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Abstract:

Mukbang is a Korean word for ‘eating livestream’. As an emerging sub-genre of
internet influencers, Mukbang influencers has become the marketing tool for some
firms recently. In this paper, we will conduct a case study of small sized e-commerce
firms in China’s food industry. We explore firms’ perspectives towards the emerging
Mukbang phenomenon, aiming to find out which factors influence the adoption of
Mukbang influencer marketing by small firms. Our research results illustrate that the
main point of concern for companies is the lack of information about financial data
such as the average return on investment, and also the lack of information on
consumer preferences and consumer analysis. Opportunity, potential benefits,
uncertainty, resources available and the characteristics of the firms (or to be more
specific, the management team) are important factors that influence small firms’

marketing decisions to use or not internet influencer marketing.

Keywords: Web 3.0, Influencer marketing, Digital marketing, Mukbang, Parasocial

relationship, Influencer endorsement, Online eating
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1. Introduction

1.1 Context: Web 3.0 era and influencer endorsement

Internet influencers endorsement, compared to the traditional Celebrity endorsement!, is
a relatively new phenomena in the last decade with the rapid development of the internet. The
difference between internet influencer and celebrity is that influencers do not have to be
celebrities. Influencers are not necessarily active in real life per se, rather, Internet influencers
are actively online and are the key opinion leaders on the internet because of their special
skills (Duarenok and Hallanan, 2018: 5). Among many types of internet influencer,
Mukbang/eating live-streaming/vlogging influencers 2 is an emerging genre, which is
facilitated by the support of new technologies development and is encouraged by the changing

consumer behavior in the era of Web 3.0.

The impact of Social media, or social interaction platform on consumer’s lifestyles is
increasing dramatically in an era of the rapid development of new mobile communication
technologies couples with Internet evolution, the era of Web 3.0 (Rudman & Bruwer, 2016).
New mobile communication technologies in Web 3.0 era encouraged the emergence of a new
genre of internet influencers: live-streaming and vlogging influencers, which is a relatively
new phenomena compared to the traditional internet influencers who use texts and pictures as
their main way to reach the public. In the era of Web 3.0, online live-streaming’s, vlogging
and microblogging become ever more popular, suggesting a shift in consumer behavior that
people want to see more authentic and see-through content and feel more engaged with the
content, rather than simply sit there to be presented one-sidedly with contents (Tanser,
2010:12-13) In other words, as Bernhardt et al (2012: 130-137) and Erragcha & Romdhane,
(2014: 137-140) put it, an immersive customer experience becomes a key for marketing in
Web 3.0 Era. Under this context, live-streaming influencers and vlogging influencers, because
of their online activism, and ‘lively’ interactions with their followers, become an increasingly
important marketing tool for companies to reach the greater internet user masses. However,

due to the newness of the live-streaming and vlogging influencers, there is not much research

! This marketing method is definitely not a new thing, since it was already used by some Chinaware producers who endorsed
royal images to promote their products back in the 1760s (Madhav & Vemuri, 2004: 7)

2 Mukbang is a Korean word for ‘eating livestream’. It is often a video showing the process of eating, whilst talking and
providing comments on the food.



concerning how firms actually see them.? Therefore, this paper aims to focus on investigating

issues related to this new phenomenon.

1.2 E-commerce firms in China’s food industry: why relevant

We find China as an important case country to study the Mukbang phenomena,
because, as the word itself suggested, the phenomena emerged originally from South Korea in
recent years (Hakimey & Yazdanifard, 2015: 443-444). As the result, the Mukbang
phenomena became particular popular in East Asian region. In China particular, considering
the huge amount of internet users, Mukbang has even greater potential fan base. Because of
the main activity of Mukbang phenomena, it is almost certain that this kind of marketing
strategy is the potential choice of firms in food industry rather than anything else.

In an increasingly digital world, traditional media such as the press, radio and TV are
losing ground and the Internet is playing an increasing role. Chinese consumers, especially
those born in the digital era, are less focusing on the traditional advertising. Instead, they
spend more time online using their mobile phone, checking their social media information,
influencing and joining niche online communities. Information from eMarketer predicted that
in 2018 adults in China spend an average of 6 hours a day and 23 minutes, of which 55.5%
will go to digital media, including 47.1% of Internet access. The number of monthly active
users of the two largest social media platforms, WeChat and Weibo, is still growing
(Dudarenok, 2018). This increasing number of internet social media users make e-commerce
firms, who sell products via internet platforms, users of digital marketing strategies, and thus
potential users of Mukbang influencer marketing strategy. Moreover, as the second largest
economic entity in the world, China has the world's largest e-commerce market, and has more
e-commerce activity than any other country nowadays (Williams, 2018). According to a
recent report by Frost & Sullivan and Azoya Consulting, China’s consumer online
expenditure ‘is estimated to exceed £850bn in 2018. Chinese e-commerce market has
evolved into a variety of new trading patterns that are transforming and pushing the retail
business into a new era of online stores (ibid).

Among all the industries that have involved into e-commerce, in recent years, the
electronic commerce of fresh food in China has been very hot in particular. As reported, there
is a rising trend of people buying food directly from their houses that has fueled the Chinese
online food market (Ecommerce china agency, 2016). Nearly 59% of contemporary food

brands are based online (ibid). The Internet is the main source of information when a

3 This issue will be addressed further in the following literature gap paragraph.



customer is looking for information about a food brand (ibid). China's online environment
provides an opportunity to connect with sophisticated buyers, high transaction volumes, rapid
innovation and integration of social media, multimedia and other channels. Chinese
consumers are huge e-commerce fans and the rapid progress of the commercial food market is
evident.

Therefore, considering all the factors mentioned above, we believe that e-commerce
companies in China's food industry compared to the traditional offline retailor, is a subject
that is worthy for further investigation. It is interesting to investigate those e-commerce
companies in China’s food market as well as their perspectives towards this emerging
Mukbang phenomena. Categories such as fashion, media, entertainment and IT traditionally
dominate e-commerce whereas the food category is picking up in the e-commerce space. The
food and beverage e-commerce industry have huge potential, especially with the

unprecedented acceleration in China.

1.3 Literature gap, Research question and Purpose of this paper

Mukbang influencers represent a type of internet influencers. Influencer marketing is a
type of digital marketing. Therefore, both influencer marketing and digital marketing are the
two main fields that we reviewed. Besides, as the field of marketing in general is often
engaging with the field of consumer psychology, thus literatures that studied a theory called
‘para-social interaction theory’, which focus on investigating the relationship and interaction
between influencers and their followers, is also relevant to this paper. Moreover, due to
Mukbang influencers’ connection with the Web 3.0 technologies, literatures in this field is
also relevant in order to draw a more comprehensive picture of the context. Therefore, four
main fields of researches and literatures are reviewed in this paper: influencer marketing,
digital marketing, parasocial interaction theory* (PSI), and Web 3.0 literatures. The field of
digital marketing argues that small businesses can effectively use digital marketing and social
media marketing to promote their business and involve consumers in their brand (Taneja &
Toombs, 2014). Digital and social media strategies can help small businesses become visible,
viable and sustainable (Ibid). Both Influencer marketing and parasocial interaction theory
eventually demonstrated that the parasocial relationship between influencers and followers’
functions as a mediator between the brand and the follower-consumers, through which, brands

that endorse influencers can establish credibility and encourage purchasing behaviors.

4 This is a psychological theory which explains how the influencers ‘manipulate’ its followers



Marketing in Web 3.0 also focused on studying consumer demands and behaviors. All the
four fields of research together suggest that a Mukbang influencer with a certain number of
followers will benefit the firm in terms of increasing brand awareness and purchase
intentions. As a result, a firm is pushed by contemporary Web 3.0 trends to follow the current
consumer demands for more immersive experiences, meaning that when firms, regardless
their size, encounter the emerging Mukbang phenomena they are most likely to use those
influencers to market their products.

Marketing behavior involves two main aspects: consumers and marketer (firms).
However, apart from the field of digital marketing, other three fields of literatures focus on
studying consumers mainly whereas firms’ perspectives towards influencer endorsement are
often overlooked. Moreover, even though the field of digital marketing has discussed firms
and especially small firms, firm’s perspectives towards the emerging genre of Mukbang
influencers remain, nevertheless, underdeveloped. The problem for those theories is that,
when applied to the emerging Mukbang phenomena, there is few empirical evidences to
demonstrate that small sized companies will most likely use Mukbang/vlogging influencers.
There is no research that investigates what actually happens in practice. When cooperating
with the newly emerged Mukbang influencers, things might not function consistently with
what the theory has already suggested, especially for less resourceful small sized companies.
Consequently, it is of our interest to do an empirical research on firms’ perspectives towards
those influencers and make a contribution to the field of influencer marketing and digital
marketing. We notice that there is an empirical gap between literatures’ suggestions and
companies’ perspectives towards the new emerging Mukbang phenomena. In this light, one
research question is generated from the gap of the existing theory: What factors influence the
adoption of Mukbang influencer marketing by small sized e-commerce companies in China’s
food industry?

