latent state-trait Digital celebrity - No
(2021) fsQCA theory post authenticity
This study Experiment  Signaling theory, Celebrity Sense of online  Yes
trust transfer theory authenticity fandom

Thus far, notwithstanding several prior studies that attempted to tackle the aforementioned issues, they have not
achieved a comprehensive enough understanding to provide a holistic view of what we know about the role of fandom
in celebrity endorsement. The literature review in Table 1 highlights two key points. First, research on the effects of
celebrity authenticity in celebrity endorsement on consumer behavior remains limited (llicic & Webster, 2016;
Kennedy et al., 2021; Kowalczyk & Pounders, 2016; Moulard et al., 2014; Zafar et al., 2021), given its novelty in the
marketing literature (Moulard et al., 2015). Second, no study to date has examined the interactive effects of both
celebrity authenticity and celebrity fandom. This study argues that, given the potential influence of celebrity
authenticity and online fandom on the effectiveness of celebrity endorsement, it is essential to explore their individual
and interactive effects on consumer behavior.

2.2. Signaling theory

Signaling theory originates from the study of information economics and seeks to understand how sellers and
buyers communicate valuable information under conditions where one party holds information that the other does not
(Spence, 1978), the so-called information asymmetry. The key components of signaling theory include the signaler,
the signals, and the receiver (Connelly et al., 2011; Connelly et al., 2025). Signalers are insiders who possess
information that outsiders do not have (Spence, 1978). Signals refer to “observable characteristics attached to the
individual that are subject to manipulation by [the signaler]” (Spence, 1978, p. 357). These signals provide insights
that allow the receivers, who lack information about certain objects and are willing to receive additional details
(Connelly et al., 2011), to form assessments and beliefs (Spence, 1978).

The goal of signalers is to send positive signals to receivers and avoid sending negative ones, thereby reducing
information asymmetry and helping the organization achieve desired outcomes (Taj, 2016). The signaling process
requires the signaler to benefit from an action taken by the receiver, an action the receiver would not have taken
otherwise (Connelly et al., 2011). The signaling process begins when the signaler selects a signal that credibly reflects
their unobservable attributes. The receiver then interprets this signal, thus reducing uncertainty about the signaler’s
true characteristics. Such assessment influences attitude and subsequent decisions, such as hiring choices in the job
market (Spence, 1978). In the context of our study, the signalers are conceptualized as the (i) celebrity endorsing the
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brands and (ii) their fandom, both of which communicate hidden attributes of the given brand. We argue that
consumers (the receivers) interpret both signals from celebrity (i.e., celebrity authenticity) and the nature of celebrity
online fandom (e.g., a sense of healthy fandom). These signals shape consumers’ attitudes toward this endorsement
(i.e. wishful identification, celebrity trust, brand trust) and influence their subsequent decision (i.e., online purchase
intention).

2.3. Signal from celebrity authenticity

Celebrity [brand] authenticity embraces the idea that celebrities, as human brands themselves, remain true to their
core identities (llicic & Webster, 2016). In contemporary culture, there is a growing emphasis on preserving one’s
authentic identity, especially amid external pressures that may distort or compromise one’s identity (Schallehn et al.,
2014). In this vein, empirical studies highlight the importance of perceived celebrity authenticity in establishing
meaningful consumer-celebrity relationships, which can lead to outcomes such as emotional attachment (Kowalczyk
& Pounders, 2016) and favorable consumer attitudes (e.g., Kennedy et al., 2021).

One salient outcome of such perceived authenticity is wishful identification, which refers to consumers’ aspiration
to emulate or behave like the celebrity (Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005). When it comes to celebrity endorsements, such
meaningful consumer-celebrity connections strengthen the attachment bonds of consumers with celebrities, ranging
from mild, curious interest to even instances of celebrity worship (Reeves et al., 2012). This notion aligns with
Kowalczyk and Pounders (2016), who found that consumers who perceive a celebrity as genuine or authentic on SNSs
tend to feel closer and more attached to that celebrity. This engagement may progress to the extent that consumers are
inclined to adopt the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of the celebrity (Kelman, 2006), ultimately resulting in a greater
inclination towards wishful identification. In essence, when consumers perceive celebrities as authentic, they are more
likely to develop a sense of admiration and aspiration toward them. Thus, we hypothesize:

H1a. Perceived high celebrity authenticity will lead consumers to have higher wishful identification compared to
perceived low celebrity authenticity.

Beyond wishful identification, trust has also been regarded as a potential outcome of authenticity (Morhart et al.,
2015). While trust and authenticity are conceptually distinct, they are positively correlated (Napoli et al., 2014). In
this study celebrity trust is defined as “an online fan community member’s trust involving positive expectations about
a particular celebrity in situations entailing risk” (Kim & Kim, 2017, p. 235). Trust relates to uncertainties and risks
associated with celebrities (Hung et al., 2015), whereas authenticity signifies the certainty that celebrities remain true
to their identities (Schallehn et al., 2014). Extensive literature demonstrates strong associations between general brand
authenticity (Portal et al., 2019), influencer authenticity (Kim & Kim, 2021), and even virtual assistant authenticity
(Alimamy & Kuhail, 2023) in relation to trust. Given that celebrities are also considered human brands (Osorio et al.,
2020), we argue that this concept of increasing greater trust in brands among consumers is applicable to celebrity
endorsers. Consequently, we hypothesize that:

H1b. Perceived high celebrity authenticity will lead consumers to have higher celebrity trust compared to
perceived low celebrity authenticity.

2.4. Signal from sense of fandom

Celebrity fandoms consist of fans who consume and admire a specific celebrity, among other things (Kanozia &
Ganghariya, 2021). The evolving media landscape, driven by technological advancements and internet connectivity,
has amplified fan engagement (Booth, 2010). Fans leverage diverse media channels for communication, creative
expression, and knowledge sharing (Bennett, 2014; Liao & Fu, 2022). On these platforms, online celebrity fandoms
provide fans with a sense of escapism that allows them to immerse themselves in a fantasy world (Madrid-Morales &
Lovric, 2015). However, given the massive size and influence of these fandoms, both negative aspects, such as toxic
behavior (e.g., bullying; Park et al., 2021), and positive aspects of celebrity fandom, such as healthy behavior (e.g.,
donations; Kim, 2015), attract media attention. Arguably, every fandom inherently exhibits a mix of both toxicity and
positivity, making it unrealistic to categorize a fandom as entirely toxic or wholly positive. However, due to their
scale, celebrity fandoms often display a higher frequency of both negative and positive behaviors, making these
behaviors more visible to consumers.

