MAN

PUBLISHING INSTITUTE

Journal Website

Article history:

Received 11 September 2025
Revised 12 December 2025
Accepted 15 December 2025

Initial Published 17 December 2025
Final Publication 21 March 2026

P 33 55998
3
3 Bl s e

TECHNOLOGY IN ENTREPRENEURSHIP

STRATEGIC MANAGMENT

Journal of Technology in Entrepreneurship
and Strategic Management

Volume 5, Issue 1, pp 1-22

E-ISSN: 3041-8585

Designing a Value-

Creation Model of Fourth-Generation Marketing

Through Influencers in the Education and Consulting Industry:

A Thematic Analysis Approach

Morteza. Movaghar'“®, Mohammad. Arabi®, Mohammadreza. Mohammadkhani®

1 Associate Professor, Department of Executive Management, Faculty of Economics and Administrative Sciences, University of

Mazandaran, Babolsar, Iran

2 MSc, Business management department, Faculty of Management & Accounting, Farabi Campus University of Tehran, Iran
3 Member of the Faculty of Future Studies, Imam Hossein University, Tehran, Iran

* Corresponding author email address: m.movaghar@umz.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Original Research

How to cite this article:
Movaghar, M., Arabi, M. &
Mohammadkhani, M. (2026).
Designing a Value-Creation Model of
Fourth-Generation Marketing
Through Influencers in the Education
and Consulting Industry: A Thematic
Analysis  Approach. Journal of
Technology in Entrepreneurship and
Strategic Management, 5(1), 1-22.

© 2026 the authors. Published by
KMAN Publication Inc.
(KMANPUB), Ontario, Canada. This
is an open access article under the
terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International (CC BY-NC 4.0)
License.

CrossMark

The objective of this study was to develop an effective model for value creation in
fourth-generation marketing through influencers within the education and consulting
industry. This applied, qualitative study employed semi-structured interviews with
experts from academia and the education—consulting sector. Using snowball sampling,
11 participants were selected until saturation was achieved. Validity was confirmed
through triangulation and face validation, and reliability was verified using the
intercoder agreement method (91%). Data were analyzed using thematic analysis with
open, axial, and selective coding in MAXQDA software. The analysis yielded 150
codes, 42 concepts, and 8 final categories. The inferential results indicated that value
creation in fourth-generation marketing depends on the integrated functioning of
infrastructural management, marketing practices, service design, expertise, content
production, communication capabilities, digital skills, and influencer personality traits.
The final model revealed that personal characteristics and professional expertise form
the foundation of influencer effectiveness, while digital competencies, content quality,
alignment with brand strategy, and audience engagement mechanisms play mediating
roles in shaping marketing outcomes. Furthermore, the findings highlighted the
significance of audience profiling, data-driven decision-making, strategic platform
selection, and trust-building as central determinants of influencer success in the
education and consulting context. The proposed model demonstrates that effective
value creation in fourth-generation marketing within the education and consulting
industry requires a synergistic interplay of personal, professional, digital,
communicative, and strategic marketing dimensions. This model serves as a practical
framework for managers and brands to select, guide, and collaborate with influencers
more effectively.

Keywords: Fourth-generation marketing; influencer marketing; value creation; thematic
analysis; education and consulting industry
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapidly expanding ecosystem of digital communication—driven by the widespread adoption
of smartphones, social platforms, and interactive technologies—has redefined the nature of marketing,
branding, and consumer engagement. Within this evolving landscape, influencer marketing has emerged
as a dominant strategic tool, particularly in contexts where trust, expertise, and personalized interaction
shape consumer decisions. Recent scholarship highlights that influencers are no longer peripheral digital
actors; they have become central opinion leaders whose credibility, emotional resonance, and content
quality significantly shape user attitudes and behavioral intentions (Casalo et al., 2020; Cheung et al., 2022).
As digital platforms transform the ways in which individuals access and evaluate information, influencers
increasingly serve as intermediaries who translate complex knowledge, simplify choices, and offer
socially validated endorsements.

This trend is especially evident in sectors grounded in knowledge dissemination and interpersonal
trust—most notably the education and consulting industries. Research indicates that educational
influencers contribute not only to knowledge transfer but also to the formation of professional identity,
collaborative learning, and community-building among learners and educators (Carpenter et al., 2022;
Martinez-Domingo et al., 2024). Their role extends beyond content creation: they function as credible
ambassadors who shape learners’ perceptions of program quality, institutional reputation, and self-
development opportunities. As digital learning environments expand, understanding the mechanisms
through which influencers create value in educational settings becomes critical.

At the same time, the broader literature on influencer marketing effectiveness shows substantial
conceptual and empirical complexity. Meta-analytic findings reveal that influencer effectiveness depends
on multiple interacting factors—including influencer-brand congruence, content authenticity, perceived
expertise, audience identification, and platform characteristics (Pan et al., 2025; Sporl-Wang et al., 2025).
Credibility and expertise, in particular, are key predictors of trust formation, which subsequently drives
consumer engagement and purchase intention (Hsieh et al., 2023; Masuda et al., 2022). These findings are
consistent with studies emphasizing the mediating role of perceived brand image and the influence of
social identity cues in shaping user responses (Farivar & Wang, 2022; Khosravi et al., 2024). Furthermore,
psychological research demonstrates that exposure to influencer-generated content affects not only
consumer decisions but also well-being, attention patterns, and user motivation to interact with brands
(Valkenburg, 2022).

