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A Critical Analysis of External Factors Influencing the Creator Economy



Introduction

The creator economy consists of individuals who earn income by producing digital content on platforms such as TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram. Creators monetise their work through various channels including advertising, brand sponsorships, affiliate marketing, subscriptions, and merchandise sales. As social media has become deeply embedded in daily life, influencer marketing has evolved into a major global industry. According to Goldman Sachs (2023), the creator economy could reach nearly $480 billion by 2027, highlighting its substantial and growing economic importance in the broader digital landscape.

Although the sector has expanded rapidly, it remains heavily shaped by external factors beyond creators’ control. Technological developments, platform policies, shifting consumer behaviour, economic conditions, environmental concerns, political decisions, and legal requirements all influence creators’ ability to attract and retain audiences while generating sustainable income. This report applies the STEEPLE framework to critically examine these macro-environmental forces. It then uses a SWOT analysis to assess the industry’s current strategic position before applying the DPSIR framework to explore future trends and deliver targeted recommendations for creators and influencer-based businesses.

STEEPLE Analysis

Social Factors

Social media has fundamentally transformed how people consume entertainment, news, and advertising. Younger audiences in particular favour short form, highly personalised content on TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube over traditional media formats. The Pew Research Centre (2024) notes that social media remains a primary channel for discovering content and products, enabling creators to build deeply engaged, loyal communities that often feel more personal than traditional media relationships.

Influencer marketing thrives largely because audiences perceive creators as more authentic and relatable than traditional celebrities. Lou and Yuan (2019) found that trust and credibility strongly shape consumer responses to influencer recommendations. Consequently, brands are increasingly partnering with influencers to foster more personal and conversational connections with consumers, often achieving higher conversion rates than conventional advertising campaigns.

However, maintaining authenticity has become increasingly difficult. The proliferation of sponsored content has led to greater audience scepticism toward promotions that appear primarily financially motivated. Furthermore, extensive social media use has been linked to body image concerns, anxiety, depression, and unrealistic lifestyle expectations, particularly among younger users (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016). Creators must therefore carefully balance commercial opportunities with their broader social responsibility and commitment to ethical content creation if they wish to sustain long-term audience relationships and avoid contributing to negative societal impacts.

Technological Factors

Technology has been the primary catalyst for the creator economy’s growth. Affordable smartphones, accessible editing software, and widespread high-speed internet have democratised professional-quality content production. Platform algorithms further allow creators to reach massive global audiences without relying on traditional media gatekeepers, significantly lowering barriers to entry.

Artificial intelligence (AI) is now accelerating this transformation. AI-powered tools assist creators in editing videos, generating captions, producing images, and analysing audience data with greater efficiency. Both TikTok (2024) and YouTube (2024) have introduced dedicated AI features to support content creation and improve audience engagement. These advancements enable creators to save significant time while enhancing the quality and consistency of their output, allowing them to focus more on creative storytelling and strategic growth.

Nevertheless, technology also presents notable challenges. Creators have limited control over frequent algorithm updates that can dramatically reduce visibility and income overnight. The emergence of AI-generated influencers and deepfake technology further heightens risks of misinformation, identity fraud, and erodes public trust when audiences struggle to distinguish between real and artificial content. In response, the European Commission (2024) has introduced the AI Act, which imposes transparency requirements for certain AI-generated material, aiming to protect consumers while encouraging responsible innovation in the creator space.

Economic Factors

The creator economy has opened new pathways for self-employment and entrepreneurship. Revenue streams include sponsorships, advertising, affiliate marketing, subscriptions, and merchandise sales. Brands continue to invest heavily in influencer marketing due to its superior engagement rates compared to traditional advertising (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2025).

Despite this growth, financial instability remains a central challenge. Many creators depend on advertising budgets and sponsorship deals that fluctuate with broader economic conditions. During economic downturns, brands frequently reduce marketing expenditure, resulting in unpredictable incomes. Significant income inequality also persists while a small group of top creators earns substantial revenues, the majority struggle to maintain full time careers. Although Meta (2024) continues to expand monetisation tools, long term financial security remains uncertain due to heavy reliance on platform policies and advertiser spending. This economic vulnerability underscores the need for greater financial resilience strategies among creators, including diversified income portfolios.

