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Executive Summary 
Social media has evolved from a global friendship vehicle to become the world’s largest marketplace, with transactions of all descriptions taking place online. This nuance in behaviour that has emerged is quite an addictive practice, where, every spare minute, in a high percentage of individuals’ lives, is spent, on their phone, browsing social media for the next new trend or consumable. Influence, on the other hand, is far from a new concept; most of the time, we are unaware of the influence we have over others’ lives. Our children, peers, partners, family members, friends, work colleagues, neighbours, community members, and strangers have all been influenced at some time by us in one way or another. Social media has now produced the Influencer Industry, which is actually a targeted approach to ensure that others are subject to content that is not a portrayal of an individual’s personality and character, but a blatant attempt to convince others to think and act in a certain way. 

[bookmark: _Toc234612968]Introduction. 
The phenomenon now coined by social media as the influencer industry has many meanings to many people. “Social media influencers are popular online users who build large followings, to whom they promote products, services, beliefs, ideologies and lifestyle habits”. (Ref1 Abidin 2014). The most crucial factor that will be discussed is credibility, relying heavily on “Source Credibility Theory” a term advanced by (Hovland, C, Janis & Kelly.1953). This theory is constructed through 3 original elements: Expertise, Trustworthiness and Attractiveness. A fourth element has now been included of Positionality (Wellman M.L. 2024). A very high percentage of these modern-day influencers have no degrees or certifications, yet they have created for themselves a vast online presence and have built and maintained their credibility by choosing their platforms wisely. Hence, “The persuasive nature of influencers, through their focus on concepts like authenticity and intimacy” (Ref4 Abidin & Ots 2016).  These “influencers produce content in a way that builds social capital” This is something that cannot be bought with money; it can increase trust, improve cooperation and facilitate the sharing of knowledge and beliefs, and this is what creates economic and social opportunities.
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 “Social Media Influencers validate the connection between brands and their consumers by filling the trust void and creating dependable associations with their followers (Lou & Yuan, Citation2019) with their creativity" This is achieved by first choosing a platform that will give the influencer maximum exposure to the audience that will be most susceptible to the style of content, skills and type of information that they will publish by blending the personal and professional attributes of the influencer. What is a platform? A platform is: A technical, economic, and cultural concept that can be defined as any digital infrastructure that distributes, monetises, and shapes behaviour via algorithms, metrics, and creator tools.
[bookmark: _Toc234612970]Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Toc234612971]The original discourse, when it comes to credibility, can be traced back to Aristotle, who reasoned that “Character may almost be called the most effective means of Persuasion, which one can possess”. (Aristotle, 1356AD) Rhetoric translated by W.R. Roberts. New York Modern Library. (1954) This is a crucial statement in the reality of any attempt to influence others. There are as many ways of achieving this online as there are SMIs, Social Media Influencers, each of which differs due to their own unique personality and character. "What you are shouts so loudly in my ears I cannot hear what you say” reflected Emerson in 1904, reinforcing that empty words and rhetoric will soon be exposed by the character and credibility of the creator/author. Taking this a step further, Emerson concludes that it shouldn’t be long before any lies or character defects are exposed during the creation of this content. Stephen Covey (2006) elaborated on this in a leadership context, saying that “Credibility is a leadership premium. When trust is high, speed goes up, and costs go down. When trust is low, speed goes down and costs go up”. Ranking trust as an extremely crucial factor in production and collaboration. Thus, Covey brings the measurable aspect of this credibility. The awareness of this trust improves performance and well-being, and the absence of it can be measured by higher costs and a slower working pace; this can be likened to consumer purchasing that can rise or fall depending on the same credibility. Abraham Lincoln, in his wisdom, declared that “if you once forfeit the confidence of your fellow citizens, you can never regain their respect and esteem”. (2001) Edited by R, Basler. Rutgers University Press.
Analysis
 “Credibility is important for the influencers both for the growth of their own media brands and for their effectiveness as commercial product brand endorsers” (Abidin & Ots, 2016). “Customer Brand Engagement is “the level of a unique customer’s motivational, brand-linked, and context-reliant state of mind distinguished by specific dimensions of affective, cognitive, and conative perspectives in direct brand interactions” (Hollebeek et al., Citation2014). When the term influencer is used “Influencers can take many forms, such as: celebrity influencers (famous people widely known), mega-influencers (popular individuals with one or more millions of followers), macro-influencers (successful but are not celebrities; with 100,000 and one million followers), micro-influencers (smaller in scale and scope; more localised to their geographic area; between 10,000 and 100,000 followers) and nano-influencers (beginners, less than 10,000, friends and acquaintances represent their prominent followers) (Campbell and Farrell, 2020). In addition, micro-influencers might be more authentic and pay more attention to social media engagement. By contrast, their engagement is more critical for the target market and companies than a sole number of followers (Bullock, 2022).” This report is concerned mainly with the micro influencer, but the basic principles are the same right across the board. The micro influencer is therefore easier to study and determine measurable outcomes.