The purpose of this paper is to fill the empirical gap between theory and practice. We
aim to find out what factors influence the adoption of Mukbang influencer marketing by small
firms by investigating the overlooked firms’ perspectives in the existing literature where most
of the researches focused on studying consumer behaviors. Moreover, we will identify the
factors firms value the most when they are given the option to use livestream influencers and
the factors that might stop firms from using this strategy. As a consequence, we aim to make a
contribution to the empirical data pool of firm’s perspectives towards the emerging Mukbang

marketing, especially the small firms.



1.4 Findings

Our research results illustrate that the main point of concern for companies is the lack
of information on financial data such as the average return on investment and also the lack of
information on consumer preferences and consumer analysis. Opportunity, potential benefits,
uncertainty, resources available and the characteristics of the firms (or to be more specific, the
management team) are important factors that influence small firms’ marketing decisions to

use or not to use internet influencer marketing.

1.5 Structure of this paper

In section 2 we introduce all the literatures relevant to our research questions, generate
a theory model from all the literatures for future analysis and discuss the gap of those
literatures. In section 3 we discuss the methodology. We explain why we chose case study in
this paper and our data collection technique (interviews). We also explain how we selected
our sample firms and provide some details about the firms under investigation. Then, we
discuss the process of our data analysis, research quality. In section 4, we present our
interview results by sorting all the interview transcripts into several charts, summarizing them,
and analyze what those findings suggest. In section 5, we present the limitation of this paper,

conclude the whole paper, and make suggestions for future research.



2. Literature review

2.1 Influencer endorsement and Mukbang influencers in Web 3.0 era

2.1.1 Digital social media/marketing: effective marketing strategy

Mukbang influencers are under the category of influencer marketing, yet influencer
marketing is under the category of digital social media marketing. Therefore, before
introducing literatures about influencers, it is necessary to look at the more general field of
digital marketing in order to identify the category the influencer endorsement marketing
belongs. The emergence of social media as a marketing tool has changed how companies talk
to their customers and share information about their brands (A. L. Parsons & E. L. White,
2018). Consumers today use social media to communicate with businesses, which increases
consumer involvement (Araujo, Neijens, and Vliegenthart 2015). Social media allows
managers to continuously develop interactivity and engagement, in addition to awareness-
raising, and is a market research resource that enables businesses to improve their
performance. Social media tracking can help businesses create more effective promotional
material and social media content and improve business operations if the information they
receive is properly assessed and acted upon within a reasonable timeframe. (A. L. Parsons &

E. L. White, 2018).

In fact, nowadays, firms often ‘face internal and external pressures to adopt a digital
presence in social media platforms’ (Tiago & Verissimo, 2014: 703). In other words,
according to the literature, it almost becomes a must for firms to use social media platforms at
least as one of their marketing activities. Businesses often struggle and many only establish
social media by paying for advertising on social media sites or creating and maintaining pages
on various social media platforms (Hodis, Sriramachandramurthy, and Sashittal 2015).
Modern interactive marketing requires a deeper understanding of customers and their
behavior and how they want to communicate with the company and be able to provide a
personal experience that they find useful and attractive (Merlin David Stone, Neil David
Woodcock, 2014). If companies are seeking to establish mutually acceptable long-term
relationships with critical surfboards (such as sellers or customers), an alternative Internet
strategy is needed (Tiago and Verissimo, 2014: 705). Companies have always talked to their
clients; In this respect, the most important difference between the past and the present is that

online communication tools now allow customers to respond to businesses (Mangold &



Faulds, 2009). Scientists say the web can help build a brand, generate word-of-mouth and
verbal communication, buzz marketing, and crowdsourcing (Whitla, 2009). The Internet can
not only help you realize your marketing strategies, but also improve your business

performance (Eid & El-Gohary, 2011).

2.1.2 Celebrities, influencers, and influencer endorsement as marketing tool

Viral marketing, online word-of-mouth marketing, Buzz marketing and Celebrity
marketing, and influencer marketing are five essential types of digital marketing strategies
(Kirby, and Marsden, P., 2007: 198). Celebrity endorsement is a form of advertising that a
company uses a well-known person, using its popularity to help promote a product, service, or
brand. One of the marketing strategies that is considered to be very effective and profitable is
the “buzzwords” that influencers tend to create; this is how they become potential endorsers
(Patel 2016; Talaverna 2015). We created Figure 1 according to the literatures stated
previously to illustrate the relationship between each different marketing strategies. Internet
influencers should not be confused with Celebrities. The difference between the two is that
the influencers do not have to be celebrities. Internet influencers are common people in real
life who are, nevertheless, key opinion leaders on the internet because of their special skills

(Duarenok and Hallanan, 2018: 5)

Digital Marketing
strategies
|
| | | | |
. - Online word-of- . Celebrity Influencer
Viral marketing mouth marketing Buzz marketing

Blogging,
microblogging
influencers

V-loging, Live-

streaming — .Mukbang
. influencers
influencers

Figure 1

Influencers can affect the consumers’ behavior, encourage their purchasing power,
promote the identity of a brand and make it distinguishable (Amanda Spry, Ravi Pappu, T.

Bettina Cornwell, 2011). Celebrity endorsements are meant to be seen and heard via



television and broadcasting, but often not have the function to communicate (ibid). Internet
Influencers, on the other hand, answer the questions and discuss the points of interest with
community members in more detail. This group is ready to receive messages from the
influencer long before the brand comes on the scene. When the influencer produces a piece of
sponsored content, it’s part of an ongoing conversation the community is heavily invested in.
In the past few years people want to see more authentic and see-through marketing. It is
essential for the brands to enhance their identity and increase their credibility among the
consumers. In order to achieve this, they need to connect their customers with their brand

(Erdem, T. and Swait, J., 1998)

2.1.3 Mukbang/eating live-streaming influencers
According to Recktenwald (2017: 68), online live-streaming ‘is a new media genre that
combines the broadcast of an activity with cross-modal video-mediated communication’.
Among internet influencers who use blogging, microblogging, vlogging, and livestreaming as
their main activities and platforms of reaching to the public (mostly their followers),
Mukbang or Eating livestreaming influencers is a very recent phenomena compared to its
livestream counterparts such as game livestream influencers (the relationship is displayed in
Figure 1.). Mukbang is a Korean word for ‘eating livestream’. As the word itself suggested,
the phenomena emerged originally from South Korea in recent years (Hakimey &
Yazdanifard, 2015: 443-444). Mukbang is defined as a ‘livestream where a host eats while
interacting with viewers. The eater ‘speaks’ to the viewers while eating and the viewers ‘type’
to each other and to the eater through a live chat room’ (Choe, 2019: 171). By combining
bodies’ actions (eating performance), speech, and written texts under their videos, the
Mukbang show created an inter-communicating internet community (Choe, 2019: 171). This
kind of eating performance quickly spread from South Korea to other Asian countries such as
Japan and China where it became increasingly popular. Mukbang in China is called ‘Chibo’,
and it is not limited to ‘livestreaming’, but is also made into short videos, vlogs, and
microblogs that are posted on some of the most popular online social platforms such as
Douyin and Weibo. A famous Chinese hot pot brand called ‘Haidilao’ already raised a
successful marketing campaign via Douyin (Graziani, 2018).
This line of livestream influencers is new therefore there is not much literatures
available for study. However, Mukbang influencers do share some characteristics with other

types of internet influencers: its dependence on internet platforms, self-disclosure of the



influencers (Kim & Song, 2016: 570), creation of interactions with audience, and etc.
Therefore, despite of the newness of its content (eating performance), Mukbang influencers
can be, to some extent, understood through literatures that study other types of internet

influencers, which will be discussed in the following paragraphs.

2.1.4 Influencer endorsement marketing literatures

In this area of research, most of the literatures focused on investigating followers and
thus generated their conclusions based on quantitative researches such as online survey. We
classify those literatures into two types according to their contents and conclusions. The first
type of literatures use surveys investigates consumer perspectives and thus illustrate
influencers’ positive role in increasing brand awareness and in boosting sales. Social media
influencers are also described as third-party endorsers with the ability to form the audience’s
perspective through the use of social media platforms (Freberg, 2011). SMIs (Social Media
Influencers) are power users who can help your potential customers make a decision on
purchasing through social networks. Influencers gain followers and brand awareness by
creating promoting content on social media networks such as Facebook, Instagram, YouTube,
and Twitter. Influencers find themselves in the midst where brand ambassadors are becoming
more and more prominent. They are the same consumers of services and goods, but have
between a few thousand to several million followers on Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat and
Facebook. According to Aaker (1991), awareness of a brand signifies the way the identity of
the brand is conceived in the consumer’s mind. Such awareness appears to be very important
for the consumers in order to be able to relate to the brand, recognize its qualities and
eventually become loyal customers (Pappu and Quester, 2006).