Under conditions of information asymmetry, individuals may rely only on a limited number of informational cues
or even a single cue (e.g., toxic or healthy behaviors of celebrity fans) to form judgments (Tam & Ho, 2005). In the
context of this study, consumers perceive toxic or healthy behaviors as indicative of a fandom’s overall nature. A
sense of healthy fandom reflects mutual respect in interactions, whereas a toxic fandom implies a lack of respect and
empathy. Arguably, consumers may consider this limited information to form judgments about the associated
celebrity. That is, a healthy fandom sense is more likely to garner positive attitudes, while a toxic fandom sense may
generate negative perceptions that unfavorably affect consumer attitudes toward celebrity. Prior research has shown
that perceptions of healthy fandoms can help reshape negative stereotypes associated with celebrity fan communities
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(Kim, 2015), potentially leading to increased wishful identification and trust in the respective celebrity. Therefore,
based on these premises, we posit the following hypotheses:

H2a. A high sense of healthy fandom will lead consumers to have higher wishful identification compared to a low
sense of healthy fandom.

H2b. A high sense of healthy fandom will lead consumers to have higher celebrity trust compared to a low sense
of healthy fandom.

2.5. Interaction of signals from celebrity authenticity and sense of fandom

Signaling theory discusses “the interaction of potential signals” (Spence, 1978, p. 356). In this respect, signals do
not operate in isolation. Rather, the information conveyed by one observable characteristic can depend critically on
the presence of other characteristics. In the context of management, negative signals from interim government regimes
(e.g., violent interim-regime dominance) interact with firms’ resilience signals to motivate positive reactions from
investors (El Nayal et al., 2020). Similarly, Xia et al. (2016) have found that security analyst recommendations can
serve as signals of firm quality, interacting with signals arising from alliances and ownership structures to affect a
firm’s hazard of delisting.

Despite this theoretical foundation, little is known about the interaction effects of signals in celebrity endorsement
for brands. As Connelly et al. (2025, p. 51) point out, when we “[look] at the signaling context more holistically,
opportunities exist to consider signaling from a systems perspective, [...] where signals interact with each other, [and
examine] what outcomes they jointly produce.” Drawing on these insights and acknowledging the need to explore
these interactive effects, we aim to address this gap. From the perspective of such co-occurrence, we propose that,
compared to a sense of toxic fandom, a sense of healthy fandom perceived by consumers is more likely to amplify the
favorable effects of their perceived authentic celebrity on their attitudes toward the celebrity:

H3a. The impact of perceived authentic celebrity on wishful identification increases in the presence of a sense of
healthy fandom compared to a sense of toxic fandom.

H3b. The impact of perceived authentic celebrity on celebrity trust increases in the presence of a sense of healthy
fandom compared to a sense of toxic fandom.

2.6. Wishful identification

Wishful identification is the extension of an individual’s initial emotional engagement with a celebrity to the
aspiration to emulate or imitate that celebrity. Such engagement develops from “an affinity toward the character that
is so strong that [they] become absorbed in the text and come to an empathic understanding for the feelings the
character experiences, and for [their] motives and goals” (Cohen, 2013, p. 184). When individuals regard a celebrity
as their role model, they may wishfully identify with them, given that emulating such a role model could bring social
rewards and acceptance within their peer group (Shoenberger & Kim, 2019).

In this regard, wishful identification may lead to lead to a shared viewpoint between the celebrity and the
consumer (Hoffner, 1996), potentially leading to a one-sided consumer trust toward celebrities. More so, it is worth
noting that wishful identification surpasses simple liking as it constitutes a profound psychosocial bond between
individuals and celebrities that leads them to envision themselves as the respective celebrity (Bui et al., 2021). Thus,
we anticipate wishful identification to function as an antecedent of celebrity trust, forming the basis for our subsequent
hypothesis:

H4. Wishful identification positively affects celebrity trust.

2.7. Trust transfer theory: From celebrity trust to brand trust

According to trust transfer theory, trust transfer refers to a cognitive process by which trust established in one
entity extends to another entity (Stewart, 2003). Initially, the trustor, who determines whether to place trust, establishes
initial trust in a trusted party, which is the broker facilitating the trust transfer process (Stewart, 2003). This trust
increases a sense of comfort within the environment, enabling product information exchange and social interactions
(Shi & Chow, 2015).

Brand trust refers to “the feeling of security held by the consumer in his/her interaction with the brand, that is
based on the perceptions that the brand is reliable and responsible for the interests and welfare of the consumer”
(Delgado-Ballester et al., 2003, p. 11). Trust transfer may occur when the unknown trustee and the trusted party are
contextually related (Leung et al., 2022). In such instances where the trustor perceives the environment in which the
unknown trustee is encountered as trustworthy (McKnight et al., 2002), there is a high likelihood that trust in the
familiar trusted party will transfer to the unknown trustee. Drawing upon trust transfer theory, we argue that when
consumers lack sufficient familiarity or knowledge with a particular brand, they may rely on their trust in celebrity
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endorsers to establish trust in that brand.? Such trust development is likely to positively influence attitudes towards
the endorsed brand (Hsu et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2021). Hence, we postulate that:

H5. Celebrity trust positively affects endorsed brand trust.

2.8. Online purchase intention

Previous studies demonstrate that wishful identification plays a vital role in forming purchase intention
(Shoenberger & Kim, 2019; Tian et al., 2023). For instance, Shoenberger and Kim (2019) examine how wishful
identification, derived from fictional character attributes, influences purchase intention towards the brand products
used by a favorite character in a television show. Their findings reveals that wishful identification mediates the impact
of endorser characteristics on purchase intention, with the affluent endorser cluster generating the strongest prediction
of product purchasing behavior. Likewise, Tian et al. (2023) investigate the effects of wishful identification on
purchase intention among Gen Z consumers from a social comparison perspective. Their study highlights that wishful
identification has a favorable impact on both assimilative and contrastive comparison emotions. These emotional
responses drive consumers to follow SNS influencers for self-improvement, ultimately leading to higher purchase
intention among Gen Z consumers. Based on the above literature and arguments, we propose the following hypothesis:

H6. Wishful identification positively affects consumers’ online purchase intention.

Engaging in transactions within the online environment requires buyers to navigate social complexities and the
potential risks associated with sellers’ opportunistic behaviors (Lu et al., 2016). In such contexts, trust is a critical
factor in fostering positive attitudes toward transaction behaviors (Jarvenpaa et al., 1999) and is widely recognized as
a strong predictor of purchase behavior (Chae et al., 2020). In particular, brand trust positively influences purchase
intention by reducing perceived uncertainty and encouraging purchasing behavior (Chae et al., 2020; Gong et al.,
2023; Wang et al., 2021). Given that celebrities are also perceived as human brands, we extend this logic to celebrity
trust. Therefore, we formulate the final hypotheses as follows:

H7. Celebrity trust positively affects consumers’ online purchase intention.

