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1. Introduction
The creator economy describes how independent content creators and influencers are aided by digital platforms to produce and monetise content directly to audiences on TikTok, YouTube, Instagram, etc. (Market.Us, 2025).
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Figure  1: Creator Economy Market Share by Platform Analysis (%), 2019-2024 Source: (Market.Us, 2025)
Once considered experimental, it is now an integral and stabilized segment of commerce: estimates for the global value in 2025 range from USD 178 billion to USD 250 billion, with most analysts predicting a compound annual growth rate of 22% to the mid-2030s (Grand View Research, 2026; Research Nester, 2026). Rapid growth leads to increased exposure to the volatility of external factors. As a result, this report provides an evaluation of the external considerations affecting the industry utilizing the STEEPLE framework, assesses the strategic implications of the results using a SWOT analysis, and applies a future lens based on DPSIR considerations before providing two recommendations. In this context, the analysis focuses on the relationships and effects of external factors, considering the importance of strategic environmental analysis over the simple enumeration of external factors.
2. STEEPLE Analysis of the External Environment
STEEPLE adds Ethics to PESTLE, making it ideal for an industry in which authenticity and trust are both profitable and for which issues of credibility are central. The model of source-credibility developed by Lee, Chang, and Zhang (2022) describes trustworthiness, expertise, and attractiveness as the elements of persuasive influence. It provides the appropriate model for these external pressures. The least significant are examined first, with a summary of the seven factors in Table 1.
Table 1: STEEPLE summary for the creator economy
	Factor
	Key external influence and implication

	Social
	Shift toward authenticity, niche communities, and parasocial connection; trust is the core asset but is fragile.

	Technological
	Algorithmic distribution dictates reach and income; generative AI enables synthetic virtual influencers, adding scale and volatility.

	Economic
	Rapid sector growth coexists with creator income insecurity and exposure to demonetisation.

	Environmental
	Minor but rising energy footprint of data-intensive AI content generation.

	Political
	Governments are tightening platform oversight (EU DSA, UK Online Safety Act).

	Legal
	Mandatory disclosure under FTC, ASA/CMA and EU DSA; rising fines and class actions.

	Ethical
	Deception and manipulation risks from synthetic influencers; demand for dual disclosure of AI content.


Social
In purchasing products, consumers want genuine relationships and connections to smaller social networks, and people prefer more individualized marketing. Combining Godulla's (2022) study on parasocial relationships and Lee, Chang, and Zhang's (2022) credibility dimensions, research shows that influencer credibility is directly related to increasing a consumer's brand attitudes and likelihood to make a purchase (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Vu et al., 2024). Although social capital is the currency of the marketplace, it is transitory. It is always interrelated with the ethical and legal issues since insufficient disclosures will destroy trust, erode social capital, and that will adversely affect monetisation.
Technological
The two major technological components today are algorithmic distribution and artificial intelligence. Algorithms help establish reach and hence revenue, while generative AI has created the ability to fully synthesize AI-generated virtual influencers such as Lil Miquela and Imma (Su, 2025). Technology has become a double-edged sword, allowing extraordinary expansion and simultaneously providing acute volatility, which is closely associated with the economic and psychological tensions elaborated below.
Economic
The rapid growth of the sector (Precedence Research, 2026) exists alongside the structural income instability that individual creators experience, the largest market segment (Grand View Research, 2026).
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Figure  2: Creator Economy Market Snapshot Source: (Grand View Research, 2024)
Creators who rely primarily on advertising, sponsorship, and affiliate marketing suffer from abrupt demonetization and changing fees due to platform dependence. Consequently, many full-time creators experience month-to-month income changes of more than 30% (Oyekan, 2026).
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Figure  3: Global Creator Economy Market Share Source: (CMI, 2026)
Political, Legal, and Ethical
Globally, there is a tightening of political and legal standards. Due to the full enactment of the EU Digital Services Act in February 2024, platforms are now required to identify ads. The UK ASA and CMA demand a clear showing of ads, and the US FTC has moved from warnings to fines of more than USD 53,000 per violation (European Commission, 2024, cited in Bankson (2026); AuditSocials, 2026). Ethically speaking, the emergence of synthetic influencers shows the deception and manipulation more clearly, leaving regulatory bodies to issue more requirements for dual posting of the paid partnership and the disclosure that the content was AI-generated (AuditSocials, 2026). The more traditional environmental concerns are focused on the AI-generated energy, which is still comparatively small. The connection is clear and simple: ethical shortcomings lead to legal problems that, in the end, erode the trust based on the socio-economic system.
3. SWOT Analysis Linked to STEEPLE Findings
Translating the STEEPLE forces into strategic implications, Table 2 shows a SWOT matrix for which each quadrant relates to a specific external factor rather than being listed in isolation.
Table 2: SWOT matrix derived from the STEEPLE analysis
	Strengths
Authentic, high-trust relationships give persuasive power; low entry barriers and strong monetisation tools enable rapid scaling. Implication: durable advantage in consumer attention.
	Weaknesses
Algorithm dependency and income volatility create fragility; near-crisis burnout and churn. Implication: threatened supply-side sustainability.