The second type of literatures demonstrate the importance for firms to choose effective
influencers. Trademark representatives typically choose different effects for their campaigns.
Consumers engage more in discussions about goods or services when the opinion leaders are
speaking. The opinion leaders are also users, so they can describe the product to other users.
Today opinion makers influence almost all areas of life. They influence our decisions to buy
one or another item, go to an event, an exhibition, a restaurant and travel to a certain part of
the world. New technologies are the most attractive and the younger generation is most
important to them; In order to achieve this, it is necessary to choose the right channel; social
networks. According to Gillin (2008) there are many factors that make the market more and

more popular. These factors range from careful evaluation criteria such as content quality to



highly measurable factors, including page views and search categories. With these media
platforms growing rapidly, these criteria must change. In terms of an influential target, the
influencers of social media are struggling to improve relationships with key audiences by
improving business/brand reputation, promoting customer awareness of their online activities

and asking for customer feedback and comments (Booth and Matic, 2011).

2.1.5 Limitation of influencer endorsement marketing and digital marketing literatures
Despite that the empirical survey/interview research around follower-consumers in the
field of influencer marketing proves that there is a positive effect of influencer endorsement
on brand credibility, increasing buying intention etc. Most of the literatures in the field of
influencers marketing lack engagement with a solid theory which could explain why
endorsing internet influencers as a marketing method is effective on ‘manipulating’
consumers. In this case, we extend our study and review a field of research called ‘parasocial
interaction theory’ in order to complement the influencer marketing field, and thus to generate

a more comprehensive picture of influencer marketing.

2.2 Parasocial interaction theory: Why consumers can be ‘manipulated’

There are two objectives when considering the phenomena of internet influencers:
influencers and their followers. There is a specific theory that looks into the relationship
between the two: Parasocial interaction theory (PSI) or Parasocial relationship theory. This is
a term firstly defined by Donald Horton and Richard Wohl in 1956 to ‘refer to a kind of
psychological relationship experienced by members of an audience in their mediated
encounters with certain performers in the mass media, particularly on television. Regular
viewers come to feel that they know familiar television personalities almost as friends’
(Chandler & Munday, 2016).

The PSI was originally introduced in the field of psychology, media and social
communication, focusing on the relationship between celebrities and their followers. Most of
the literatures in the field of psychology, media and communication focused on investigating
both the physical and psychological influence that such an ‘imagined’ one-sided relationship
imposes on followers, especially the influence on the adolescents. Those literatures
investigated the associations between adolescents’ emotional and physical aspects of
parasocial romantic relationships with media figures and examine how the image of

celebrities can influence adolescents’ self-recognition, and identified the negative results such

10



as adolescents’ anorexia (Erickson & Cin, 2018: 111-134; Hoffner, 2007Tukachinsky &
Dorros, 2018:329-343).

However, with the rapid development of internet and mobile platforms in the past two
decades, the forms of social interaction increased dramatically, extending beyond radio and
televisions. Therefore, PSI is now widely adopted by scholars from many other fields of
research where social celebrity, internet influencers and their followers are involved. PSI is
used as a theoretical tool to demonstrate the impact (both positive and negative) of parasocial
relationships to followers. For instance, in politics, quantitative researches suggest that higher
PSI can generate stronger support for the advocated position and increased likelihood for
attitude and likelihood of behavior change (Schartel Dunn, 2018: 117-132).

For the purpose of our research, here we focus on reviewing the literatures that involve
parasocial interaction theory in areas that are related to internet influencers. In general, all the
literatures focus on investigating followers and thus generate their conclusions based on
quantitative researches such as online survey. We classify those literatures into three
categories according to their contents and conclusions. The first category of literatures proves
that self-disclosure of influencers and followers has the effects that can enhance followers’
feeling of social presence and thereby positively affecting parasocial interaction with
influencers (Kim & Song, 2016: 570-577)

The second category of literatures use quantitative data to demonstrate that parasocial
relationships between influencers and followers can often have positive influence on brands
that endorse influencers in terms of increasing trustworthiness, brand credibility, perceived
enjoyment, impulse buying tendency, and purchase intension (Chung & Cho, 2017: 481-495;
Xiang et al, 2016: 333-347; Kirvesmies, 2018; Gong & Li, 2018).

The third category of literatures argues that parasocial interaction theory can be used
as a theoretical lens for designing successful social media strategies since PSI is proved to
have a positive role in fostering the relationship outcomes between brands and consumers (as
the results showed by the second category of literatures). This category of literatures also
argues that the higher levels of audience participation, the higher the credibility, and thus
providing guidance for companies on choosing effective internet influencers to develop
relationships with consumers and enhance their brand evaluations (Labrecque, 2014: 134-148;
Liu et al, 2019: 419-436; Munnukka et al, 2019: 226-234).

To conclude, PSI literatures provides explanations on how the psychological
parasocial relationship functions to ‘manipulate’ follower-consumers, which complemented

the field of influencer marketing by providing a solid theoretical lens. Both field of studies
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(field of Influencer marketing and field of PSI) demonstrate that the parasocial relationship
between influencers and followers’ functions as mediator between brand and follower-
consumers, through which, brands that endorse influencers can establish credibility and
encourage purchasing behaviors. However, before moving to generate suggestions through
both two fields of researches, it is also necessary to stress another important concept of this
paper: Web 3.0 as it provides a vital platform to the main subject of this paper (Mukbang
livestreaming influencers). It is important to look what literatures mentioned about the
consumer demands and behaviors in the Web 3.0 era because despite of the similarities, live-
streaming and vlogging do create a different form of interaction compared to the traditional

picture and texts.

2.3 Web 3.0: new consumer demands and behaviors

2.3.1 What is Web 3.0?

Modern business cannot exist without IT. Most experts have already recognized that the
Internet is changing, that dynamic processes are taking place there and that business cannot
miss the opportunity to take advantage of these changes (Keyes, 2000). Not only the Internet
has changed, but all areas have been linked to the Internet in one way or another such as
business models, the emergence of new products, the behavior of businesses - all of which
have led to the emergence of a new on-line business. Business leaders have realized that
having hundreds of millions of companies connected to one online system is very profitable.
John Markoff mentioned the term Web 3.0 for the first time in the New York Times in 2006.
Web 3.0 is a term designed to describe the evolution of web usage and interaction that

involves transforming the web into a database.

2.3.2 Influence of Web 3.0 over consumers

Human-Computer interaction scholar Moira Burke differentiated between three types of
online communication: ‘(1) targeted, composed communication (text written for a specific
person, such as a wall post or comment; (2) ‘one-click’ communication (such as a “like” or
“favorite” on an SNS); and (3) composed, broadcast communication (such as a status update,
blog post, or tweet aimed at a wide audience (Burke & Kraut, 2016: 265-281). Burke’s

research suggests that among these three types of communication, targeted composed
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communication proved to be the one that can utilize peoples’ sense of happiness and sense of
connection (psychological well-being) (ibid). The Mukbang live-streaming influencers use
not only the targeted composed communication strategy but a rather more ‘lively’ targeted
composed communication as live-streaming platforms enable those influencers to actually
talk to the followers.

Under the context of Web 3.0, the impact of Social media, or social interaction
platform on consumer’s lifestyle is increasing dramatically in an era of the rapid development
of new mobile communication technologies couples with Internet evolution (Tasner, 2010:11-
12). As argued above, there is a shift in consumer behavior since people demand more
immersive online experience, want to see more authentic and see-through content and feel
more engaged with the content, rather than simply sit there to be presented one-sidedly with
contents (Bernhardt et al, 2012: 130-137; Erragcha & Romdhane, 2014: 137-140; Rudman &
Bruwer, 2016:132-154;). Web 3.0 technologies such as smartphones and platforms enable
‘targeted composed communication’ behavior, making it ever more convenient and frequent.
Online influencers are supported by such a convenience and engage with their followers more
often, which make them become ever more popular.

