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[image: ]1. Introduction
The creator economy has become an important part of the global digital economy. It allows individuals to earn income by creating content on social media platforms such as TikTok, YouTube and Instagram. Creators generate revenue through brand sponsorships, advertising, affiliate marketing, subscriptions and online sales. Among these platforms, TikTok has become one of the most successful because its algorithm allows creators to reach large audiences quickly, even without many followers (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2024).

The rapid growth of TikTok has changed how businesses market products and how consumers discover new brands. Many companies now prefer influencer marketing because consumers often trust recommendations from content creators more than traditional advertising (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022). However, creators also face challenges such as changing algorithms, increasing competition, government regulations and ethical concerns surrounding artificial intelligence (AI).

This report critically analyses the external factors affecting the creator economy using the STEEPLE framework. TikTok is used as a real-world example to explain how these factors influence creators and businesses. The report also applies Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984), which explains that organisations should consider the interests of everyone affected by their activities. In TikTok’s case, the main stakeholders are creators, audiences, brands, governments and the platform itself.

2. STEEPLE Analysis
2.1 Social and Technological Factors
Social media has changed the way people communicate and consume information. TikTok allows users to create short videos that can reach millions of viewers through the For You Page recommendation system. Unlike traditional media, success depends more on content quality and audience engagement than on celebrity status. A good example is Khaby Lame, who became one of the world’s most-followed TikTok creators by producing simple comedy videos understood by audiences from different countries.

Consumers also expect creators to be authentic and trustworthy. According to Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard (2020), authenticity helps influencers build strong relationships with their audiences. However, if creators promote misleading products or fail to disclose sponsored content, they may lose followers and damage their reputation. Therefore, maintaining trust is essential for long-term success.

Technology has also transformed content creation. AI tools such as ChatGPT and Canva AI help creators write captions, edit videos and plan content more efficiently. These technologies improve productivity and reduce production costs. However, AI also creates challenges because AI-generated influencers and automated content increase competition for human creators (Dwivedi et al., 2021).

Stakeholder Theory explains that TikTok must balance the interests of different groups. Creators want greater visibility and income, audiences expect entertaining and reliable content, brands seek effective advertising, while governments require user safety and data protection (Freeman, 1984). Meeting the needs of these stakeholders is important for TikTok’s long-term success.

2.2 Economic and Environmental Factors
Economic conditions directly affect the creator economy because most creators rely on sponsorships, advertising and consumer spending. During periods of economic growth, companies invest more in influencer marketing. However, during economic downturns, businesses often reduce advertising budgets, making creator income less stable (PwC, 2024).

To reduce this risk, many successful TikTok creators diversify their income by selling merchandise, offering online courses, using affiliate marketing or joining subscription platforms. According to Porter’s Competitive Advantage Theory (1985), businesses achieve long-term success by creating value that competitors cannot easily copy. In the creator economy, this means developing a unique personal brand and maintaining strong relationships with followers.

Environmental issues are becoming increasingly important as consumers expect influencers to promote sustainable lifestyles. For example, some TikTok creators have been criticised for promoting fast-fashion brands because of concerns about waste and pollution. These partnerships may generate income, but they can also damage audience trust if they conflict with consumer values.

Digital platforms also have environmental impacts because data centres and AI technologies require significant amounts of electricity. Although creators have limited control over these systems, they can support sustainability by choosing environmentally responsible brand partnerships and encouraging responsible consumer behaviour.

2.3 Political, Legal and Ethical Factors
Political, legal and ethical factors continue to shape the creator economy. One major political issue affecting TikTok is the concern over data privacy and national security. Governments in several countries, including the United States, have considered restricting or banning TikTok because of concerns about how user information is collected and stored (OECD, 2024). These decisions create uncertainty for creators who depend on the platform for their income.

Legal requirements also influence creators’ activities. In the UK, sponsored content must be clearly identified using labels such as Ad or Paid Partnership. These rules improve transparency and protect consumers from misleading advertising (European Commission, 2022). Copyright laws also require creators to obtain permission before using music, images or videos owned by others.

Ethical behaviour is equally important because trust is essential in influencer marketing. Creators who promote unsafe products or provide false information risk damaging their reputation and losing partnerships with brands. The increasing use of AI-generated content has also raised ethical concerns, making transparency more important than ever.

