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[bookmark: OLE_LINK10][bookmark: OLE_LINK11][bookmark: OLE_LINK13] The creator economy is one of the fastest-growing digital sectors, enabling individuals to create content, build audiences and generate income through platforms such as TikTok, YouTube and Instagram. Unlike traditional media, creators engage directly with audiences, enabling authentic and personalised brand communication (Tafesse and Dayan, 2023). This growth has been driven by technological innovation, changing consumer behaviour and new monetisation opportunities (Sun et al., 2024).
 However, the creator economy faces increasing external pressures including AI, platform governance, regulation, market saturation and changing consumer expectations, creating both opportunities and challenges for creators, brands and platforms (Sujon and Ntalla, 2026). According to the Influencer Marketing Benchmark Report (2025), the global influencer marketing industry is projected to exceed $32 billion in 2025, demonstrating the increasing economic significance and commercial influence of the creator economy.
This report analyses the external factors influencing the creator economy using the STEEPLE framework before evaluating its strategic position through SWOT, exploring future developments using DPSIR and providing recommendations.

STEEPLE Analysis
The growth of the creator economy has been shaped by interconnected social, technological, economic, political, legal, environmental and ethical factors. While these developments have created significant commercial opportunities, they have also intensified competition, increased dependence on digital platforms and raised concerns regarding regulation, transparency and the long-term sustainability of creator-led business models.

Socially, creators have become trusted sources of information by developing strong parasocial relationships with audiences through platforms such as TikTok, YouTube and Instagram (Koay, Cheah and Yap, 2024). This trust increases consumer engagement and purchase intentions, making influencer marketing more effective than many forms of traditional advertising (Zhang, Mercado and Bi, 2025). However, increasing commercialisation threatens authenticity, as excessive sponsorships can reduce credibility. Authenticity has therefore become a strategic business asset rather than simply a personal quality (Duffek et al., 2025), and creators who fail to balance commercial objectives with audience expectations risk losing trust. This is supported by Chen, Yan and Smith (2023), who found that audiences are increasingly able to recognise inauthentic promotional strategies, making authenticity management essential for maintaining long-term engagement.
Technological developments have lowered barriers to entry and enabled creators to reach global audiences through recommendation algorithms (Tafesse and Dayan, 2023). However, dependence on platform algorithms creates significant business risk because algorithm changes can rapidly reduce visibility and income (Lee and Umback, 2026). Similarly, AI improves efficiency and content production but also contributes to market saturation, increasing competition while raising concerns about transparency when AI-generated content is not clearly disclosed (Lim and Lee, 2025). Virtual influencers such as Lil Miquela demonstrate both the commercial potential and ethical challenges of AI-generated creators (Thomas and Fowler, 2021). As AI-generated content becomes more realistic, consumers may struggle to distinguish human creators from virtual influencers. If this trend continues without clear disclosure, consumer trust may gradually decline, reducing one of the creator economy’s most valuable assets: authenticity. Consequently, technology creates growth opportunities while increasing uncertainty and reducing creators’ control over long-term performance.
Economically, the creator economy continues to expand, with influencer marketing expected to exceed $32 billion globally (Benchmark Report, 2025, appendix D)  Although creators such as MrBeast demonstrate the commercial potential of the creator economy through businesses such as Feastables and Beast Games, this level of diversification is unrealistic for most creators. Consequently, financial success remains concentrated among a relatively small proportion of creators, while many continue to experience unstable income streams despite overall market growth. This may discourage new entrants despite continued market growth, showing that the creator economy offers commercial opportunities but not guaranteed or equally distributed financial success.
Political and legal pressures are also increasing as governments strengthen regulations around advertising disclosure, consumer protection and platform accountability (Taylor, Bishop and Goanta, 2025). As a result, regulatory compliance is becoming a competitive requirement rather than simply a legal obligation, particularly for creators seeking long-term partnerships with global brands.
Environmental factors currently have a smaller influence but are becoming more important as consumers increasingly value sustainability. Creators promoting responsible consumption may strengthen audience trust and enhance brand reputation, although environmental considerations currently have less influence on business performance than technological or economic factors (Dekoninck and Schmuck, 2024).
Overall, ethical issues present the greatest long-term challenge. Future growth will depend on creators, brands and platforms balancing commercial objectives with transparency and authentic audience relationships. Failure to achieve this balance could reduce trust, weaken creator credibility and undermine the long-term sustainability of influencer marketing. These findings also demonstrate that STEEPLE factors cannot be considered independently, as social trust, technological innovation, commercial growth and regulatory developments continuously reinforce one another, collectively shaping the future of the creator economy.
SWOT Analysis
The key findings from the STEEPLE analysis are summarised in the SWOT analysis (see Appendix A). While the creator economy benefits from strong consumer engagement, global digital reach and diverse monetisation opportunities, these strengths are increasingly challenged by platform dependence, market saturation and regulatory pressure. At the same time, AI innovation, social commerce and sustainability present opportunities for future growth. 
Future Lens Analysis
The Future Lens analysis explores how these trends may shape the creator economy over the coming years. Using the DPSIR framewor (The DPSIR framework is summarised in Appendix B) this section critically evaluates how technological innovation, regulatory developments and changing consumer expectations may interact to influence future industry outcomes. Rather than predicting a single future, the analysis considers possible long-term consequences for the creator economy.