In this light, we argue that Web 3.0 platform further developed the parasocial
relationship through live videos, sounds and eating performance. In the original theory,
followers can develop a one-sided psychological relationship (a friends-like one or even a
romantic one) when they encounter with certain performers on television (Chandler &
Munday, 2016). Now, under the convenience of online communication provided by Web 3.0
technologies and platforms, live-streaming/vlogging influencers provide their followers a
more intimate and personalized experience through a more lively-targeted composed
communication action. Throughout the whole process of eating performance, they actually
obtain an increasing ‘power of manipulation’ over their followers. The strengthened
parasocial relationship between live-streaming/vlogging influencers and their followers might

suggest an even greater effectiveness in marketing.

2.4 Theoretical model and Gap of literatures

In order to make it clearer about how the four fields that we reviewed influence each
other and thus produce the research result as we discussed above, we make a theoretical
model that we called ‘The actors and the competencies theory model’ (Figure 2) to illustrate

the process of influencer marketing in-depth. The theoretical model shows that in the process
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of using influencer marketing, firms ‘manipulate’ consumers through using the parasocial
relationships between consumers and influencers, which is now further enhanced by the Web
3.0 technologies, and thus to generate positive marketing results (increase brand credibility,

increase buying intention, etc.).

Our theoretical model explains influencer angle and the nuances of the relationship
shared by the actors and the competencies. In model the alternate path taken by the customer
to have a buying intention through basic needs and brand discovery probably through ads or
through the internet in general. Here, we can notice that it is a two-way arrow between the
customer and influencer as it’s more of an interaction and some sort of a relationship we talk
about between these two entities, aided by PSI and Web 3.0. Therefore, when we talk about
promoting a product, the influencer and the company takes in the strategies of digital
marketing and influencer marketing in order to successfully execute them and create a desire
for the product. That’s why we can see them outside the loop as they are merely strategies
undertaken and not an actor or a stage gate. Moreover, we can find increased brand credibility
outside the box because only in this sub loop of the customer being influenced is where the
question of increased credibility comes in. They might think since their favorite influencers
endorses it, then it must be good. In other words, the parasocial relationship comes in and
directly satisfies consumers’ psychological needs. As the result, the increased credibility helps
shift the curve a little bit more where skeptics and the conservatives start buying it earlier than

expected.

‘ Consumers \ >

Web 3.0 Technology
Enhanced PSI

Digital Marketing
Influencer
Marketing

[ Influencers J

Figure 2 ‘The actors and the competencies theory model’
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Even though the core relationship between firms and the emerging Mukbang
phenomena that are under investigation in this paper falls into the right-side part of our
theoretical model, as illustrated in figure 3, due to the interactivity of each subjects, every
field need to be considered to generate a comprehensive suggestion. Therefore, to summarize,
the above four field of researches: influencer marketing, digital marketing, parasocial
interaction theory, and Web 3.0. all suggesting that based on the consumer analysis, digital
marketing becomes an inevitable trend for firms to use as their primary key marketing
approaches. Firms will tend to explore and utilize areas within the field of digital marketing.
Influencers, because of their far more frequent interaction with consumer-followers can forge
an even stronger Para social relationship with the public and thus have even greater potential
influence over consumers online than traditional celebrities. Moreover, because of its
relatively cheaper price, small firms are expected to use influencer marketing than celebrity
marketing. Due to the enhanced manipulation power of the influencer over their followers in
Web 3.0 era, a Mukbang influencer with certain amounts of followers> will benefit to the
firm. Moreover, a firm is pushed by contemporary Web 3.0 trends to follow the current
consumer demands for more immersive experiences. As a result, we predict that when
encountering the emerging Mukbang phenomena, firms will most likely use those influencers

to market their products.

[ Influencers ]

Figure 3

However, we argue that the problem of those existing literatures is one issue:

concentration on consumers. As argued above, both Influencer marketing and parasocial

5 Though the ‘amount’ is not clear
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interaction theory eventually demonstrated that the parasocial relationship between
influencers and follower functions as mediator between brand and follower-consumers,
through which, brands that endorse influencers can establish credibility and encourage
purchasing behaviors. Marketing in Web 3.0 also focused on studying consumer demands and
behaviors. Yet, there is a little literature that studied firms. Most of the literatures lack
investigation especially from the marketer side. All the literatures, especially those who
provide guidance for companies on choosing effective internet influencers to develop
relationships with consumers and enhance their brand evaluations, are argued based on the
assumption that there would be no possible problems of the firms in practice. For instance,
Gong and Li (2018) addressed the issue that ‘companies have begun to utilize celebrity micro
bloggers to promote their brands and products because the microblog has become an
influential social media channel in people’s daily lives’, and yet their research focused on
doing survey on followers’ behaviors. In other words, the problem is that, when applied to the
emerging Mukbang phenomena, there is few empirical evidences that can demonstrate that
small sized companies will most likely use Mukbang/vlogging influencers. As the
consequence, this paper aims to investigate firms’ perspectives towards Mukbang marketing,
their practical concerns, and factors that influence firms’ decisions to use or not to use the

Mukbang influencers as their marketing technique.
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3. Methodology

This section clarifies the research approach that this paper employs, sampling
technique, choice of cases (sample firms), and data analysis approach. In 3.1, we justify the
use of case study strategy in this paper. In 3.2, we explain the data collection technique of this
paper and how we conduct the whole data collection process. In 3.3, we demonstrate the
sample selection method for the paper, and provide details of the sample firms. In 3.4, we
discuss the data analysis method of our research. In 3.5, we address the issue of research

quality.

3.1 Case study strategy

Case study is one of the strategies for qualitative research. Robson (2002:178) defines
case study as ‘a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a
particular contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context using multiple sources of
evidence’. As Yin (2003: 6) argued, case study is suitable for exploratory research. The
purpose of this paper, again, is to ‘investigate’ what factors influence the adoption of
Mukbang influencer marketing by firms under investigation, which makes the research itself
an exploratory one in nature. Therefore, we think that case study is suitable for the purpose of
this paper. Case study can help to explore questions that we do not have any clue of the
answers and contribute to in-depth understanding of how firms under investigation actually
think about Mukbang phenomena. However, we do recognize that there are certain problems
with the qualitative case study compared to the quantitative methods. The limitations of the
case study will be discussed further in the conclusion.

In addition, we conduct a multiple-cases study instead of a single case study.
According to Yin (2003), a multiple-cases study’s rationale, ‘focuses on the need to establish
whether the findings of the first case occur in other cases and, as a consequence, the need to
generalize from these findings.” As a consequence, we argue that a multiple-cases study
compared to the single case study, can help our research gain more knowledge concerning
firms’ perspectives during the process of making a decision about the use of Mukbang

influencers to market products.

3.2 Data collection technique: Interviews
An interview is one of the data collection techniques for qualitative research method.

As we argued above, the nature of the research in this paper is exploratory and we do have a
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particular question to ask (what factors firms are concerned about). Moreover, our research
question is also formulated by concentrating attention to the companies’ side. According to
Robson (2002: 59), in an exploratory study, semi-structured interview can be helpful to ‘find
out what is happening [and] to seek new insights. Therefore, a semi-structured interview that
often contains ‘a list of themes and questions to be covered’ (Saunders et al, 2009: 352), is
used in this paper.

The interview has seven main questions in order to guide the whole interviews (see

Appendix 1: interview guide). There are more questions according to the conversation,

however, we make sure that these seven questions are always asked. All the questions are
designed according to our theory model in 2.4., and are also designed to find the answer for
our research question. In the following table (Table. 1), we provide explanation for the
purpose of each question in the right column, and we place the corresponding concepts from

our theory model in the left column.

Table 1 - Theories and the corresponding interview questions

CONCEPTS QUESTIONS

DIGITAL Question 1 explores firms’ perspectives towards digital marketing in

MARKETING | general.

THEORY

DIGITAL Question 2 asks about firms’ previous marketing strategies.

MARKETING

THEORY Question 3 asks if firms know the Mukbang phenomena.

INFLUENCER | Question 4 asks if firms have used or are considering to use Mukbang

MARKETING | influencers and explore firms’ motivations for using or not using

THEORY AND | Mukbang influencers.

WEB 3.0

RESEARCH Question 5 and Question 6 are designed to investigate the main research

QUESTION question of this paper: factors about Mukbang influencer marketing that
firms are concerned about in practice.

FUTURE Question 7 asks about firms’ perspectives towards the future of Mukbang

PERSPECTIVE | influencer marketing.

Due to the geographic constraints, the interviews were conducted via internet (an
internet and internet mediated, electronic interviews) (Saunders et al, 2009: 352). The

interviews are conducted through online calls such as one of the most popular social media
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platforms in China: “°"WeChat’’. Each interview is recorded by another mobile device. The
interviews are conducted in Chinese due to the requirements of most of the firms, and the
records are translated and transcribed into English after all the interviews are done. This might
lead to certain problems such as the loss of certain information and the interpretation bias
during translation (Ibid). Therefore, we try to restore all the information as accurately as

possible especially the key information that we use to generate key words for understanding.