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Branding from a credible source can make the consumer stop scrolling and take an interest, and this is the key: converting a browsing individual into a paying customer is the goal. Credibility will make the consumer more likely to convert. 
Drivers behind this can be classed as: The Trust Void, people want to be heard, not sold to (Wilkins, C. 2026), and traditional corporate marketing has lost its edge with a cynical public because of this, and on this basis, the market has opened for credible, trustworthy intermediaries. Platforms have become readily available as sophisticated digital infrastructures that allow influencers to broadcast content globally on the internet free of charge. The shift in entrepreneurship allows individuals with low financial capital but high social capital to enter and compete in this arena with equal opportunity to build credibility.
The Pressures are a constant battle for attention, optimising the Algorithm, affecting consumer behaviour, and staying authentic despite the commercial demands.
What is, now, The State defines the current ecosystem as a market saturated with micro influencers that have no formal qualifications, degrees or certificates but have massive persuasive sway. These influencers can dominate the market with elevated levels of branding interaction. Combining a perceived authenticity with consistent content creation that has replaced institutional credentials as the basis of trust.
Impact can be defined as the distinct rise in browser-to-buyer sales. This can be related to the consumer public’s constant use of the phone in their daily lives. This shift in almost every culture worldwide has opened the market, with rapid peer to peer sharing of measurable content.
The Response is that there has to be some protection to prevent consumers from being influenced by fake news, illegal investment advice and counterfiet promotion.
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The consensus has been that the “features and benefits” (C Wilkins, 2026) of products are the factors that will convert browsers into customers. This hypothesis is challenged by the new trend of social media influencing. Professional advertising by celebrities and full glossy video advertising have been superseded by the arrival of the SMI and the rapidly developing AI-generated virtual influencers. The SMI ‘s primary objective is to achieve credibility, bypassing the need for Academic certification through authenticity, intimacy, transparency, and consistency of content. This trust accelerates consumer engagement and eventual conversion to a customer. 
[bookmark: _Toc234612974]Future action/recommendations 
Taking all these factors into consideration, “the public’s increasing reliance on these platforms for information retrieval poses significant risks. Users consume content without distinguishing its origin. Thus, the potential for the spread of misinformation and the erosion of critical thinking skills cannot be overlooked.” (Huschens et Al 2023). There is a necessity to safeguard the consumers. SCT, Source Credibility Theory, needs to be implemented within social media platforms to assess the genuine expertise and trustworthiness of the content it allows and “encouraging users to exercise caution and critical thinking when engaging with content.” (Huschens et Al 2023)
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Appendices 
	Social
The shift from trust in institutional education.
Rise of entrepreneurial influencers.
Audience loyalty to credibility.
	Technological
AI-generated influencers can distort authenticity.
Algorithm adjusts.
Deepfake misinformation.


	Economic
The multi-billion-£ creator economy is growing globally.
Advertising budgets favour the influencer economy.
Spending adjustment due to recession.

	Environmental
Sustainability niche influencers.
Overconsumption.
Medical/Dieting solutions are advertised by non-medical experts.


	Political
Ofcom and UK Gov evaluation.
Politicians using influencers for campaigns.
Easier to target younger voters with influencers.

	Legal
UK Online Safety Act.
UK GDPR, Data Protection.
Disclosure of sponsorship.

		
	

	
	


Ethical
Transparency issues with vulnerable people (gamblers, body image, and investment advice).
No or little accountability for news agencies and journalists.
Authenticity versus paid adverts tension.
	



	Strengths
High engagement.
Targeted audience.
No financial barrier to entry.
	Weaknesses
Disclosure compliance.
Authenticity based on consumer trust.
A scandal could ruin a reputation in minutes, even if false.

	Opportunities
Massive growing industry.
AI is making it simpler.
Consumers are looking for direction in their purchases on social media.
	Threats
Regulation is tightening up with Ofcom.
Undisclosed political or financial interest can destroy credibility.
The constant need to create content can be an exhausting pressure.



image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