H8. Brand trust positively affects consumers’ online purchase intention.

Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework of the study.

Celebrity

Control Variables:

Low vs. High . Online Gender, Age, Education,
Celebritil Hla+ Wl_s_th|_ Purchase Frequency of visiting
Identification Facebook, Frequency of

Authenticity Intention online purchasing,

e Celebrity rumor
H3a+ H3b+ Hib+
Toxic vs. Healthy >/_ )
Sense of H2b+i{ /" Celebrity
Online Fandom Trust
Trust Transfer

Online Fandom

Covariate:
Fandom Identification

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

2 Although e-commerce involves multiple layers of trust (Kim, 2014), our study focuses on SNSs as pre-purchase
persuasion environments rather than transactional platforms. On SNSs, consumers do not evaluate escrow policies,
payment guarantees, or dispute mechanisms; instead, they assess interpersonal cues such as authenticity,
attractiveness, and credibility (Aguinis et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2022). Thus, platform trust or institutional
mechanisms may play a secondary or latent role at this stage. We argue that these elements become salient only when
consumers engage in actual purchase transactions, not during attitudinal formation in social endorsement contexts.

Page 269



Journal of Electronic Commerce Research, VOL 27, NO 3, 2026

3. Methodology
3.1. Experiment design

The present study employed a 2 (celebrity authenticity: high vs. low) % 2 (sense of fandom: toxic vs. healthy)
factorial between-subjects experimental design (see Table 2). Leonardo DiCaprio was selected as the celebrity
endorser for a fictional outdoor watch brand named Wandara because of three main reasons. First, familiarity and
likability are key factors in the effectiveness of celebrity endorsements (Carrillat et al., 2013). According to Kennedy
et al. (2021), experimental pre-tests identified Leonardo DiCaprio as the most familiar and likable celebrity among
U.S. consumers. Second, one of our primary objectives was to examine the impact of consumers’ perceived celebrity
authenticity and their sense of the celebrity’s online fandom (distinct from a brand community or fanbase) on trust
development and subsequent purchase intention in e-commerce. Third, since we applied signaling theory, we aimed
to maximize information asymmetry between consumers and the brand. This rationale explains why we chose a real
celebrity to endorse a fictional brand rather than an actual one (Please refer to the Appendix A, B, and C for details
on our manipulation stimuli).

Table 2. Experiment Design

Sense of online fandom

Healthy Toxic
Celebrity authenticity Authentic 1 (AH) (n =50) 2 (AT) (n=50)
Inauthentic 3 (IH) (n = 50) 4 (IT) (n =50)

Manipulation materials for celebrity authenticity. To provide participants with a realistic context, we designed
a simulated article modeled after The New York Times, a highly influential national publication in the U.S. known
for adhering to ethical reporting standards and embodying classic journalism elements (Newman et al., 2023). The
endorsement poster featuring Leonardo DiCaprio for Wandara was meticulously designed by an expert designer.

Following the procedure outlined by Kennedy et al. (2021), participants were shown one of two fictitious articles
portraying Leonardo DiCaprio as either highly authentic or lacking authenticity. Manipulation materials, based on
items developed by Ilicic and Webster (2016), were integrated throughout the article. For instance, participants in the
high-authenticity condition encountered statements such as, “A person of integrity, Leonardo truly acts in a consistent
manner with his held values, even if others criticize or reject him for doing so,” while those in the low-authenticity
condition read “Many people claimed that Leonardo does not act in a consistent manner with his held values, even if
others criticize or reject him for doing so0.” The most substantial manipulation came from two comments made by
fictitious commentators. To ensure participants read these comments, we included two attention-check questions: (1)
What are the names of the two commentators in the news? and (2) Wandara is a [Luxury/Outdoor] watch brand?
Participants then answered three manipulation check questions measuring perceived celebrity authenticity (Moulard
et al., 2015) using a 7-point Likert scale (e.g., “Leonardo DiCaprio is genuine”).

Manipulation materials for sense of fandom. From the rationale discussed in Section 1, Facebook was chosen
as a suitable SNS platform for the endorsement simulation. Participants were presented with the fictitious endorsement
post of Wandara featuring Leonardo DiCaprio on Facebook. Within the comment section, a contrasting comment
regarding Leonardo’s authenticity was displayed. This initiated a discussion among Leonardo’s fandom members,
reflecting either a healthy or toxic sense. Following this interaction, participants answered four manipulation check
questions for sense of healthy fandom also on a 7-point scale (e.g., “Leo’s fandom replies to Harley Thomas reflect a
sense of [1 = toxic/7 = healthy] attitude.”).

3.2. Measures

After reading the situation with stimuli and completing manipulation checks accordingly, participants proceeded
to respond to the dependent variable measures using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).
Most of these measures were adapted from validated scales employed in prior studies with modifications made to fit
the context of the present study.

Wishful identification. Participants rated their agreement with five items adapted from Lim et al. (2020). A higher
mean score across these items represents a stronger wishful identification, indicating that a participant desires more
to be or behave like their favorite celebrity (e.g., “Leonardo DiCaprio is the sort of person I want to be like myself”).

Celebrity trust. Five items were adapted from Terres et al. (2015) and Kim and Kim (2017) to measure
consumers’ trust in celebrity endorsers (e.g., “I consider Leonardo DiCaprio to be trustworthy”).

Brand trust. A five-item brand trust scale (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Habibi et al., 2014) was adapted to
measure consumers’ trust in the endorsed brand (e.g., “Wandara is truthful”).
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Online purchase intention. We adapted three items from the subsequent online purchase intention scale of Le
and Ha (2021) to assess the extent to which a consumer is willing to purchase products of the endorsed brand online
after viewing an advertisement featuring the celebrity endorser (e.g., “It is likely that I will purchase the endorsed
product of Wandara online.”).

3.3. Data collection and sampling method

Procedure. We gathered initial feedback on the early versions of the experiment from a small sample of
Viethamese netizens. We chose this group because netizens in Vietnam do not restrict their content consumption to
domestic celebrities but also follow international figures (Gammon & Phan, 2025b). Moreover, they are known for
their sensitivity to violations of celebrity norms and to perceived inauthenticity or performative behavior (Gammon
& Phan, 2025a). Based on this feedback, we carefully refined the design in preparation for the main experiment.
Participants of the present study were recruited via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), a prominent crowdsourcing
platform used by researchers to recruit the workforce for various subjective tasks, including participation in
experimental surveys (Sharpe Wessling et al., 2017). MTurk’s meticulous verification process for the U.S. workforce,
utilizing security numbers or American passports among other means (Hajian et al., 2023), enhances the credibility of
its samples, which are often more diverse and representative than convenience samples, yielding high-quality self-
reports (Buhrmester et al., 2011). Consequently, MTurk is deemed suitable for rigorous data collection in research
(Steelman et al., 2014) and is extensively employed in academic studies (e.g., Chen & Hao, 2025; Ha et al., 2021; Ryu
& Vargas, 2025). Notably, MTurk workers exhibit only marginal differences in judgment accuracy compared to
participants recruited through traditional methods, such as paper surveys (Paolacci et al., 2010).