3.3 Sample selection

3.3.1 Small sized e-commerce firms in China’s food industry

The research question of this paper is: What factors influence the adoption of Mukbang
influencer marketing by small sized e-commerce companies in China’s food industry. Now
that the reason for choosing the case country, e-commerce firms and the case industry are all
clarified, there is only one remaining issue: how do we define small sized firms and why those

firms in particular?

According to Hillary (2017:10), it is often the case that SMEs are the most important
sector of one country’s economy. As is the case in China, statistics provided by China
Statistical Yearbook showed that, in 2015 SMEs made up about 97.9% of all registered
companies in China, whose revenue was 62% of the total, and profit 63.4% of the total
(Ecovis, 2017). However, as the European Commission (2016) put it, SMEs are often less
resourceful. This implies that, to many SMEs, especially small firms or even micro firms, the
resources that can be put into marketing use are often limited, which might lead to the
necessity for extra cautious consideration when making market decisions compared to the
giants. It is such a significant percentage that SMEs take up China’s economy, as well as the
vulnerability of most of the SMEs, that makes investigating them more meaningful. To put it
another way, due to the limitation of resources available for marketing use, there is possibility
for the SMEs, that we investigate, to hesitate about the use of the emerging Mukbang

influencers due to is newness and thus uncertainty.

According to Ecovis (2017), the definition of an SME (Small and Medium
Enterprises) in China is much more complex than many other countries. The categorizing of
SME’s is based on the SME Promotion Law of China, which was published in 2003, and the
classification depends on the industry category in terms of the number of employees, their
sales, and assets’ (ibid). Due to the fact that there is no available information about e-

commerce firms, we used the definition of retail firms. In addition, considering the fact that
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asking one firm’s revenue and profit might be sensitive, our criteria for small firms include

the number of employees; small enterprises are firms that have less than 100 employees.

3.3.2 Sampling, sample size and sample firms

The sample section technique used in this paper is a non-probability one. According to
Saunders et al (2009: 213), non-probability sample is often used in qualitative research and is
used to answer the questions such as ‘what’ and ‘how’ (ibid), which is also consistent with
our research question. In terms of the selection of sample firms, we face difficulty in finding
firms and in contacting them to get their permission for an interview. This is because most of
the small sized e-commerce firms are scattering in different online retail platforms, where we
can only contact the third-party consumer services who refused to provide further contact
information of firms. Moreover, culture is another barrier for us. We did find two firms and
tried to contact them but they were not willing to give interviews but questionnaires instead.
This behavior could be justified by the ‘shyness’ in the Chinese culture and one can assume
that interviews conducted from strangers often make Chinese people feel uncomfortable.

As a consequence, we deployed a ‘snowball sampling’, which is to ‘make contact with
one or two cases in the population, and then ask these cases to identify further cases’
(Saunders et al, 2009: 240). We have an acquaintance, a CEO of a small ecommerce firm,
whom we interviewed and asked to help us connect with other firms as well. Although this
technique has relatively low possibility for cases being representative (ibid, 237), our purpose
is not to find representative samples and generate theory but to make contribution to the
empirical data pool. We argue that each case can contribute its own value to the empirical
knowledge pool of firms’ perspectives towards the emerging Mukbang phenomena, making
the problem of low representativeness irrelevant to our research.

In total, we obtained eight interview permissions. Therefore, the sample size of this
paper is n=8. All the firms that we interviewed are small sized ecommerce firms in China’s
food industry, meaning that those firms sell food and beverages (produced by the firm,
produced by others, or both) via online platforms (either via firms’ own platforms or via a
third-party platform). Those firms are: a coffee-related product retailer, an agricultural
products retailer, a Japanese snacks retailer, a Dim sum retailer, a ready-to-eat food retailer, a
snack retailer, a hand-made dessert retailer, and a meat related product retailer. The detailed
information about the firms and the positions of the interviewees in their firms are presented

in Table 2.
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Table 2 - Description of the interviewees

Founder* Industry Size Position of the
Interviewee in the firm

Interviewee A | Coffee-related | 95 Founder and CEO
product employees
retailer

Interviewee B | Agricultural 32 Founder and CEO
products employees
retailer

Interviewee C | Japanese 15 Marketing manager
snacks retailer | employees

Interviewee D | Dim sum 27 Founder and CEO
retailer employees

Interviewee E | Ready-to-eat | 89

food retailer employees

Marketing manager

Snack retailer | 97
employees

Interviewee F Marketing executive

Interviewee G | Hand-made 12 Founder and CEO

dessert retailer | employees

Interviewee H | Meat related | 49 Marketing manager
product employees
retailer

*The names of the interviewees are not presented in order to maintain their anonymity.

We were able to interview all the interviewees during their off-duty time, which made
the conversation less stressful. The average length of each interview was about 15 to 20
minutes. Each interview was conducted in Chinese via the internet call function of a mobile
phone application called WeChat (a famous Chinese private communication application that
is equivalent to Messenger or WhatsApp). Each interview was recorded by another mobile
phone. After all the interviews were finished, we translated each interview in English and

made a transcript for each interview.

3.4 Data analysis

Qualitative data is defined as non-digital data that cannot be quantified and is the
result of many research methods; it includes the main purpose of the study and the steps of

diagnosis, planning, action and evaluation of the data collected. Data can be formatted in
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many forms, such as online qualitative questionnaire, short open questions, in-depth

interviews and policy archives (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 480).

In order to analyze the accumulated interview data, we follow the general and
common strategies, theories of the basis. In a well-founded theory we manage to organize
large and, in many cases, repeated data that occurred throughout the interviews (Bryman &
Bell, 2011, p. 571). Our main goal is to explore firms’ perspectives towards the emerging
Mukbang influencer marketing: why firms choose to use or not to use it, and most
importantly, factors to be concerned in practice, as well as some hints about the future of
Mukbang influencer marketing. In terms of the presentation of our data, we create several
tables (in section 4.1.): the left columns are the key words that we summarized from the
answers of our interviewees, and the right column is the quotation from the transcripts that are

corresponding to the key words that we summarized.

3.5 Research Quality

Reliability is an important criteria to assess research quality (Bryman and Bell, 2011).
Reliability is an opportunity to repeat a study to find the same result (ibid). This term is
commonly used to describe whether the tools for business and management concepts (e.g.
organizational efficiency, teamwork, employee motivation) are consistent (Bryman & Bell
2011). Saunders et al. (2016) highlights the threats to the credibility we have taken into
account when collecting data; bias of participants, bias of participants, researcher's mistake,
bias of researchers. In the event of a participant's mistake, we chose the most appropriate time
for the interview participants and gave us the necessary time to get the best result; In addition,
before we started the interview, we made sure that the interviewees maintained their
anonymity. We have tried to maintain a high level of professionalism before and during the
interviews with regard to the mistakes and bias of the researchers and to accurately transfer all

the responses received during the interview (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 203).
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4. Results

4.1 Presenting the results

We make tables and figures to help present firms’ perspectives clearly. For tables, in
the left columns, we summarize the main contents extracted from all interviews and translate
them into key words that can represent those main contents, and in the corresponding right
columns, we put some of the original extracts of transcripts of the interviews as example
quotations for every key word that we summarized®.

Table 3 -shows the information provided by our interviewees concerning their
perspectives towards digital marketing in general. All the firms we interviewed consider
digital marketing as an inevitable marketing trend, which is currently rising rapidly due to the
rapid popularization of mobile devices and the development of internet that facilitate the flow
of information. They believe that digital marketing is a key marketing strategy for them to
understand consumer behaviors, satisfy consumer demands and exploit markets. As the
interviewees said, especially in countries like China where almost every commercial activity
is related to mobile devices, people do not even need to take their credit cards or wallets with
them since they can pay via their mobile phone easily. Under this circumstance, firms need to
utilize digital marketing and explore more channels of digital marketing in order to get ahead

of the heated competition.