Environmental Factors

Although primarily digital, the creator economy generates meaningful environmental impacts. The production and distribution of content rely on energy-intensive data centres, cloud computing services, and advanced AI systems. The International Energy Agency (2024) reports a steady rise in electricity demand driven by digital technologies, raising concerns about the sector’s overall carbon footprint and contribution to climate change.

Creators also shape consumer behaviour through brand partnerships, especially in fashion and beauty sectors, which can promote overconsumption and waste. On the other hand, influencers are well positioned to advocate for sustainable practices, ethical sourcing, and circular economy principles. As environmental awareness grows among consumers, creators who genuinely champion sustainability can strengthen their reputation and build stronger audience loyalty, turning environmental consciousness into a powerful competitive advantage and positive societal contribution.

Political Factors

Governments worldwide are increasing regulation of social media platforms due to concerns regarding misinformation, online safety, child protection, and national security. The UK’s Online Safety Act, for instance, imposes new duties on platforms to protect users and reduce harmful content (Ofcom, 2025). While these measures benefit user safety, they can also result in stricter content moderation policies that affect creators’ reach and monetisation potential, illustrating the complex interplay between regulation and creative freedom in the digital age.

Legal Factors

Legal compliance has become essential in the influencer marketing space. UK regulations mandate clear disclosure of sponsored content, enforced by the Advertising Standards Authority (2025) and the Competition and Markets Authority (2024). Additional complexities arise from copyright issues, data protection requirements under GDPR, and emerging legal questions surrounding ownership, authorship, and liability for AI-generated content. These evolving legal frameworks require creators to stay informed and adaptable to avoid penalties and maintain operational viability.

Ethical Factors

Ethics play a crucial role in maintaining long-term audience trust. Consumers expect honest sponsorship disclosures, responsible product recommendations, and avoidance of misleading claims. The rapid growth of AI influencers further increases the need for transparency around content creation methods. Creators who consistently prioritise ethical practices gain a significant competitive advantage in an increasingly sceptical environment, fostering stronger community bonds and resilience against backlash.

SWOT Analysis

Strengths:
 Low entry barriers, global audience reach, and strong engagement driven by perceived authenticity. 
 
Weaknesses: Heavy dependence on platforms, algorithm volatility, and unpredictable income streams.  

Opportunities: AI-powered productivity tools, new monetisation features, growth of niche audiences, and rising demand for trustworthy content.  

Threats: Market saturation, competition from AI-generated influencers, stricter regulations, and potential erosion of public trust.

Future Lens (DPSIR)

Key drivers include rapid technological innovation, growing demand for digital entertainment, and sustained brand investment in influencer marketing. These create pressures such as heightened competition, increased content production demands, widespread AI adoption, and stronger regulatory oversight. The current state of the industry reflects rapid expansion alongside rising uncertainty and platform dependency. Resulting impacts include earnings polarisation, creator burnout, mental health challenges, and shifting audience trust dynamics. Appropriate responses involve enhanced regulation (e.g., European Commission (2024) AI Act), platform safety initiatives, improved media literacy programmes, and proactive strategies by creators to diversify income streams and cultivate direct audience relationships through owned channels.

Recommendations

1. Diversify income and platform presence
   Creators should build multiple revenue streams including subscriptions, merchandise, online courses, personal websites, and email newsletters to reduce dependence on any single platform and mitigate risks from algorithm changes or advertising fluctuations.

2. Build trust through transparency and ethical practice
   Consistent sponsorship disclosures, honest recommendations, and openness regarding AI usage will help maintain audience loyalty as regulation tightens and competition intensifies.

Conclusion

The creator economy has transformed digital marketing by empowering individuals to build successful businesses through content creation. However, external factors analysed via the STEEPLE framework particularly technology, regulation, and consumer expectations continue to reshape the industry in profound ways. The SWOT analysis shows that while significant opportunities exist, they are accompanied by notable risks such as platform dependence and market saturation.

Looking ahead, the DPSIR perspective indicates the sector will become more competitive, professionalised, and heavily regulated. Creators who successfully diversify their income sources, adopt new technologies responsibly, and uphold high ethical standards will be best positioned for sustainable success in this dynamic and evolving landscape. Ultimately, adaptability, resilience, and a commitment to authenticity will determine who thrives amid ongoing external pressures.
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