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A Critical Analysis of External Factors Influencing the Creator Economy
[bookmark: _Toc234602647]1. Introduction
Creator Economy is an ecosystem within which individuals generate digital content via social media platforms such as TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram, gaining followers and earning from advertisements, sponsorships, subscription services and commerce (Cunningham and Craig, 2019). Creator economy is economically important; according to Goldman Sachs (2023), the total addressable market is estimated at approximately $250 billion and may be doubled up to $480 billion in 2027 owing to approximately fifty million creators globally. However, it is one of the industries that is highly vulnerable to external factors, since creators are not owners of the platform, algorithm and regulations that they work with (Poell, Nieborg and Duffy, 2022). The purpose of this report is to conduct a critical analysis of the external environment of the creator economy in accordance with STEEPLE framework, provide an assessment of the sector's strategic position by means of SWOT analysis based on the obtained results, analyse the sector with the help of a future lens including DPSIR framework and provide two recommendations. STEEPLE framework is used instead of PESTLE due to ethics issues such as authenticity, disclosure and trust among others.



[bookmark: _Toc234602648]2. STEEPLE Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc234602649]2.1 Social factors
The changes in the behaviour of consumers drive the growth in the sector. Consumers, especially Generation Z, have started to place more faith in peer-like recommendations rather than conventional marketing efforts, and the influence of influencers has become a key driver of purchasing decisions in areas such as beauty, fitness, and finance (Leung, Gu, and Palmatier, 2022). Nevertheless, this faith is conditional, as the examples of inauthenticity, commercialisation, and de-influencing prove. The socially valuable resource of credibility becomes vulnerable.
[bookmark: _Toc234602650]2.2 Technological factors
This same technology serves not only as the enabler of the industry but also as its biggest disruptor. Algorithmic recommendation technologies govern visibility; thus, a slight alteration to TikTok’s or Instagram’s algorithm could instantly ruin the reach of the content creator, a phenomenon that Poell, Nieborg, and Duffy (2022) call “platform precarity”. Generative AI is cutting down on the cost of production while at the same time generating artificial competition in the form of virtual influencers like Lil Miquela, who have managed to amass millions of followers and provide alternative ways to collaborate without the risk of controversy (Mouritzen, Penttinen and Pedersen, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc234602651]2.3 Economic factors
Income inequality is high in the creator economy. According to Goldman Sachs (2023), only 4% of creators earn more than $100,000 a year, where the revenue is driven by about 70% from brand deals. The dependence of creators' income on marketing budgets means that creators are procyclical. That means that when advertising budgets shrink during recessions, mid-level creators suffer first. On the other hand, influencer marketing budgets keep growing and surpassed an estimate of $30 billion worldwide in 2025 (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc234602652]2.4 Environmental factors
The pressures on the environment have indirect effects, but they are becoming more visible. The influencer culture has been accused of encouraging over-consumption especially when dealing with fashion products that are fast-fashion haul content and are contrary to the growing demand for sustainability from consumers (Hund, 2023). Sustainability offers an opportunity: green influencers and sustainability partnerships with brands are emerging niches.
[bookmark: _Toc234602653]2.5 Political factors
Geopolitical considerations are direct threats to platform stability. The protracted debate on TikTok ownership in the US is an example of how creator audiences have become political assets; Goldman Sachs Global Investment Research (2025) has even modelled the effects of shutting down TikTok on advertising revenue. With increasing political concerns around data flow, national security, and platform power, it follows that creators assume political risks beyond their control.
[bookmark: _Toc234602654]2.6 Legal factors
Regulations are becoming stricter across jurisdictions. For example, the Competition and Markets Authority of the UK mandates clear disclosure of sponsored posts (CMA, 2023), while the Advertising Standards Authority takes actions against influencers who fail to comply with regulations. Meanwhile, the updated Endorsement Guides of the FTC of the US include fake reviews and material connections among liabilities (FTC, 2023). Moreover, the EU AI Act has made transparency a legal requirement for artificial intelligence content (European Commission, 2024), while the Online Safety Act of the UK is introducing new obligations for platforms (Ofcom, 2024). Thus, legal risks are not a marginal issue anymore.