Table 3

Key words Firms’ perspectives towards digital marketing in general (example
quotations)

“digital marketing is not only the primary marketing strategy for us as e-commerce company,
but also most of the companies. [...] With the increasing popularity of online shopping, and
the number of mobile devices users, digital marketing is definitely a key to every company.”--
-- Interviewee B

Key “I think that it is an inevitable trend for all firms to redirect their primary marketing strategy

. to digital marketing, I dare to say, at least in China.”--- Interviewee D

marketing

strategy and | “Digital marketing is definitely becoming a major trend for every company. We are in an era
. where mobile devices occupy most parts of our daily lives, which make taking part in digital

a marketing : : 2

world to reach to consumers become an essential marketing strategy to every company.”----
trend Interviewee G

“I do think that digital marketing is taking the place of traditional TV and other types of
advertisement to become the primary marketing strategy for most of the firms.” ----
Interviewee H

6 Not all relevant quotations are presented in the tables due to the limitation of space.
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“It is a huge opportunity for us as e-commerce company to utilize digital marketing.”---
Interviewee A

Opportunity

to exploit “people no longer have time to watch TV advertisement or any other traditional

markets advertisement. The time for leisure is fragmented, resulting to the fact that we use mobile
phones for leisure more often as phones are easier to use and not constrained by space (like
TV does).”----- Interviewee D
“digital marketing is a target oriented and direct marketing strategy compared to the
traditional marketing strategies.”-- Interviewee F
“Nowadays digital marketing becomes increasingly important to Chinese firms because of the
changing consumer behavior of the Chinese consumers”

Important

for firms to “especially in countries like China where people can almost do everything through their

¢ili mobile phones, if you want to sell your products, you must utilize digital marketing.”
utuize

“If one company wants to get ahead of its competitors in generating consumer flows, that
company need to be skilled in the application of digital marketing.”

Nevertheless, despite that all firms recognized the increasing importance of digital

marketing, two out of eight firms did not use influencer marketing of any kind but rather

online word-of-mouth marketing and online celebrity marketing (see Figure 4). For them, the

previous influencer marketing strategies (blogging/microblogging) is less effective and the

economic return is not worthy for investment. However, most of the firms that we interviewed

have more or less adopted influencer marketing strategies. The influencer-marketing

strategies that all six firms used were traditional blogging/micro blogging influencers and two

of them adopted video influencers (v-logging and live-streaming influencers).

Kind of Influencers used by Firms

Blogging/microblogging only
Blogging/microblogging and V-logging/live-streaming

Never (used others: online Word-of-mouth and online Celebrity marketing)

Figure 4

When firms that used digital marketing asked if they knew the Mukbang phenomenal,

all replied positively. As an emerging genre under live-streaming/v-logging influencer

marketing, Mukbang influencer marketing is under the investigation of many firms. However,

when asked if they have used or if they are going to use Mukbang influencer, three out of the
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eight firms said that they are not considering to use Mukbang influencer marketing strategy
(see Figure 5). These three firms provided three reasons for not using Mukbang influencer
marketing strategy (see Table 5): fear for uncertainty, concern for the limited effectiveness of
Mukbang marketing, and also the concern for firm’ s inability to control the organization of

the whole Mukbang marketing process.

Intension to use Mukbang marketing

N\

Not considering to use Conseringtouse = Have already used
Figure 5
Table 5
Key reasons Problem of Mukbang Marketing (reasons for not using

it) (Example quotations)

“We think that Mukbang influencer marketing remains being an
uncertain field. We won’t consider to use it until we are able to obtain
more practical information about Mukbang influencer marketing.”---
Interviewee B

Fear for uncertainty

Concern for the limited . . .

. “However, we are still not sure of Mukbang influencers. Since
effectiveness of Mukb ang Mukbang influencers target for a specific group of users, which is
marketing relatively niche, meaning that the effectiveness of spreading the brand
name to the public might be limited.”---Interviewee A

Concern for firm’ s “We are currently not considering to use it. Because the application of
. ey Mukbang influencer marketing involves creative design, mediator
lnablhty to control the purchase management and effects management, which is a
organization of the whole | complicated process, our management team thought that our company

. do not have the ability to control the organization of the whole
Mukbang marketmg Mukbang marketing process at present. We need more information as
process well as reassurance of the reliability of both the platforms and the
Mukbang influencers.”---Interviewee F

For the rest of the five companies, it seems that uncertainty and concerns for those
three firms do not prevent firms from attempting to use Mukbang influencer marketing. One
firm has already used Mukbang influencers to market products and the rest said that they are

considering to use Mukbang influencers. We summarized their motives for considering to use
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Mukbang influencer strategy (as showed in Table 6). The first reason is to accumulate more

information through experimental use of Mukbang marketing, which can help the firm to

explore this new marketing channel. The second reason is that firms see Mukbang influencer

marketing as a new channel to reach to the greater public mass and thus to generate consumer

flows and forge a purchase power. Moreover, in opening up a new marketing channel, firms

diversify their marketing approaches to reduce risks. Then the third reason is that Mukbang

influencer marketing is considered by firms a cheaper marketing strategy, which has

nevertheless, a relatively fair conversion rate, conversing fan base to firms’ incomes.

Table 6

Key reasons

Drives for using Mukbang Marketing
(Example quotations)

Accumulate more
information through
experimental use of
Mukbang marketing

“We are considering to use Mukbang influencers because we want to test
if this new kind of marketing can work for our company. Since this is a
brand-new phenomena, the effectiveness of this new marketing strategy is
not clear, also the way to test its effectiveness is lacking, therefore we
intend to accumulate more information through experiment. Moreover, the
lower price of Mukbang influencers in average is also the main factor for
us to consider using it.”---Interviewee B

A new channel to reach to
the greater public mass
and thus to generate
consumer flows and forge
a purchase power. And
help diversify firms’
marketing approaches to
reduce risks

“if you want to forge a consumer purchase power, the choice of platform is
important. I mean, if we are gonna choose Mukbang influencers, we will
choose those who are active on platforms that have more varieties of
influencers and more types of videos.”---Interviewee D

“We want to explore new ways to market our products, and to open up
new channels for us to reach to the greater number of consumers. As the
Generation Z become grown up, taking up increasingly portion of the
entire consumer population, it is important for us as company to
understand and meet their preferences and behaviors.”---Interviewee F

“We are exploring this emerging field in a hope of diversifying our
marketing channel. [...] The traditional advertisements are nevertheless,
too costly for our company, therefore, we need to explore more channels
to enlarge the scope of potential consumer groups.”---Interviewee G

A cheaper marketing
strategy, which has
nevertheless, a relatively
fair conversion rate,
conversing fan base to
firms’ incomes

“Live-streaming and eating vlogging influencers do have a high
conversion rate, conversing fan base to incomes. [...] I know one e-
commerce company has invested to produce one influencer for their
exclusive usage, and it turned out that the influencer converted its 15
million fans into an income of 30 million CNY to the company.”---
Interviewee A

“Because it is after all much cheaper than traditional marketing approach
such as using celebrities and tv advertisement. As an e-commerce
company, the nature of our company, I mean, we sell things online, which
means that we need to generate user flows. Mukbang influencers have the
potential to attract new customers for us.”---Interviewee E
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However, despite that the majority of the firms said that they would like to use
Mukbang influencers or have already used Mukbang influencers, they also have many
concerns over this new marketing strategy. We categorized their concerns into four categories
(as showed in Table 7). The first concern is the lack of information, data and resources. Firms
not only lack information and data about the effectiveness/actual sales records of firms that
already used Mukbang marketing, but they also lack data about consumer preferences and
market feedbacks. It is, as one interviewee said, time and money consuming to do market
analysis and information gathering for them as a small firm. The second concern is with the
issue of control and regulation. Firms find it hard to control the quality of Mukbang
influencers per se, and also have no legal regulation to refer to. This issue, as one interviewee
put it, is resulted from the lack of information (the first concern). Because the field of
Mukbang marketing is underexplored, it is hard for firms to control the whole marketing
process, meaning that anything could go wrong in this circumstance. The third concern is the
inability of firms to establish long-term cooperation with both Mukbang influencers as well as
platform, as firms require a stable partnership in marketing their products. The fourth concern
is the inability of Mukbang marketing to provide a comprehensive marketing influence.
According to our interviewees, Mukbang influencers have not yet to form a considerable scale.
They are scattering in various multi-functional platforms that are not limited in hosting
Mukbang influencers but also other types of influencers. In this case, it is not only hard for
firms to find reliable and influential Mukbang influencers, but also the use of Mukbang
marketing might not be able to generate a comprehensive marketing influencer over the

market.
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Table 7

Key words

Firms’ concerns of Mukbang marketing in practice (Example
quotations)

Lack of information,
data, and resources

“As I said in the previous question, one of the reasons for us to consider the
use of Mukbang influencers is that the effectiveness is hard to assess. Thus,
the lack of information, the lack of criteria for assessment becomes one of our
primary concern.”---Interviewee B

“We lack information about to what extent do consumers be willing to accept
such an exaggeration.”---Interviewee G

“Well, compared to other field of influencers, there is very little information
and data available for us to refer to.”---Interviewee D

“The first problem is the lack of information about the types of Mukbang
influencers’ subscribers, their preferences and market feedbacks. Our market
team did follow the sales records of three companies that used Mukbang
influencers, still the data base available is not large enough for us to make
reference to, and self-investigation is not only time consuming as well as
money consuming.”--- Interviewee F