Driver
The primary drivers shaping the future of the creator economy include rapid advances in artificial intelligence (AI), continued platform innovation, the expansion of social commerce and changing consumer expectations regarding authenticity and transparency. These developments lower barriers to entry, allowing more individuals to become creators while creating new commercial opportunities for brands and digital platforms (Sands et al., 2022; Sun et al., 2024). These drivers increase content production, placing greater pressure on creators to maintain authenticity and audience engagement. Consequently, technological innovation is expected to create opportunities for industry growth while simultaneously increasing competition and commercial pressure.

Pressure
As AI tools become increasingly accessible, the number of creators entering the market is likely to continue growing. Although this democratises content creation, it also intensifies competition because audience attention remains limited despite the increasing volume of available content. At the same time, recommendation algorithms continue to determine content visibility, making creators increasingly dependent on platform decisions beyond their control (Lee and Umback, 2026). Governments are introducing stricter advertising and AI disclosure requirements, while growing consumer awareness places additional pressure on creators and platforms to demonstrate transparency (Taylor, Bishop and Goanta, 2025; Luo, Du and Chen, 2026). Future success may depend on regulatory compliance as much as creativity and audience trust. 

State
If these pressures continue, the creator economy is likely to become increasingly saturated. Organic reach may continue to decline as algorithms prioritise highly engaging and commercially valuable content, making sustainable growth more difficult for smaller creators (Tafesse and Dayan, 2023). At the same time, AI-generated influencers and automated content are expected to become more common, making it increasingly difficult for audiences to distinguish authentic human creators from artificial personalities. Research suggests that transparency regarding AI-generated content will become increasingly important because disclosure significantly influences audience trust and credibility (Lim and Lee, 2025). As a result, authenticity may become a competitive advantage rather than a standard expectation.

Impact
Although AI is expected to improve efficiency, reduce production costs and support business innovation, its long-term impact remains uncertain. If AI-generated creators become increasingly difficult to distinguish from human influencers, consumers may begin questioning the credibility of digital recommendations more broadly. Consequently, technological innovation could unintentionally weaken the trust on which influencer marketing depends (Thomas and Fowler, 2021). Greater competition may concentrate opportunities among larger creators with established audiences and stronger financial resources, reducing opportunities for smaller creators despite continued industry growth (Sujon and Ntalla, 2026). Therefore, the future challenge for the creator economy may not be technological development itself, but the unequal distribution of its benefits across different participants within the industry.