Adhering to the current best practices for research with MTurk research to mitigate demographic heterogeneity
among participants (Go & Sundar, 2019), we implemented several quality control measures. To increase data quality,
we restricted recruitment to participants with a task approval rating above 90%, U.S. residency (Go & Sundar, 2019),
and online shopping experience (Le & Ha, 2021). Before participation, each respondent provided informed consent
by agreeing to confidentiality terms, acknowledging the study’s purpose, and confirming understanding of ethical
standards. Participants then completed demographic questions and verified their fandom of Leonardo DiCaprio. Next,
they were randomly assigned to one of four scenarios (Table 2) with clear instructions and explanations. Participants
first read a fictional post depicting DiCaprio’s authenticity and subsequently answered attention-check and
manipulation-check questions. They then proceeded to a second post featuring online fandom comments in response
to a brand-endorsed Facebook post and completed measures for the remaining constructs. On average, the experiment
took approximately 19.43 minutes to complete. Afterward, participants were debriefed, thanked, and compensated
with a $1.00 participation fee.®

Data collection results. A total of 336 participants were drawn from the population, with no missing data. After
the data cleaning process, 200 participants were deemed usable and subsequently included in the analysis.* As shown
in Table 3, the sample consisted of 66.0% males and 34.0% females. Most participants fell within the 25-34 age group
(75.0%) and held a bachelor’s degree (78.0%). The income distribution was relatively balanced, with a focus on
middle-income participants. The most common income bracket was $400-799 (51.0%). Majority of participants
engaged in moderate to high levels of online shopping. Regarding Facebook usage, 41.5% of participants used the
platform 2-3 times per day, while 38.5% used it more than five times per day. Additionally, 59.0% of participants
identified as fans of Leonardo DiCaprio, while 41.0% did not.

3 We argue that this compensation is reasonable for two main reasons. First, although participants were required to
carefully read two short stimulus posts and complete several measurements, the cognitive effort involved was
comparable to that of typical MTurk experiments and caused minimal fatigue. Second, because the task included clear
instructions and familiar SNS-based scenarios, the overall participation burden was low.

4 We acknowledge that excluding participants who fail manipulation checks can inadvertently inflate Type | error
rates (Varaine, 2023). Thus, we did not exclude participants solely based on manipulation-check performance. Instead,
we used several remedies to ensure the quality of our data (Aguinis et al., 2021). Among 336 participants recruited in
our online experiments, 92 failed two attention-check questions: (1) What are the names of the two commentators in
the news? and (2) Wandara is a [Luxury/Outdoor] watch brand?. This resulted in 244 participants. The rationale for
this exclusion was to avoid obscuring the results with data from inattentive participants (Maniaci & Rogge, 2014). To
further detect inattentiveness prior to treatment exposure, we also excluded participants whose completion times were
unrealistically short (Wood et al., 2017). Another 32 participants dropped out at this point. Finally, we checked for
possible outliers, causing 12 participants to be removed, leaving 200 participants in the final analysis.
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Table 3. Demographic Information

Characteristic Category Frequency (N = 200) Percentage (%0)
Gender Male 132 66.0
Female 68 34.0
Age 15-24 1 0.5
25-34 150 75.0
35-44 21 10.5
45-54 21 10.5
55-64 6 3.0
>64 1 0.5
Education High school or below 5 25
Two years college 2 1.0
Bachelor’s 156 78.0
Master’s 36 18.0
PhD 1 0.5
Monthly income (USD) 200-399 32 16.0
400-599 55 275
600-799 47 235
800-999 36 18.0
Above 999 30 15.0
Online purchasing Less than 4 21 10.5
frequency (per month) 4-7 77 38.5
8-11 72 36.0
12-15 12 6.0
More than 15 18 9.0
Facebook usage At least one 7 35
frequency (per day) 2-3 times 83 415
4-5 times 33 16.5
More than 5 times 77 38.5
Fandom identification Non-fan 82 41.0
Fan 118 59.0

Data analysis techniques. We assessed the assumption of normality within the dataset by examining the
skewness and kurtosis of each construct. Results from the descriptive analysis (see Table 7) suggest that the response
patterns for most constructs were normally distributed, except for online purchase intention, which had a kurtosis
value of 3.04, exceeding the threshold of 32 (Sarstedt et al., 2021). Considering this and the exploratory research
objective of our study, we employed two analytical methods to examine the data and test the proposed hypotheses.

For the first part of our framework, we conducted a two-way multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
to test the main and interactive effects of the signals (i.e., celebrity authenticity and sense of fandom) on wishful
identification and celebrity trust.

For the second part, we employed partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to examine the
relationships between wishful identification, the trust transfer mechanism, and online purchase intention among
participants. PLS-SEM is commonly used to handle complex models and performs well with non-normally distributed
data, even with a small sample size (Hair et al., 2019). Accordingly, we performed confirmatory composite analysis
(CCA) procedure for measurement model (Hair Jr et al., 2020). As PLS-SEM is a non-parametric model (Chin, 1998),
which requires the bootstrap method utilization to prove the statistical significance of the research hypotheses, we
used 5,000 subsamples through Bias-Corrected and Accelerated (BCa) bootstrapping operation to verify all the
hypotheses of the second part.

Sample size calculation. For MANCOVA analysis, we used G*Power v.3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) to calculate the
sample size needed. A priori power analysis, based on an effect size of 0.1, an alpha level of .05, a statistical power
of 0.95, four groups, two predictors, and two response variables, indicated a minimum of 24 participants per group
(96 in total). Given we had 50 participants for each scenario under randomization technique, our current sample was
sufficient. For the second part, we calculated the required sample size for PLS path modeling by employing the inverse
square root technique (Kock & Hadaya, 2018; Le & Ngoc, 2024). With a statistical power of 0.95, a significance level
of 5%, and a minimum path coefficient of #0.25 for the main association, the analysis determined a minimum
requirement of 173 participants. Thus, our sample size of 200 was appropriate for PLS analysis.
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4. Results
4.1. Hypotheses testing for RQ1: Hypothesis 1 to hypothesis 3

Table 4. Manipulation Checks Results

Manipulated factors Treatment N M SD F-value

lebri hentici Low 100 4.02 1.08 o
Celebrity authenticity High 100 571 076 163.913
CALl. “Leonardo DiCaprio is genuine.”
CAZ2. “Leonardo DiCaprio seems real to me.”
CAZ3. “Leonardo DiCaprio is authentic.”