However, recent studies also caution that the expanding commercialization of influencer activity
may reduce user engagement, especially in environments saturated with promotional messaging (Choi et
al., 2025). This indicates the necessity of developing nuanced models that account for the unique dynamics
of trust, credibility, and content valuation within specific industries. In the context of educational services,
the quality of content, the moral identity of influencers, and the alignment of their values with the
expectations of learners may be particularly essential, as suggested by work on influencer selection
frameworks and ethical considerations within digital branding (Rastgari et al., 2022; Saeidi et al., 2022;
Shekarchizadeh & Valikhani, 2022).

Parallel developments in marketing theory—especially the rise of Marketing 4.0—further
underline the importance of integrating human-centered digital strategies with interactive platform
capabilities. Marketing 4.0 promotes personalization, participatory communication, and hybrid journeys
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that merge online and offline experiences (Kolafova & Kolarova, 2020). Within this paradigm, influencers
serve as relational agents who bridge brands and audiences through storytelling, social proof, and
authenticity. For education and consulting, which rely heavily on credibility, professional recognition, and
meaningful relationships, influencers uniquely shape value perception and motivate learners to adopt
programs, enroll in courses, or follow developmental pathways.

Although a growing body of literature examines influencer roles in varied industries—including
tourism, retail, and lifestyle sectors (Arushi et al., 2022; Rolfs, 2021; Ye et al., 2021)—there remains a
substantial gap regarding the mechanisms through which influencers generate value specifically within
the education and consulting domain. Given the distinct characteristics of educational services—
intangible outputs, trust-based decision-making, and long-term learner engagement—existing models may
not sufficiently capture the dimensions of value creation in this sector. Furthermore, studies on Iranian
digital ecosystems note the rapid transformation of social media usage, the rising prominence of micro-
influencers, and the growing importance of hybrid pedagogical models (Dorostkar Navaei et al., 2025;
Goudarzi et al., 2025; Rastgou & Ghafari, 2025).

In response to these gaps, the present study aims to develop a comprehensive and contextualized
model for value creation in fourth-generation marketing through influencers in the education and
consulting industry, using a thematic analysis approach.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed a descriptive-exploratory design, using semi-structured interviews
with experts in the education and consulting sector as well as academic specialists familiar with influencer
activity and digital marketing. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling,
resulting in 11 experts whose insights collectively reached theoretical saturation. Data were collected
through in-depth interviews, each recorded with participant consent and transcribed verbatim.

Thematic analysis was conducted using an iterative coding process consisting of open, axial, and
selective coding. MAXQDA software facilitated code organization, theme clustering, and conceptual
integration. Trustworthiness was ensured through triangulation, member checking, and intercoder
reliability, which reached 91% agreement.

Findings

Data analysis produced 150 open codes, grouped into 42 concepts, and ultimately synthesized into
8 major thematic categories. These categories collectively illustrate the multidimensional structure of
influencer-driven value creation in the education and consulting industry.

The first category, infrastructural and managerial factors, captures elements such as strategic
alignment, cost management, ethical considerations, and data-driven decision-making. Experts
emphasized that educational influencers must operate within a systematic framework that supports
consistent value delivery, transparency, and resource optimization.

The second category, marketing-related dimensions, includes branding strategies, promotional
techniques, value-oriented offerings, and methods for enhancing audience excitement and engagement.
Participants highlighted the necessity for influencers to integrate persuasive yet authentic marketing
practices that resonate with learner needs.
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The third category, design of educational products and services, underscores the role of structured
learning opportunities—including workshops, low-cost introductory sessions, and tailored programs—
designed to attract and retain learners.

The fourth theme, knowledge and expertise, reflects the importance of subject-matter competence,
participation in academic communities, and the publication of scholarly content. These attributes were
viewed as essential for maintaining credibility in the education sector.

The fifth category, content production and management, represents the central operational domain
of influencers. Effective content was described as relevant, high-quality, narrative-driven, and aligned
with brand values.

The sixth category involves communication and interaction skills, such as responsiveness,
audience analysis, feedback collection, and trust-building. Participants identified interpersonal
engagement as a critical determinant of learner loyalty.

The seventh category, digital capabilities, encompasses the ability to select appropriate platforms,
adapt to algorithmic changes, use analytic tools, and navigate technical affordances of social networks.

Finally, the eighth category relates to personal traits of influencers, including creativity,
authenticity, persistence, charisma, responsibility, and emotional intelligence—qualities identified as
meaningful predictors of sustained influence.

These eight categories collectively form a comprehensive model illustrating how influencers
generate value across cognitive, emotional, relational, and technological dimensions within the education
and consulting industry.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that influencer-driven value creation in educational settings is not a linear
process but a deeply interconnected one requiring simultaneous mastery of credibility, communication,
digital competence, and strategic positioning. The centrality of expertise and authenticity reflects the
unique demands of educational audiences, who seek not only engaging content but also professional
reliability. Likewise, the strong emphasis on communication and interpersonal trust highlights the
relational nature of learning, where motivation and continuity depend on meaningful and ongoing
interactions.

The model also demonstrates that value is co-constructed: influencers must understand learner
needs, adapt their content and delivery accordingly, and cultivate consistent brand alignment. Moreover,
the presence of infrastructural and managerial factors suggests that successful influencer marketing in
education requires organizational coherence, ethical integrity, and systematic planning.

In conclusion, the study provides a multilayered framework that captures the complex interplay of
personal, relational, technical, and strategic elements that enable influencers to generate meaningful value
in the education and consulting industry. This model offers a practical foundation for organizations
seeking to enhance their digital engagement through influencer collaboration and contributes theoretical
insight into the specific dynamics of value creation in educational marketing.
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