Response
Addressing these challenges will require coordinated action from creators, platforms, brands and regulators. Creators should reduce their dependence on platform algorithms by diversifying revenue streams through subscriptions, products and direct audience communities. Platforms should strengthen AI disclosure and recommendation systems that reward authentic engagement over content quantity. Brands should prioritise long-term partnerships with credible creators instead of focusing solely on follower numbers, while governments should continue developing clearer AI governance and advertising regulations to protect consumers and maintain confidence in digital markets (Duffek et al., 2025; Luo, Du and Chen, 2026). Without coordinated action, increasing competition, declining trust and regulatory uncertainty may reduce the long-term sustainability of the creator economy despite continued technological innovation.

Critical Conclusion
Overall, the future of the creator economy will depend less on technological innovation than on maintaining transparency, consumer trust and sustainable business practices. Future competitive advantage is likely to depend on credibility and responsible governance rather than simply producing more digital content.

Recommendations
Based on the findings of the STEEPLE and Future Lens analyses, two key recommendations are proposed to improve the long-term sustainability of the creator economy.

Recommendation 1 
Creators should reduce their dependence on platform algorithms by diversifying their revenue streams through subscriptions, digital products, merchandise and direct audience communities. Diversifying income reduces financial uncertainty, strengthens audience relationships and increases independence from platform algorithms (Duffek et al., 2025).

Recommendation 2 
Digital platforms and regulators should strengthen transparency requirements by introducing clearer AI disclosure policies and improving advertising governance. As AI-generated content becomes increasingly difficult to distinguish from human-created content, transparent disclosure will become essential for maintaining consumer trust and protecting the credibility of influencer marketing (Lim and Lee, 2025; Luo, Du and Chen, 2026).
Conclusion
The creator economy has become an important part of the digital economy but faces growing challenges including market saturation, regulation, authenticity and consumer trust. The STEEPLE, SWOT and DPSIR analyses demonstrate that these interconnected factors require coordinated responses from creators, brands, platforms and governments. Long-term success will depend on transparency, adaptability and sustainable audience relationships.
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Appendices
Appendix A – SWOT Analysis
	Strengths

	Weaknesses

	Opportunities

	Threats



	Strong consumer engagement created through parasocial relationships increases trust and purchase intentions.

	Dependence on recommendation algorithms creates uncertainty for audience growth and business sustainability.


	AI and social commerce create new monetisation and business opportunities.


	Increasing regulation may restrict advertising practices and platform operations.


	Global digital platforms provide creators with access to international audiences and multiple revenue streams.

	Authenticity becomes more difficult to maintain as commercialisation increases.
	Sustainable branding can strengthen consumer trust and brand reputation.


	AI-generated content and market saturation may reduce consumer trust and increase competition.










Appendix B DPSIR- Future Creator Economy

	Driver
	Pressure

	State

	Impact


	Response


	AI development, platform innovation, social commerce growth and changing consumer expectations.

	Increased content production, stronger competition, algorithm dependence and stricter regulation.


	Market saturation, declining organic reach, AI-generated influencers and reduced content visibility.


	Greater competition, declining consumer trust, unstable creator income and increased regulatory pressure.

	AI disclosure, diversified income streams, stronger regulation, greater transparency and sustainable creator strategies.














Appendix C - Stakeholder Analysis: Future Challenges and Opportunities
	Stakeholder

	Main future challenges

	Main opportunities


	Creators


	Platform dependence, market saturation, algorithm changes


	Diversified income, stronger communities, new monetisation opportunities



	Platforms

	Regulation, AI governance, content moderation


	Innovation, platform growth, responsible AI



	Brands

	Declining consumer trust, stricter advertising rules

	Long-term creator partnerships, social commerce


	Consumers


	Misinformation, AI-generated content, reduced authenticity

	Greater transparency, higher-quality content



	Governments

	Keeping pace with digital innovation


	Stronger consumer protection and clearer regulation

	
	
	







Appendix D - Creator Economy Market Growth Statistics
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Appendix E - Influencer Marketing Benchmark Report: Key Industry Statistics
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