	Opportunities
Diversification into subscriptions and direct-to-fan funding; trust-led compliance turns regulation into reputational differentiation.
	Threats
Tightening regulation, disclosure litigation, market saturation, and brand-trust damage from poorly governed AI influencers.



Strengths arise from social and technological factors. Authentic relationships provide creators with persuasive power, which traditional advertising cannot duplicate (Lou and Yuan, 2019). Combined with a low barrier to entry, power relations create rapid scalability (Market.Us, 2025). The weaknesses reveal the dependencies embedded in the same technology. A study from Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health found burnout, financial stress, and isolation at near-crisis levels, with changes to algorithms the only cited reason (HSPH, 2025; Lai, 2022),  suggesting a high creator churn that jeopardizes the industry's talent supply. The threats follow the same pattern of interconnection. Joel-Edgar's work shows AI Influencers can do greater damage to brand trust than humans do when disappointment with a product occurs (Daly, 2025). Here we see a great example of the ethical element of the framework culminating in an economic loss.
4. Future Lens: Predictions Using DPSIR
The DPSIR model (Drivers, Pressures, State, Impact, Response), as represented in Figure 4, organizes a predictive analysis. The primary driver is the sustained expectation for more personalized, ‘real’ content (CMI, 2026). This creates pressures, including the proliferation of creator accounts that will exceed 300 million (Research Nester, 2026), market saturation, more AI-generated content, and new regulations.
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Figure 4: DPSIR Analysis of the Creator Economy's Future Trajectory Source: Self-Created
The marketplace will be more crowded and more scrutinized because it will be more synthetic. There are three observable effects. First, because studies show that people perceive AI influencers as more synthetic and less trustworthy, especially for high-involvement products, a trust ceiling will develop as AI influencers become more popular (University of Florida, 2024; Tseng and Ou, 2025). Saturation will create a greater imbalance because mid-tier creators will earn less, while the top tier will be rewarded more. Dual disclosure will become the norm because consumers will no longer be able to differentiate between AI and human posts (FTC, 2019). The expected effects (see the feedback loop in Figure 4) will be systems that stabilize creator income, harmonized AI labeling, and creators that professionalize their systems of self-governance; all of which moderate the effects.
5. Recommendations
1. Build subscriptions, memberships, and direct-to-fan offerings to diversify income and reduce dependence on platforms. Subscriptions and memberships help offset the income volatility and the economic threat posed by agile technology, such as an ever-shifting algorithm. These offer creators an affordable way to migrate their audience and reduce their dependence on advertising platforms. What's more, now that platforms such as Substack and Patreon have significantly improved what they offer, the need to diversify income streams has become even more pressing (Su, 2025).
2. Brands and agencies should instill a trust-based compliance and disclosure strategy to build a competitive edge. Brands should add clear and prominent disclosures to creative workflows that will satisfy the most stringent legal requirements. In addition, disclosure of AI-generated content should comply with dual labeling standards. While legal requirements and ethics will disrupt the trust-based purchase intentions of consumers, the compliance cost is far less than the millions of dollars in reputational risk and litigation that will be disparaging to companies (Ubiquitous, 2023; Lee, Chang, and Zhang, 2022; AuditSocials, 2026).
6. Conclusion
The creator economy can be a high-growth, high-risk environment. STEEPLE shows that social trust is its main component, but technological volatility, ethical concerns, and increased regulation threaten it. The SWOT matrix and the DPSIR future lens show that these are not separate factors. Those who diversify their income and are leaders in their fields will be the most successful. In the creator economy, trust and governance will not be considered compliance issues but instead will be the main strategic assets as the creator economy increases in growth.
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Figure 1: DPSIR analysis of the creator economy's future trajectory
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