] Toxic 100 3.15 1.04 -

Sense of online fandom Healthy 100 557 076 351.185

FS1. “Leo’s fandom replies to Harley Thomas reflect a sense of [1 = toxic/7 = healthy] attitude.”

FS2. “Leo’s fandom replies to Harley Thomas are [1 = harsh/7 = supportive].”

FS3. “Leo’s fandom replies to Harley Thomas in a [1= derogatory/7 = respectful] manner.”
Note: M = Mean; SD = Standard deviation. *** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p< .05

Manipulation check. Two one-way ANOVAs were conducted to test differences in participants’ perceptions of
celebrity authenticity (Low vs. High) and sense of fandom (Toxic vs. Healthy). Results from Table 4 indicate that the
manipulation of celebrity authenticity was successful (F = 163.913, p < .001), as participants who received the low-
authenticity treatment perceived the celebrity as less authentic (M = 4.02, SD = 1.08) compared to those in the high-
authenticity condition (M = 5.71, SD = 0.76). Likewise, the manipulation of sense of fandom was also successful (F
= 351.185, p <.001), with participants in toxic fandom condition perceiving the fandom as less healthy (M = 3.15, SD
= 1.04) than those in healthy fandom condition (M =5.57, SD = 0.76).

Table 5. MANCOVA Results

Multivariate effects Wilks’ A F-value 0o’
Covariate: Fandom identification 4=0.970 F [2,104 = 2.982 0.030
Main effect: Celebrity authenticity A4=0.871 F 12,1041 = 14.347*** 0.129
Main effect: Sense of online fandom 4=0.924 F 12,1041 = 7.940%** 0.076
Interaction: Celebrity authenticity ><Sense of fandom A4=0930  F 104 =7.337%** 0.070
Vs DVs Treatments N M SE F-value 0o’
Covariate: Wishful - - - - 5.953* 0.030
Fandom identification
identification Celebrity trust - - - - 3.438 0.017
Main  effect: Hla:  Wishful Low 100 4.64 0.082  12.607*** 0.061
Celebrity identification High 100 5.05
authenticity Hilb: Celebrity Low 100 4.80 0.077  27.466*** 0.123
(CA) trust High 100 5.37
Main  effect: H2a:  Wishful Toxic 100 4.66 0.082  10.380** 0.051
Sense of online identification Healthy 100 5.04
fandom (FS) H2b: Celebrity Toxic 100 4.86 0.077 15.962** 0.076

trust Healthy 100 5.30
Interaction: H3a:  Wishful Low CA xToxic FS 50 460 0117  6.191* 0.031
Celebrity identification Low CA x<Healthy FS 50 4.68
authenticity x High CA x<Toxic FS 50 4.72
Sense of online High CA xHealthy FS 50  5.39
fandom H3b: Celebrity Low CA xToxic FS 50 478 0.107  13.931*** 0.067

trust Low CA xHealthy FS 50 4.81

High CA x<Toxic FS 50 4.95
High CA x<Healthy FS 50  5.79

Note: R? wishful identification = 0.16; R? celebrity trust = 0.24. *** p < .001, **p < .01, * p< .05
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Reliability test and factor analysis. We used SPSS v.27 to conduct reliability test and factor analysis on wishful
identification and celebrity trust. The results showed that, for both constructs, (i) the factor loadings and communalities
for the items were greater than 0.60 and 0.50, respectively; (ii) the KMO value was greater than 0.50; (iii) cumulative
variance exceeded 60%; and (iv) Cronbach’s alpha was greater than 0.70. Therefore, the scales can be considered both
reliable and valid for further analysis.

MANCOVA results. We conducted a two-way multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) to test the
effect of our experimentally manipulated factors on wishful identification and celebrity trust, while controlling for
fandom identification (see Table 5). Results from multivariate tests indicate that celebrity authenticity (F 2,104 = 14.347,
p <.001, Wilk’s A4 = 0.871, np?2 = .129), sense of fandom (F [.1041= 7.940, p <.001, Wilk’s 4 = 0.924, ,> = .076), and
their interaction effect (F 2,1041=7.337, p <.001, Wilk’s 4 = 0.930, 5,2 = .070) had significant effects on two dependent
variables Meanwhile, the multivariate test for covariate (i.e., fandom identification) was not significant (F 2194 =
2.982, p > .05, Wilk’s 4 = 0.970, 5,% = .030), suggesting that after controlling for the covariate, the overall pattern of
group differences remained unchanged.

Follow-up univariate analyses were conducted on each dependent variable while adjusting for the covariate. For
wishful identification, the effect of celebrity authenticity was significant (F 11051 = 12.607, p < .001, 7,2 = .061).
Participants in high-authentic condition (M = 5.05, SE = 0.082) reported greater wishful identification compared to
those in the low-authenticity condition (M = 4.64, SE = 0.082). Thus, H1a was supported. Likewise, the main effect
of sense of fandom was also significant (F [1,105= 10.380, p < .01, 5, = .051). Participants in healthy fandom condition
(M =5.04, SE = 0.082) reported greater wishful identification than those in the toxic fandom condition (M = 4.66, SE
= 0.082), indicating that H2a was accepted. We also found the hypothesized interaction effect between celebrity
authenticity and sense of fandom on wishful identification to be significant (F [1,105= 6.191, p < .05, 5,2 = .031). When
the sense of fandom was toxic, the difference in wishful identification between low (M = 4.60, SE = 0.117) and high
celebrity authenticity (M = 4.72, SE = 0.117) was minimal. However, when the sense of fandom was healthy, high
celebrity authenticity led to significantly higher wishful identification (M = 5.39, SE = 0.117) compared to low
celebrity authenticity (M = 4.68, SE = 0.117). Interaction graph from Figure 2 also implies that the positive effect of
celebrity authenticity on wishful identification is stronger when the fandom is healthy rather than toxic. In other words,
H3a was confirmed.