Issue of control and
regulation

“the quality and morality of the Mukbang influencers are hard to control. It
will be disastrous once things go wrong in their reputation, which will damage
the reputation of our brands.”---Interviewee D

“Compared to other marketing strategies, such as pictures that has strict
regulation on the genuineness of and similarities between the pictures and the
actual products, there currently is no regulations on how far can a Mukbang
influencer go to comment and describe the products.”---Interviewee C

“As I said, one practical issue is the complexity of the whole application
process of Mukbang influencer marketing, which is hard to control due to the
lack of information and data.”---Interviewee F

Issue of the need for
long-term cooperation

“as a firm, we need a continuous marketing approach: a sustainable one with
long term cooperation with influencers, however, most of the Mukbang
influencers, as we understand, are doing one-shot deal, most of them do not
establish long-term cooperation with firms. [...] the sustainability of the
platform is also a concern for us. Especially nowadays, the harsh competition
between various platforms can crush one platform really easily.”---
Interviewee B

Issue of lacking
comprehensive
marketing influence

“the Mukbang influencer marketing is often used dispersedly. By saying
dispersedly used I mean that companies often use one to several unrelated
Mukbang influencers on one or several unrelated platforms, which make it
hard to create a comprehensive marketing influencer over the market.”---
Interviewee A

“Mukbang influencers have not yet to form a considerable scale. We are
concerning that Mukbang influencers might not be able to create a continuous
marketing effect for us.”---Interviewee B
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Question 6 asks the research question of this paper directly, a summarizing question,
which asks the interviewees that considering all the above benefits and concerns of Mukbang
marketing influencers, what factors influence their decision to use or not to use Mukbang
marketing. Our interviewees provided four factors that they value the most (as showed in
Table 8). The first factor is a common consideration of many business activities: cost/unit cost
and return on investment of Mukbang marketing. According to one of the interviewees

(Equation 1):

Number of fans
Number of likes'

unit cost = -
number of views

Equation 1

Because of one of firms’ initial expectation for Mukbang marketing is the lower cost,
therefore, to check the unit cost and to see if the return on investment is value for money is
one important factor. However, firms do consider the quality of Mukbang influencers rather
than simply emphasizing the numbers. The second factor concerns types and numbers of users
of the platforms/subscribers of the Mukang influencer. As the main indicator of unit cost,
number of users/subscribers naturally becomes an important factor. Nevertheless, it is note-
worthy that firms also value the types of the users/subscribers of the platforms and influencers.
Firms stress the importance that the users/subscribers of platforms and Mukbang influencers
are the target customers of the firms, and also in order to achieve the goal of opening up a
new marketing channel, the more diversified user group of one platform the better choice the
platform is for the firm. The third factor is the reliability of platforms and Mukbang
influencers. This factor is considered important because loosing reputation is seen as
disastrous for small firms. Moreover, the problem of ‘zombie users’ make firms value the
reputation of the platforms. Then the fourth factor is the degree of integration and degree of
saturation of the Mukbang marketing in general. This factor is related to the concern that the
current Mukbang influencers are scattering in different platforms and have formed a

comprehensive marketing influence yet.
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Table 8

Key factors

Which factors are the most important to Firms’ decision-
making (to use or not to use Mukbang marketing) (Example

quotations)

Reliability of
platforms and
Mukbang influencers

“Well, the first is the reliability of platforms itself and the influencers. Or to be
more specific, we often consider if the users of the platforms are real and
reliable. There are, some platforms, as we know about, buy ‘zombie users’ to
cheat on the actual numbers of users. In this case, we will further investigate the
reliability of both platforms and influencers.”---Interviewee B

“as I said earlier, user flows are the key for e-commerce companies like us,
therefore another factor that we value the most are the reliability or genuineness
of the number of users and subscribers of both the platforms and the Mukbang
influencers. There are applications and firms provide services to check if the
subscribers are genuine active users, which we can use to minimize the risk.”---
Interviewee A

Types and numbers
of users of the
platforms/subscribers
of the influencers

“whether the users/subscribers of Mukbang influencers or even the whole
platforms are the target customers of our company. For instance, in our case,
our main product is coffee, in China, our target customers are those young
commuters between the age of around 25 to 50.”---Interviewee B

“we look at whether the target subscribers of one influencer are also the target
customers of our company. For instance, we are selling raw farmer products
such as pork. Then we look for influencers that are making videos about
cooking in a natural environment such as a farm or similar”---Interviewee A

“Because our aim is to expand our marketing channels, therefore the factor that
we value the most is whether the users/subscribers of Mukbang influencers or
even the whole platforms are diversified groups”---Interviewee F

Cost/Unit
cost/Return on
investment

“Thus, of course, the unit cost is a key factor. However, we also look at if the
quality of the Mukbang influencers is worthy of their price. If the quality of
their video is band, for example, the videos are dull and are badly edited, we
will not us it even if it is very cheap indeed”---Interviewee A.

“We check the sale volume of the products that influencers have cooperated
with, to see if the sale volumes increased. And of course, we also look at
general figures of a influencers, such as the number of fans, number of videos,
number of ‘likes’, and also, its unit cost. ---Interviewee B

“the second factor we value the most is the return of investment, in other words,
if the incomes brought by this marketing strategy are worthy of our initial
investment.”---Interviewee D

“As a small company, we value the unit cost and the return of investment the
most. If there are more data suggesting that the current return of investment of
Mukbang influencers are relatively high in general, and also the unit cost is
affordable to us, then we will definitely use it or even consider to increase the
frequency of its application” ---Interviewee F
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Degree of integration
and degree of

“I think the first factor is whether the field of Mukbang influencer marketing
can integrated themselves as entity that is more comprehensive and influential,

saturation of the as I said previously.”---Interviewee A

Mukbang field

Then finally, as showed in Table 9, when asked about the future of Mukbang

influencers and Mukbang marketing, even though there are many limitations of the Mukbang

marketing (as all the interviewees mentioned above), most of the interviewees think that there

is no doubt that Mukbang influencers will become more popular among consumers. Some of

the interviewees think that there will be a rise in the number of firms that use Mukbang

marketing, meaning that this emerging marketing strategy will become more popular among

firms, especially small ones. However, some interviewees doubt that there will be a

significant change in the number of firms that use this marketing strategy due to the

uncertainty and lack of information.

Table 9

Key words Future of Mukbang marketing (Example quotations)
“I do see a bright future of Mukbang influencer marketing, though I
think their effectiveness is limited and need to be accompanied by other
marketing strategy. Still, it is a social trend which is increasing rapidly,
at least in China.” --- Interviewee B

A bright future with

growing popularity
among consumer (though
with some limitations)

“I do think that the market for Mukbang influencers will become even
larger in the near future.”--- Interviewee D

"I think that with the saturation of the Generation Z consumers, videos
and live-streamings related influencers will definitely continue to grow.
"--- Interviewee E

“Well even though the field of Mukbang influencer marketing has
problems, I do think that, at least in China, the number of influencers
will continue to increase due to the increase in the number of people who
live alone and thus the need to interact with others online.”---Interviewee
H
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Will be more frequently
used by firms

“I can’t see any really influential negative side of Mukbang influencer
marketing strategy except for some remaining issue in assessing the
attractiveness and the issue of language in use in the video. Therefore, 1
think in general, Mukbang influencer marketing strategy will become

increasing popular in the near future.”--- Interviewee A

.« e “the effectiveness of Mukbang influencer marketing is not yet clear, and
No Slgnlﬁcant Change on even the way to assess its effectiveness is not clear neither. Even though
the number of firms that we can measure the economic effectiveness of an Mukbang influencer by

. reviewing its unit cost, there are other intangible factors such as quality,
use Mu.kbang influencer and morality issues that are hard to assess. Therefore, even if I do think
marketlng that this phenomena will continue to grow and be even more popular,
still, I doubt about the mass usage of this marketing strategy by other
small e-commerce companies like us.”--- Interviewee F

“However, I also think that there are too many uncertainty in this
emerging field, including supervision of content, genuineness of the
content, etc. Therefore, I doubt that there will be a significant change in
companies’ marketing strategy, at least not now.”--- Interviewee C

4.2 Analysis
4.2.1 Digital marketing as a trending marketing approach

Our ‘The actors and the competencies theoretical model’ suggests that in an era of
increasing digitalization, digital marketing becomes an inevitable trend that firms use as their
primary, or at least one of their key marketing strategies. Firms’ overall evaluation of digital
marketing suggests that digital marketing can indeed help businesses improve their
performance somehow (Parsons and White, 2018). In general, no firm under investigation
denied the significance of digital marketing. The result of Question 1, asking how firms think
about digital marketing, illustrated a consistency between what our theory model predicts and
the firms’ perspectives in reality. Moreover, by stressing the contribution of Web 3.0
technologies such as mobile devices and internet to the field of digital marketing, firms’
perspectives also confirmed Web 3.0’s role as a reinforcer of not only influencer marketing
but also digital marketing as a whole. In addition, firms’ emphasis on the need to utilize
digital marketing and explore more channels of digital marketing in order to get ahead of the
heated competition, provided a clue for their decision to explore the field of not only

influencer marketing but also Mukbang influencer marketing in particular.
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4.2.2 Influencer marketing as a relatively cheap marketing tool with, yet limited influence
sometimes

Our theory model predicts that, because of their far more frequent interaction with
consumer-followers, influencers can forge an even stronger Parasocial relationship with the
public and thus have even greater potential influence over consumers online than traditional
celebrities. Moreover, because of its relatively cheaper price, small firms are expected to use
influencer marketing than celebrity marketing. The result showed that six out of eight of the
firms under investigation (75%) have indeed used influencer marketing. All of the
interviewees said that, the relatively cheap price of influencer marketing is one of the most
important reasons for them to use it, which is consistent with our prediction that small sized
firms, because of their limited resources, tend to use this cheaper marketing tool.

