
Understanding Why Audiences 
Trust Influencers Over Brands

3 Key Psychological Principles

Influencer marketing leverages core psychological principles that drive trust and connection, making it 
more impactful than traditional brand advertising. Concepts like Focalism, the Halo Effect, and Narrative 
Transportation explain why audiences perceive influencers as relatable and trustworthy, ultimately 
leading to more authentic engagement with branded content. By understanding these principles, brands 
can create campaigns that resonate deeply with audiences, fostering genuine connections.

Focalism describes a cognitive bias in which audiences naturally focus on 
a prominent feature—such as the influencer’s appeal or endorsement—
when forming judgments about a brand or product.  This focus leads 
audiences to judge a brand or product primarily through the influencer’s 
lens, amplifying their trust in the brand based on the influencer’s 
perceived authority or relatability. 

Example:

Imagine a wellness influencer who has built a reputation for 
authenticity and shares a new product for improving sleep quality. 
Due to focalism, followers may overemphasize the influencer’s 
endorsement of the product—assuming it to be effective because the 
influencer is trusted for wellness advice—while potentially overlooking 
specific product details (e.g., scientific studies, ingredients). This bias 
leads followers to judge the product primarily based on the influencer’s 
reputation, which may enhance trust but can also overshadow other 
factors they’d normally consider when purchasing.

In influencer marketing, the Halo Effect refers to a cognitive bias where 
audiences extend their positive perception of an influencer to the products 
or brands they endorse. When an influencer is seen as knowledgeable, 
trustworthy, or relatable, these qualities naturally enhance how audiences 
perceive the products they promote. This creates a strong connection and 
credibility, encouraging audiences to view the product more favorably 
because of its association with a trusted and admired influencer.

  The Halo Effect

Example:

Consider a famous beauty influencer known for their expertise 
in skincare. When they endorse a new moisturizer, their followers 
will likely assume the product is effective and high-quality. This 
positive perception stems from the influencer’s reputation for 
skincare knowledge, leading audiences to trust the product based 
on their endorsement.

Focalism

Quick Checklist for Marketers

• Identify the Core Message: Determine the most crucial 
product feature or benefit the influencer should emphasize, 
ensuring it resonates strongly with the audience.

• Choose Influencers with Specific Expertise: Focus on 
influencers whose personal appeal or expertise naturally 
highlights your brand’s key selling point, such as wellness, 
sustainability, or innovation.

• Ensure Narrative Consistency: Collaborate with 
influencers to integrate your product into their content in a 
way that aligns seamlessly with their usual storytelling style, 
maintaining authenticity and relatability.

Quick Checklist for Marketers

• Align with Trusted Influencers: Partner with influencers 
with solid credibility and positive reputations in your 
product’s category (e.g., fitness, wellness, beauty).

• Reinforce Brand-Influencer Alignment: Select 
influencers whose values and content naturally align with 
your brand’s message to enhance audience trust.

• Encourage Personal Stories: Invite influencers to share 
genuine experiences with your product to strengthen the 
connection and credibility of their endorsement.

• Focus on Authority in Niches: Choose influencers 
recognized as knowledgeable or authoritative in a 
specific niche.

• Track Engagement Metrics: Evaluate how the 
influencer’s reputation translates into engagement and 
conversions for your product to measure their impact.
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It’s the person they like and trust. But what I would advise brands to do is to ask the influencer. Don’t 
tell them they must do the ad in specific ways. Find something that works for them…the influencer can 
really lean in and create a campaign they’re proud of and know their audience will engage with as well.

Influencer marketing campaigns can be so effective  
because it’s not the brands telling you to buy their products.

When influencers share personal stories or relatable experiences with 
a product, they create an immersive narrative that draws audiences in. 
This “transportation” effect increases emotional investment, making the 
audience more likely to remember the brand and take action.

Example:

Imagine a travel influencer sharing a detailed account of using a 
specific brand of hiking gear on a challenging trek. As they describe 
breathtaking landscapes, obstacles overcome, and the reliability of 
their gear, audiences feel transported into the journey. This emotional 
connection strengthens their trust in the product, as it becomes 
associated with the adventure and its positive outcomes.

Quick Checklist for Marketers

• Partner with Storytelling Influencers: Collaborate with 
influencers skilled at weaving compelling and relatable 
stories that engage audiences emotionally.

• Encourage Personal Experiences: Support influencers in 
sharing genuine, relatable experiences where the product 
plays a meaningful role in their journey or challenge they’ve 
overcome.

• Align Brand with Aspirational Narratives: Ensure your 
product integrates naturally into stories that reflect your 
brand’s values and inspire your target audience.

• Provide Narrative Prompts: Offer prompts or ideas that 
help influencers craft impactful stories while maintaining 
creative freedom, such as describing how the product 
solved a problem or enhanced an experience.

Narrative Transportation


