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Understanding  the business environment of the influencer industry

Introduction
The creator economy has developed from individuals posting content online into an important part of the modern business environment. Creators on platforms such as TikTok, YouTube and Instagram can earn income through advertising, brand partnerships, subscriptions, and affiliate links. Visa (2025) found that 73% of UK creators surveyed viewed content creation as a small business, while IAB UK (2026) reported that UK digital advertising reached £40.5 billion in 2025. This highlights the growing commercial importance of the creator economy and the external factors that can affect it. This report analyses these factors using STEEPLE, followed by SWOT and DPSIR, before providing recommendations for the sector.
STEEPLE Analysis
Social factors
Changing consumer behaviour is an opportunity for creators. Ofcom (2025) reported that UK adults spent an average of four and a half hours online each day, while YouTube was used by 94% of adults. This gives creators access to large audiences and allows businesses to reach specific groups.
However, audience size does not guarantee success. Ashraf, Hameed, and Saeed (2023) found that expertise, trustworthiness and similarity can strengthen relationships between influencers and followers, influencing purchase intentions. This suggests creators can offer brands a more personal form of communication.
This also creates a risk as increased commercial activity may affect authenticity. Andonopoulos, Lee and Mathies (2023) found that authenticity can increase purchase intention through trustworthiness and inspiration. If audiences feel overwhelmed by sponsored content, this could reduce trust in creators.
Technological factors
Technology is a major driver of the creator economy. AI tools can help creators produce and edit content more efficiently. Adobe (2025) found that 86% of creators surveyed globally use creative generative AI. This creates opportunities for creators to save time and increase productivity.
However, the increasing use of AI may also increase competition. As AI makes content easier to produce, more content can enter the market, making it harder for individual creators to gain attention. Creators may therefore need to use AI alongside their own creativity to remain competitive.
Economic factors
The creator economy provides growing commercial opportunities. IAB UK (2026a) reported that UK social media advertising investment increased by 21% to £11.5 billion in 2025, while video advertising increased by 20% to £9.3 billion. This creates opportunities for creators as businesses continue to invest in digital advertising. Visa (2025) also found that 73% of UK creators surveyed viewed their activity as a small business, showing that creators are increasingly operating as businesses.
However, income can be unpredictable because sponsorships, platform payments and algorithmic reach can change. Visa (2026) found that 49% of UK creators experienced late or inconsistent payments that affected their business, while 41% had turned down opportunities because of cash-flow problems. This shows that industry growth does not necessarily mean individual creators have financially stable businesses. Creators therefore need to manage cash flow carefully and avoid relying too heavily on one income source.
Environmental factors
The environmental impact of the creator economy is less visible than its social or economic effects. The production and consumption of online video rely on digital infrastructure, including data centres, networks, and electronic devices. The Carbon Trust (2021) estimated that one hour of video-on-demand streaming in Europe produces approximately fifty-five grams of carbon dioxide equivalent (gCO₂e), although the viewing device accounts for the largest part of this footprint. While individual consumption has a small impact, the growing scale of digital content creates wider sustainability concerns.
These concerns may increase as AI and video content grow. The International Energy Agency (IEA, 2025) estimates that global data centre electricity consumption could more than double to around 945 TWh by 2030, with AI being a major driver. This creates environmental pressure for the creator economy. However, greater energy efficiency and renewable energy could help reduce this impact.
Political factors
Political pressure is increasing as governments respond to the social effects of online platforms. In the UK, the Online Safety Act places legal responsibilities on regulated online services to protect users from illegal content and other harms. Ofcom (2026) requires regulated services to conduct risk assessments and put appropriate safety measures in place. These measures could create a safer online environment for creators and their audiences. However, increased government regulation may also place greater responsibilities on social media platforms, which could affect how content is moderated and what creators are able to post. This could create uncertainty for creators because changes to platform policies may affect their content and reach.
Legal factors
Legal changes are important because many creators now operate as businesses. CMA guidance states that creators must clearly disclose commercial relationships, including when they have been paid, received products, or been given other incentives. The Digital Markets, Competition and Consumers Act 2024 has also strengthened consumer protection against unfair commercial practices. The ASA's monitoring of more than 50,000 pieces of influencer content found that around 57% of influencer advertisements followed disclosure rules, while 34% had no disclosure. This shows that there is still a gap between the rules and how they are followed in practice.
Poor compliance could lead to complaints, enforcement, and damage to a creator's reputation. Clear disclosure can instead help creators meet their responsibilities and maintain a professional image. Therefore, creators should view compliance as part of managing their business and reputation rather than simply as a legal requirement.
Ethical factors
Ethical issues are important because creators can influence consumer choices. Creator content can feel more personal than traditional advertising, making it harder for audiences to distinguish genuine recommendations from paid promotions.
The CMA (2025) advises creators not to mislead followers about brand relationships or make unsupported product claims. AI-generated content also raises ethical concerns if audiences are unaware that content has been created or altered using AI. A lack of transparency could damage the reputation of both creators and brands.
SWOT Analysis
The creator economy has several strengths. Creators can reach large and specific audiences with fewer resources than traditional media. They can also earn income through brand partnerships, advertising, and affiliate marketing, making them attractive to businesses.
However, creators have limited control over the platforms they use, so changes to algorithms or policies can affect their visibility. Income can also be unpredictable, with Visa (2026) finding that 49% of UK creators had experienced late or inconsistent payments. This can make financial planning difficult, particularly for smaller creators.
There are also opportunities from the growth of digital advertising. IAB UK (2025) reported that 84% of UK marketers planned to collaborate with more creators over the following 12 months. AI can also improve productivity by helping with tasks such as editing and content creation.
However, increasing competition, platform changes, regulation, and AI-generated content are threats. As content becomes easier to produce, creators may find it harder to gain attention and differentiate themselves.
Future Lens and DPSIR
The creator economy is likely to continue changing as technology and consumer behaviour develop. AI is expected to play an increasing role by making content production faster and more accessible. However, this could also increase the amount of content available online, making it harder for creators to gain attention and stand out.
DPSIR can be used to consider these future changes. The Drivers include social media growth, advances in AI and continued investment in digital advertising. These create Pressures, such as increased competition and demand for digital infrastructure. The State is likely to be a more competitive market where AI-generated and human-created content exist alongside each other. The Impacts could include greater pressure on creators and increased environmental demands. Possible Responses include developing new skills, diversifying income, and using AI alongside human creativity.
A key uncertainty is whether consumers will continue to value human-created content as AI becomes more advanced. If businesses increasingly use AI because of its lower production costs, creators may need to find new ways to differentiate themselves and demonstrate their value.
Recommendations
1. Diversify income and reduce platform dependence
Creators should avoid relying on one platform or income source. Using brand partnerships, affiliate marketing, subscriptions, and their own products can provide greater financial stability. Being active on multiple platforms can also reduce the impact of algorithm or policy changes.
2. Improve financial and business management
Creators should treat content creation as a business by tracking income and expenses, planning for tax and keeping savings for periods of lower income. This could help them manage unpredictable earnings and reduce reliance on short-term sponsorships.
3. Use AI alongside human creativity
Creators should use AI for tasks such as editing and brainstorming, while keeping human input in areas such as storytelling and communication. This allows creators to benefit from AI's efficiency without losing the personal value of their content.


Conclusion
Overall, the creator economy has strong growth potential but faces challenges such as unpredictable income, competition, and technological change. Creators who diversify their income and adapt to new technology will be better positioned for future growth.
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