However, it is indeed a bit of a surprise that two out of eight firms (25%) under
investigation have not used influencer marketing of any kind, even though they do recognize
the importance of digital marketing for their firms. What we can learn from this result is that,
as merely one of the five marketing methods in the field of digital marketing, Influencer

marketing is not yet as popular and widely used as we expected.

4.2.3 Mukbang influencer marketing: an emerging field with opportunity and uncertainty

The result that influencer marketing is not as popular as we expected has an obvious
connection with the result of firms’ perspectives towards Mukbang influencers marketing. In
terms of Mukbang influencer marketing, our theory model suggests that since a firm is pushed
by contemporary Web 3.0 trends to follow the current consumer demands for more immersive
experiences, and Mukbang influencers provide such immersive experiences more than
traditional blogging influencers, therefore, firms will most likely use Mukbang influencers
marketing nowadays.

However, the result is not like what we expected. Even though five firms (62.5%) said
that they have used and are considering to use Mukbang influencer marketing, three out of
eight firms (37.5%) said that they have not used Mukbang influencer marketing nor do they
consider using it.

The theory model suggests that Mukbang influencer marketing is an opportunity that
firms need to explore. Indeed, firms consider Mukbang influencer marketing an opportunity
to open up a new marketing channel and diversify their consumer groups, as the result above

illustrated (the second factor that firms value the most: types and numbers of users of the
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platforms/subscribers of the Mukbang influencer). Moreover, it benefits firms in terms of
lowering their costs and generating sales.

However, things are more complicated than what the theory model suggests. We
noticed that at the core of the firms’ concerns is the lack of information, not only the lack of
information about financial figures such as average return on investment, but also the lack of
information about consumer preference and data for consumer analysis. Mukbang influencer
marketing is a new field, therefore there is limited research available, and as a consequence,
the lack of information generates uncertainty, fear for limited effectiveness, fear for control
loss and damage for reputation etc. Some small sized firms have limited resources as we
expected and can thus be called ‘risk-averse’. Since they cannot afford to test a new
marketing strategy, they would rather choose a more traditional, and less-uncertain marketing
strategy, even if sometimes those traditional marketing strategies are more expensive than the
Mukbang marketing. Nevertheless, for others that have used or are considering to use
Mukbang marketing, the uncertainty and concerns do exit. These firms are called ‘risk-
tolerant’. Even though they do have some concerns over the use of Mukbang influencers as
we showed in the result, for these firms, the potential benefits of Mukbang marketing
outweigh the uncertainty and their concerns, or at least the risks are affordable to these firms.
Moreover, we noticed that platform is also a key element in firms’ perspectives. All the firms
that used influencer marketing, whether it is blogging, or Mukbang influencers, all of them
chose the most famous platforms such as Weibo, Douyin, and Wechat. When they are looking
for Mukbang influencers, most of them are searching for Mukbang influencers from the above
platforms, and only a few of them are looking for influencers from other relatively small
platforms. This suggests that a relatively well-managed platform with good reputation might
reduce firms’ fear for uncertainty to some extent.

Therefore, we can see that the opportunity and potential benefits, as well as
uncertainty are not the only decisive factors for firms to make a marketing decision, at least in
our case. The resources available and the characteristics of the firms (or to be more specific,

the management team) are also important factors that influence firms’ marketing decisions.

34



S. Limitation, conclusion and future research suggestion

This paper uses case study strategy to explore the research question. Case study is often
criticized for ‘lacking scientific rigour and do not address generalizability’ (Noor, 2008:
1603). However, case study, as Noor (2008: 1604), argued, is useful in ‘capturing the
emergent changing phenomenon’. The main subject under research in this paper---the
Mukbang influencers, is such an ‘emergent changing phenomena’, suggesting that case study
is a suitable choice for this paper. Moreover, while the problem of the inability of
generalization ’ remains to some extent, it is shown by Thomas Kuhn that generalization is
often overrated and that ‘the most important precondition for science is that researchers
possess a wide range of practical skills for carrying out scientific work. Generalization is just
one of these’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006:227). The purpose of any scientific research is to gain
knowledge, and ‘knowledge cannot be formally generalized does not mean that it cannot enter
into the collective process of knowledge accumulation in a given field or in a society’ (ibid).
In this light, this paper might not be used to help generalize a solid theory, it can,
nevertheless, contribute to the empirical knowledge pool in the field of influencer
endorsement marketing strategy by conducting case study. In other words, because of the
main purpose of this paper per se, we can bypass the problem of generalization to some
extent.

Another limitation of this paper, as discussed in 3.3.1., is that the ability of
generalization is likely to be flawed due to the convenient sampling technique (Saunders et al,
2009: 241). There is the possibility of the particularity of our sample cases. However, since
generalizing theory is not the purpose of this paper and this paper aims to identify factors that
concern firms when they make the decision of using Mukbang influencers, we argue that each
case can contribute its own value to the empirical knowledge pool of firms’ perspectives

towards the emerging Mukbang phenomena.

To conclude, our literature research shows that there is an empirical gap between
literatures (theories) suggestions and companies’ perspectives on new emerging Mukbang
phenomena. In this light, the purpose of this study is to fill the empirical gap between theory
and practice. We aimed to find out what factors influence the adoption of Mukbang influencer
marketing by firms under investigation by exploring unnoticed prospects of firms in existing
literature where most researches are focused on consumer’s behavior. We made a case study

and conducted interviews for our data collection. The research question is also formulated

7 This will be discussed later in 3.5. Limitation.
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with a focus on the business side. We have performed eight interviews. All of the companies
interviewed are small-size e-commerce companies in the Chinese food industry. Our main
goal was to explore the prospects for companies to develop Mukbang's influence on
marketing: why companies choose to use or not to use, and most importantly, the factors that
need to be included in practice, as well as some advice on the future of Mukbang's marketing
impact. The result of marketing is not as popular as we expected, has a clear link to the
company's prospects for Mukbang, which affects marketing. In summary, we have noticed
that the main point of concern for companies is the lack of information about financial data,
such as the average return on investment and also the lack of information on consumer
preferences and consumer analysis. Opportunity, potential benefits, uncertainty, resources
available and the characteristics of the firms (or to be more specific, the management team)
are important factors that influence small firms’ marketing decision to use or not to use

internet influencer marketing.

Our research result illustrates an issue that is at the core of every firm’s perspectives
and concerns towards the emerging Mukbang influencer phenomena: the lack of information
and data. As we discussed in 4.2, the lack of information resulted to firms’ fear for uncertainty,
fear for limited effectiveness, fear for control loss, fear for damage for reputation etc.
Therefore, we suggest that future research on consumer preference on different types of
Mukbang influencers, on the content of their eating performance, or even on the use of their
words are necessary. Moreover, the creation and collection of financial and marketing data are

also important to the field of Mukbang influencer marketing.
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Appendix 1: Interview guide
1. What do they think about digital marketing?

2. Has your firm ever used internet influencers (whatever the kind) to market products? If so,

what kinds of influencers?
3. Do you know Mukbang/eating live-streaming/ eating vlogging influencers?

4. Have you ever considered to use, or have you already used Mukbang influencers to

market your products?

5. Is there any practical issue concerning the use of Mukbang influencers than other

marketing strategy that your firm ever used?

6. Which factors (please provide 1 to 2 or 3) are the most important when you are making
the decision either to use/ or not to use this emerging Mukband influencer marketing

strategy?

7. Concerning the factors, you valued most in Q6, what do you think about the future of

Mukbang influencer marketing strategy?
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