Estimated Marginal Means of Wishful Identification

5.60
5.40 539
5.20 Celebrity Authenticity
—— | oW
5.00
High
4.80
4.72
4.60 4.68 Covariates appearing in the
: 4.60 model are evaluated at the
' following values: Fandom
4.40 Identification = 0.59
Toxic Healthy

Sense of Online Fandom

Figure 2. Interaction Effect of Sense of Online Fandom and Celebrity Authenticity on Wishful Identification

For celebrity trust, main effects of celebrity authenticity (F 1,105 = 27.466, p < .001, 7, = .123) and sense of
fandom (F 1,105 = 15.962, p < .001, 5,%= .076) were both significant. In this respect, participants in high-authenticity
(M =5.37, SE = 0.077) and healthy fandom conditions (M = 5.30, SE = 0.077) perceived greater trust than those in
the low-authenticity (M = 4.80, SE = 0.077) and toxic fandom conditions (M = 4.85, SE = 0.077), respectively. These
findings support H1b and H2b. The interaction effect between celebrity authenticity and sense of fandom was
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significant (F 1,105 = 13.931, p < .001, 5,2 = .067). When the sense of fandom was toxic, celebrity trust was slightly
different between the low (M = 4.78, SE = 0.107) and high-authenticity conditions (M = 4.95, SE = 0.107). However,
in the healthy fandom condition, high celebrity authenticity led to substantially greater trust (M = 5.79, SE = 0.107)
compared to low celebrity authenticity (M = 4.81, SE = 0.107). Likewise, the interaction graph (Figure 2) demonstrates
that the positive effect of celebrity authenticity on trust is stronger when the fandom is healthy rather than toxic, further
supporting H3b.

Estimated Marginal Means of Celebrity Trust

6.00
5.79
5.80
5.60
5.40 Celebrity Authenticity
5.20 —Low
High

5.00 405 g
4.80 4.81 Covariates appearing in the

478 model are evaluated at the
4.60 following values: Fandom

: . Identification = 0.59
Toxic Healthy

Sense of Online Fandom
Figure 3. Interaction Effect of Sense of Online Fandom and Celebrity Authenticity on Celebrity Trust

4.2. Hypotheses testing for RQ2: Hypothesis 4 to hypothesis 8

Measurement model. We performed confirmatory composite analysis (CCA) to assess the measurement
procedure. Accordingly, factor loadings, internal consistency reliability, convergent validity (see Table 6), and
discriminant validity (see Table 7) were evaluated using PLS algorithm (Hair Jr et al., 2020). As shown in Table 6,
after removing items that did not meet the criteria (i.e., WI2, CT1, BT4), the remaining items displayed strong factor
loadings, all exceeding 0.70 (Hair Jr et al., 2020). Internal consistency reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha
(e) and composite reliability, both of which exceeded the 0.70 threshold, indicating high reliability (Hair et al., 2020).

Table 6. Measurement Properties of Constructs

Items (from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) Loadings
Wishful identification (o = 0.83, CR = 0.89, AVE = 0.66)

WI1. “Leonardo DiCaprio is the sort of person I want to be like myself.” 0.86
WI2. “Sometimes [ wish I could be more like Leonardo DiCaprio.” Removed
WI3. “I would like to have the same job as Leonardo DiCaprio.” 0.77
WI4. “T would like to do the kinds of things Leonardo DiCaprio does in his life.” 0.74
WI5. “Leonardo DiCaprio is someone I would like to emulate.” 0.88
Celebrity trust (o = 0.81, CR = 0.87, AVE = 0.63)

CT1. “I consider Leonardo DiCaprio to be trustworthy.” Removed
CT2. “I respect Leonardo DiCaprio.” 0.83
CT3. “Leonardo DiCaprio approaches his job with professionalism and dedication.” 0.81
CT4. “Leonardo DiCaprio has integrity.” 0.80
CT5. “Overall, I can trust Leonardo DiCaprio.” 0.75
Brand trust (e = 0.85, CR =0.90, AVE = 0.66)

BT1. “Wandara is truthful.” 0.81
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BT2. “Wandara is safe.” 0.77
BT3. “Wandara is reliable.” 0.85
BT4. “I would trust Wandara.” Removed
BT5. “I rely on Wandara.” 0.88
Online purchase intention (a = 0.75, CR = 0.86, AVE = 0.66)

PI11. “It is likely that I will purchase the endorsed product of Wandara online.” 0.84
P12. “It is probable that I will purchase the endorsed product of Wandara online.” 0.77
P13. “It is possible that I will purchase the endorsed product of Wandara online.” 0.84

Note: a = Cronbach’s alpha, CR = composite reliability, AVE = average variance extracted.

Regarding the average variance extracted (AVE), Table 6 also demonstrates that every latent construct exceeds
0.50, thereby confirming convergent validity (Hair Jr et al., 2020). Finally, Table 7 shows that the square root of AVE
is significantly higher than the highest corresponding correlation with any other construct, indicating a high level of
discriminant validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).

Table 7. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables
M SD Kurtosis Skewness Q) 2 3) (@)

(1) Brand trust 505 091 0.29 -0.29 0.83

(2) Celebrity trust 510 0.90 132 -0.68 0.74 0.80

(3) Online purchase intention 5,04 0.92 3.04 -0.20 0.80 074 081

(4) Wishful identification 484 095 044 -0.20 074 079 078 081

Note: Bold diagonal elements are square root of AVE. Elements below diagonal elements are the correlations among
constructs. M = Mean; SD = Standard deviation.

Structural model. The structural model demonstrates good explanatory power, with celebrity trust (62%), brand
trust (54%), and online purchase intention (74%) having substantial prediction accuracy (Hair Jr et al., 2020). H4
posited that wishful identification positively affects celebrity trust, which is confirmed by our findings (8= 0.79,t =
25.00, p <.001). Likewise, our results supported H5, which postulated that trust from celebrity positively transferred
to trust in endorsed brand (8 =0.74,t=18.12, p <.001). With H6, H7, and H8, we proposed three potential predictors
of online purchase intention, including wishful identification, celebrity trust, and brand trust. Among them, only
wishful identification (8 = 0.37,t = 4.21, p < .001) and brand trust (8 = 0.44, t = 4.50, p < .001) were found to have
positive effects on online purchase intention, indicating that H6 and H8 were accepted. Meanwhile, our results did
not support H7 regarding the direct association between celebrity trust and online purchase intention (4 = 0.13,t =
1.26, p > .05).