Overall, TikTok demonstrates how political, legal and ethical factors influence the creator economy. Success depends on creators following regulations, acting responsibly and balancing the expectations of key stakeholders. 

3. SWOT Analysis
The STEEPLE analysis shows that TikTok has become one of the most successful platforms in the creator economy. However, the platform also presents several strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats that influence creators’ long-term success.

One of TikTok’s main strengths is its recommendation algorithm, which allows creators to reach large audiences without having millions of followers. This creates opportunities for individuals and small businesses to build their brands quickly. TikTok also provides different ways to generate income, including sponsorships, TikTok Shop, affiliate marketing and live-streaming gifts. These features have encouraged entrepreneurship and increased the popularity of influencer marketing (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2024).

Despite these advantages, TikTok has several weaknesses. Many creators rely heavily on the platform’s algorithm, meaning changes can reduce views, engagement and income. The platform is also highly competitive because millions of users upload content every day. As a result, creators experience pressure to post regularly, which may affect their mental health and work-life balance (World Economic Forum, 2024).

There are also significant opportunities for creators. AI tools continue to improve content production, while businesses are increasing investment in influencer marketing. Creators can also reduce business risk by expanding onto platforms such as YouTube and Instagram or by selling digital products and online courses.

However, TikTok faces several threats. Governments continue to introduce stricter regulations on data privacy, online safety and advertising. Competition from Instagram Reels and YouTube Shorts is also increasing. Furthermore, AI-generated content may reduce the originality of online content and make it harder for creators to maintain audience trust (Dwivedi et al., 2021).

Overall, the SWOT analysis suggests that creators should diversify their income and reduce dependence on one platform to achieve long-term success.

4. Future Lens: DPSIR Analysis
The DPSIR framework explains how the creator economy may develop in the future.

The main drivers are the increasing use of social media, advances in artificial intelligence and the continued growth of influencer marketing. Businesses prefer digital marketing because it allows them to reach specific audiences more effectively than traditional advertising (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022).

These drivers create several pressures, including stronger competition, frequent algorithm updates and increasing government regulation. Audiences also expect creators to produce authentic, transparent and ethical content.

The current state of the creator economy is one of rapid growth. TikTok continues to attract creators and businesses, but success now requires skills in marketing, branding and content strategy as well as creativity.

These developments create both positive and negative impacts. TikTok supports entrepreneurship and creates employment opportunities, but many creators experience income uncertainty, burnout and greater competition from AI-generated content. Political concerns about TikTok also create uncertainty for businesses and creators.

Possible responses include stronger regulations that protect consumers while supporting innovation. TikTok should improve transparency about algorithm changes and continue strengthening data protection. Creators should diversify their income, develop new digital skills and build audiences across several platforms to reduce business risk.

5. Recommendations
Based on the findings, two recommendations are proposed.

First, creators should diversify their income and online presence. Depending only on TikTok increases financial risk because platform changes or government restrictions may reduce audience reach. Expanding to YouTube, Instagram and personal websites while offering products or online courses will create more stable income.

Second, TikTok should strengthen relationships with its stakeholders. According to Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984), organisations should consider the interests of everyone affected by their decisions. TikTok should improve communication with creators, protect user data, explain important algorithm updates and encourage transparency in sponsored and AI-generated content. These actions will increase trust among creators, audiences, brands and governments.

6. Conclusion
This report analysed the external factors influencing the creator economy by using TikTok as a real-world example. The STEEPLE analysis showed that social, technological, economic, environmental, political, legal and ethical factors all influence how creators build successful businesses.

The SWOT analysis found that TikTok’s innovative algorithm, global audience and multiple income opportunities are important strengths. However, dependence on platform algorithms, increasing competition and stricter regulations remain significant challenges. The DPSIR analysis suggests that the creator economy will continue growing because of technological innovation and increasing investment in influencer marketing. Nevertheless, creators and platforms must adapt to changing regulations, consumer expectations and new technologies.

In conclusion, TikTok will remain an important platform within the creator economy, but sustainable success depends on balancing the interests of key stakeholders, maintaining ethical standards and continuously adapting to changes in the digital environment.
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