[bookmark: _Toc234602655]2.7 Ethical factors
Ethics, hidden sponsorships, unrealistic body image, promotion of high-risk investments and exploiting children's market, all lie at the centre of this issue. Truth is the currency of the industry, but it is artificially created (Kapitan et al., 2022). With AI influencers gaining more popularity, there is a bigger conflict in the industry because of the possibility of people not being able to differentiate between real humans and artificially created persons. This means that ethical failures result in legal actions and public reaction to them.
[bookmark: _Toc234602656]3. SWOT Analysis
Based on the STEEPLE analysis, the first advantage of the industry is its unique ability to establish parasocial relationships and engagement at a very low cost compared to traditional media; hence, brand budgets continue to flow towards creators (Leung, Gu and Palmatier, 2022). The second strength is flexibility, meaning that individual creators can shift formats and niches more quickly than media companies. This means that creators that institutionalize this relationship, via their owned media such as newsletters, podcasts, and communities, have created an asset that can be converted into equity.
The key problem here is one of structural dependency. Artists depend upon unseen algorithms, third-party platforms over which they have no control, and brand money which they do not control, generating unstable and unpredictable incomes (Duffy, 2017; Poell et al., 2022). Income inequality implies that the median artist is an economic outsider (Goldman Sachs, 2023). The consequence is that this “industry” can more accurately be described as a small professional core with an outer ring of aspiring artists.
The opportunities will mainly be in technology and economics. These include the use of social commerce like TikTok Shop, AI-driven production which cuts down costs for small content creators, as well as diversification into subscription and direct to fan payments that limit dependency on brand partnerships (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2025). On the other hand, regulation can also be considered an opportunity. This is because compliant creators will stand out as reliable partners to brands.
Similarly, the major risks coincide with the political, legal and technological challenges: platform bans or algorithm changes, increased regulation of advertising, market saturation and consequent price compression, and substitution with AI-created influencers providing brands with more affordable and controlled alternative options (Mouritzen, Penttinen and Pedersen, 2024). Helms and Nixon (2010) warn that a SWOT analysis is useful only if it helps develop strategies; the obvious strategy to draw from the SWOT analysis in this case is diversification and trust-building.
[bookmark: _Toc234602657]4. Future Lens
Moving into the future, three main trends will shape the space. Firstly, AI influencers will go beyond their novelty status and push humans to compete based on their unique personality, community and accountability, features that artificial individuals find hard to replicate convincingly (Mouritzen, Penttinen and Pedersen, 2024). Secondly, regulation will become stricter and more consistent across countries, as the disclosure rules, AI labelling, and child protection laws increase the cost of compliance and professionalise the industry (European Commission, 2024; Ofcom, 2024). Lastly, the industry will experience saturation, because while the number of creators grows at a rate of 10-20% annually, attention stays limited (Goldman Sachs, 2023).
The DPSIR model (Drivers, Pressures, State, Impacts, Responses) assists with this forward-looking analysis (Gari, Newton and Icely, 2015). Drivers include low-cost AI technologies, monetisation on platforms, and demand from consumers for genuine content. The pressures include an abundance of content, synthetic media, and decreasing norms of disclosure. The state includes a saturated and less trustworthy space for content. The impacts are low trust among audiences, reduced income for creators, and more regulations. Responses to these problems have already begun in the form of FTC and CMA investigations and sanctions, European Union regulations of AI technology, verification by platforms, and diversification of incomes for creators.


[bookmark: _Toc234602658]5. Recommendations
For starters, individual creators would need to actively de-risk themselves from platform reliance through diversification such that no one platform or income source should be higher than about 40%, including brands and social commerce alongside own channels like email lists, membership, and digital products. These are solutions to the threats and risks identified earlier (dependency on algorithms, cyclicality of ads) and are backed by research showing that multiple income sources increase resilience for creators (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2025).
Secondly, both influencer management companies and creator businesses need to allocate resources for establishing a compliance and transparency program – a proper system of disclosures that complies with the recommendations made by the CMA and the FTC, labelling of AI-generated content prior to the coming enforcement of the EU AI Act, and the vetting of partnerships based on ethical criteria (CMA, 2023; FTC, 2023; European Commission, 2024). This would allow brands to look upon regulations not as an obstacle but as a competitive advantage because compliant creators can be viewed as low-risk partners.
[bookmark: _Toc234602659]6. Conclusion
The creator economy is a vast and rapidly growing industry whose defining feature is its reliance on forces beyond its control. From the STEEPLE framework, there is clear interdependence between technology, law, and ethics in that AI both stimulates and saturates, and elicits regulations, with trust creating the connection between social legitimacy and business value. From the SWOT and DPSIR frameworks, there appears to be an industry progressing from the informal to the professional. Those who have diversified their income and institutionalised transparency are better positioned to create competitive advantage from the environment.
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