Table 8. PLS Results

Effects p t-value
Control variables
Age — Online purchase intention -0.13* 249
Gender — Online purchase intention -0.06 0.81
Education — Online purchase intention 0.13 1.52
Income — Online purchase intention 0.08 1.55
Online purchasing frequency — Online purchase intention -0.10* 2.14
Facebook using frequency — Online purchase intention 0.06 1.10
Celebrity rumor — Online purchase intention -0.06 0.75
Main paths
H4: Wishful identification — Celebrity trust 0.79*** 25.00
H5: Celebrity trust — Brand trust 0.74%** 18.12
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H6: Wishful identification — Online purchase intention 0.37%** 421
H7: Celebrity trust — Online purchase intention 0.13 1.26
H8: Brand trust — Online purchase intention 0.44%** 4.50

Note: ***p <.001, **p<.01,*p<.05

Control variables. We controlled the effects of age, gender, education, income, online purchasing frequency,
Facebook usage frequency (Le & Ha, 2021; Le & Ngoc, 2024), and celebrity rumors. Among them, only age (8 = -
0.13, t =2.49, p < .05) and online purchasing frequency (4 = -0.10, t = 2.14, p < .05) had significant effects on online
purchase intention, indicating that older individuals and those with higher online purchasing frequency tend to have
lower intentions to shop online.

Post-hoc analysis of the trust transfer mechanism. The rejection of H7 set the tone for this study to further
conduct post-hoc mediation analysis to examine the trust transfer mechanism. Additional mediation analysis results
from PLS revealed a significant indirect effect of celebrity trust on online purchase intention via brand trust (5 = 0.36,
t = 4.04, p < .001). What is more, the effect of celebrity trust on online purchase intention was not statistically
significant (5 = 0.13, t = 1.26, p > .05) when brand trust was introduced as a mediator. Thus, we proposed that trust
transfer mechanism was effective as brand trust fully mediated the positive association between celebrity trust and
online purchase intention.

5. Discussion and conclusion
5.1. Discussion of findings

This study aims to answer two research questions. Regarding RQ1, through a 2>2 factorial online experiment,
we find that signals from high celebrity authenticity and sense of healthy fandom lead consumers to have greater
wishful identification with and trust in celebrities. Interestingly, we also observe positive interaction effects of these
signals on consumer perception toward celebrities. Specifically, when consumers perceive a sense of healthy fandom,
the effect of high celebrity authenticity on wishful identification and celebrity trust is amplified. High celebrity
authenticity acts as a positive signal (Moulard et al., 2014), which might reduce uncertainty and make consumers more
confident in their admiration and trust. When combined with a healthy fandom, this signal is further reinforced, as a
supportive and positive fan environment further validates the perception of celebrity authenticity. Consumers interpret
this co-occurrence as evidence that the celebrity is genuinely 6trustworthy and relatable, leading to stronger wishful
identification and trust.

However, in the presence of toxic fandom, the effect of celebrity authenticity diminishes. One possible
explanation is that toxic fan behavior creates noise that disrupts the signaling process (Taj, 2016), making it harder
for consumers to accurately interpret the celebrity’s authenticity. Uncertainty associated with such toxicity may also
lead to the so-called adverse selection, one key information asymmetry problem (Mavlanova et al., 2012). Adverse
selection occurs when consumers struggle to distinguish between a genuinely authentic celebrity and one whose
credibility is artificially inflated by overly loyal or aggressive fan behavior. We argue that rather than reinforcing
credibility, toxic fandom may cast doubt on whether the celebrity truly embodies the values they project, leading to
weaker identification and trust. This suggests that while celebrity authenticity is a strong signal, its effectiveness
depends on the broader social environment in which endorsement occurs.

In terms of RQ2, our findings indicate that wishful identification and brand trust positively influence online
purchase intentions toward the endorsed brand among consumers while celebrity trust does not. To provide a possible
explanation, post-hoc analysis sheds light on this respect as trust transfer is more than effective. Celebrity trust does
not directly influence online purchase intention, but instead, its effect is fully transferred through brand trust. This
suggests that while consumers may admire and trust celebrities, such trust only leads to purchasing intention if it
translates into trust in the brand.

Meanwhile, wishful identification reflects a deep psychological and aspirational connection between the
consumer and the celebrity (Koay & Lim, 2025). Consumers who strongly identify with a celebrity are more likely to
mimic their behaviors, including purchasing endorsed products. Unlike celebrity trust, which is based on a rational
assessment of credibility and honesty, wishful identification is emotionally driven (Lim et al., 2020). This emotional
connection may make it strong enough to drive purchasing intentions, especially in consumer decision-making.

5.2. Theoretical contributions

Four important contributions are made by our study. First, this study responds to the call made by Moulard et al.
(2015) and llicic and Webster (2016) for addressing the limited literature on celebrity authenticity (Kennedy et al.,
2021). We contribute to this stream by examining how perceived celebrity authenticity in celebrity endorsement within
SNS context influences consumer perceptions and subsequent online purchase intentions.
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Second, we enrich the literature on online fandom. While previous studies have focused on the darker aspects of
fandom (e.g., negativity), none has examined how the nature of fandom (e.g., healthy vs. toxic fandom) may affect
celebrities and the brands they endorse. This study is among the first to explore how online fandom contributes to the
effectiveness of celebrity endorsement. Thus, we provide an important first step in shedding light on a previously
unexplored aspect of online fandom literature, particularly in its co-occurrence with celebrity endorsement.

Third, and notably, this study is distinct from existing literature as it advances signaling theory by offering a fresh
perspective on the interactive effects of signals from celebrity endorsement. The theorized and experimentally
demonstrated interaction between celebrity authenticity and a sense of fandom is perhaps of this study’s most
interesting findings. Crucially, despite the assertion that “[a]cademics run into problems when thinking that the
signaling system is merely the aggregate of individual signaling decisions, as opposed to residing within a social
system where signals interact with each other and with the cognitions, feelings, and biases of multiple actors”
(Connelly et al., 2025, p. 51), most studies using signaling theory have glossed over “how these elements interact with
one another and what outcomes they jointly produce” (Connelly et al., 2025, p. 51). As such, this study represents the
pioneering efforts to explore the moderating effects of sense of fandom on the impact of celebrity authenticity on
wishful identification and trust development among consumers.

Fourth, this study also addresses previous research gaps and contributes to the literature on trust transfer
mechanisms. To the best of our knowledge, this is one of the first experimental investigations into the joint effects of
celebrity authenticity and a sense of fandom on consumers’ trust development and online purchase intentions. We
confirm the theoretical foundations of the trust transfer mechanism by demonstrating that the effectiveness of trust
transfer lies in its ability to leverage celebrity trust in a meaningful way, thereby building brand trust and ultimately
driving online purchase intentions.

5.3. Practical implications

Our participants were invited to take part in an experiment on celebrity endorsements on Facebook. However,
celebrity endorsements and online fandoms are prevalent across various SNS platforms, where celebrities engage with
fans and promote brands. Therefore, we believe our findings can be generalized to other SNS platforms, as similar
mechanisms of celebrity authenticity, fandom influence, and trust transfer are likely to apply across diverse SNS
environments.

First, we find that high celebrity authenticity and healthy fandom significantly increased wishful identification
and trust in celebrities. We also find positive interaction effects between these signals. As such, we recommend that
brands should collaborate with celebrities who exhibit high authenticity and maintain positive, healthy fandom on
SNS platforms. This enhances consumer trust in both the celebrity and the brand, leading to stronger brand trust and
purchasing intent. To mitigate risks from toxic fandoms, brands should encourage fans to support their favorite
celebrities without engaging in toxic behavior that might diminish the perceived credibility of the celebrity and
associated brands. Moreover, brands should also encourage community guidelines and promote positive fan
engagement by working with celebrities and fandom moderators.

Second, we find that celebrity trust alone did not directly influence online purchase intention, but its effect was
fully mediated through brand trust. Additionally, wishful identification and brand trust both had a direct positive effect
on online purchase intention toward the endorsed brand. Hence, we suggest that advertisements and campaigns should
portray celebrities in aspirational yet relatable roles that encourage consumers to identify with them. This emotional
connection can lead to a stronger likelihood of mimicking the celebrity’s purchasing behavior. Since celebrity trust
alone did not affect online purchase intention, brands must actively build trust in their own identity by emphasizing
shared values, transparent business practices, and quality assurances to ensure trust transfers from the celebrity to the
brand.

5.4. Limitations and future research

First, given the use of MTurk for data collection, all our participants were from the same country (i.e., the U.S.),
By doing so, we were able to avoid potential confounding effects of cultural differences by ensuring a culturally
homogeneous sample (Ha et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2022). However, this limitation restricts our understanding of
how cultural differences may influence the results. Future studies are encouraged to examine our framework across
different cultural contexts to provide a more comprehensive understanding.

Second, we used signaling theory and trust transfer theory as our theoretical framework, both of which provide a
strong foundation for understanding how consumers form perceptions (Connelly et al., 2011) and transfer trust (Xiao
et al., 2019) over time. Hence, these theories offer valuable insights for future longitudinal studies exploring how
signals (from signaling theory) and trust (from trust transfer theory) evolve and sustain over extended periods.

Third, we focused primarily on celebrity endorsements and online fandom within the context of SNS platforms.
As a result, we did not examine how signals from other sources, such as effectiveness of e-commerce institutional
mechanisms from platforms (Huang et al., 2022), may influence consumer perceptions and subsequent behaviors.
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Furthermore, we did not examine how trust in platforms may influence trust transfer mechanisms (Chen et al., 2015).
Additionally, we did not control for trust in SNS, which could potentially affect trust in the brand (Wang et al., 2021).
We recommend that future studies address these limitations to provide a more holistic understanding of the
phenomenon.
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APPENDIXES
Appendix A. Example of High Celebrity Authenticity Stimulus
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In a surprising turn of events, Holly- materials.

wood actor Leonardo DiCaprio has an-
nounced his endorsement of the out-
doors-oriented watch brand "Wandara".
The actor's decision has left both fans
and industry insiders intrigued, as it has
signfied his unique authentic alignment
with the brand's values.

Wandara, a brand symbolizing with
adventure and nature, seems like a suit-
able choice for DiCaprio, who is famous
for being an out-spoken advocate for en-
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vironmental issues throughout much of
his career. This endorsement exempli-
fies his commitment to bringing his true
adventurous self to the public sphere.

“A person of integrity, Leonardo
truly acts in a consistent manner with situation,” states Richard Thompson, congruence between his values
his held values, even if others criticize a social commentator. “The connect and this endorsement signifies
or reject him for doing so.” a sentiment  between his image and this endorse- the credibility of both him and
shared by numerous commentators. 7his  ment has left many feeling excit- the brand.”
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The surprising collaboration between Leonardo DiCaprio and Wandara.

endorsement is an opportunity to share ing.” Time will tell how this endorse-
his passion for adventure while remain- “He does place a good deal of im- ment will unfold, but for now, it is
ing true to his beliefs. portance on others understanding abold move that resonates with his
“It is easy for people counting on who he truly is," asserts Angela Sim- persona as a gentleman and an ad-
him being who he is regardless of the mons, a social commentator. “The venturer of style and substance.
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Wandara, a brand symbolizing with
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much of his career. The announcement
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manner with his held values, even if
others criticize or reject him for doing
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critics. This endorsement has led many
to question whether DiCaprio's decision
is rooted in financial gain rather than a
genuine connection to the brand's ethos.

“It is hard for people counting on
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him being who he is regardless of
the situation,” states Richard
Thompson, a social commentator.
“The disconnect between his image
and this endorsement has left many
feeling disillusioned.”

“He does not place a good deal of
importance on others understand-
ing who he truly is," asserts Angela
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Simmons, a social commentator.
“The incongruence between his
values and this endorsement un-
dermines the credibility of both
him and the brand.”

Time will tell how this endorse-
ment will unfold, but for now, it
challenges the authenticity in the
presence of financial temptations.
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Appendix C. Example of Healthy (left) and Toxic Fandom Stimuli (right)
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That's it. I'm gonna get outta here.

eescq s
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Like - Reply - 5d

Q) Jenny Lora Leo is my biggest idol. | do
admire Leo for his work and inspiration. |
understand that you have your own
opinions, but please be kind. And please
don't be harsh on someone just because
you couldn't feel their acts. C"
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e David Danny Hi, I've supported Leo for a
long time. | respect your point. However,
it's important to be remembering that
nobody is perfect, and celebrities are
also humans like us. | belive it would be
better if we focus on their positive impact
rather than criticizing their every move
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e Loren Hilderland It's OK. Their work just
doesn't impress you, so you may find
them a bit manufactured. Different
strokes for different folks, | guess.
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Harley Thomas I've never really understood the hype
around Leo. It's kinda funny how these fans fall for their
marketing ploy and defend every move they make. Wake
up, people! That's it. I'm gonna get outta here.
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Like - Reply . 5d

Q’ Jenny Lora You're such a stinky bad person. Leo is
MY BIGGEST IDOL and the most trustworthy man.
YOU SUCK. Hope one day karma bestows upon your
f words. WE DON'T NEED YA SO GET THE
F  OUTTAHERE!
w8

Like-Reply-5d
e David Danny You may call yourself a wise man for
not falling for this kind of manipulation? | shall call you

a joke!!! Don't ever be bad-mouthing my idol with your
false accusations. You son of a b .
L

Like - Reply - 5d
Q Loren Hilderland Such a sad sad disturbed person

you are and y'all supporting his comment is kinda
funny. Go away you rascal. You act like Leo and we
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give f care of your presence.
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