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[bookmark: _Toc234346337]Introduction
The creator economy comprises individuals who generate income through digital content on platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, YouTube and Twitch via advertising, sponsorships, subscriptions, affiliate marketing and merchandise. Goldman Sachs (2023) predicts the industry could reach US$480 billion by 2027, highlighting its growing economic significance. However, creators operate in a rapidly changing environment shaped by technology, regulation, consumer behaviour and platform governance. This report critically analyses these influences using the STEEPLE framework, evaluates the industry's strategic position through SWOT, and examines future trends using the DPSIR framework.
[bookmark: _Toc234346338]STEEPLE Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc234346339]Social Factors
Social factors are a major driver of the creator economy as audiences increasingly prefer authentic, relatable content over traditional advertising (Abidin, 2018). Freberg et al. (2011) argue that social media influencers act as independent third-party endorsers who shape consumer attitudes through perceived credibility and personality. This can be explained by Parasocial Interaction Theory, which argues that audiences develop one-sided emotional relationships with media personalities, increasing trust and influencing purchasing decisions. Consequently, influencers often achieve higher engagement than traditional celebrities, particularly among Generation Z consumers who value authenticity and transparency. Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) found that young consumers perceive Instagram influencers as more trustworthy and relatable than traditional celebrities, increasing the effectiveness of influencer recommendations on purchasing behaviour
UK influencers Molly-Mae Hague and KSI demonstrate how audience trust can be converted into commercial success. Molly-Mae has expanded her personal brand through partnerships and her fashion label, Maebe, while KSI has diversified into YouTube, music, boxing and business ventures. Their success illustrates how strong audience relationships create sustainable competitive advantage and transform social capital into economic value.
However, increasing awareness of influencer marketing has made consumers more sceptical of sponsored content, placing greater pressure on creators to remain authentic and align with values such as diversity, sustainability and ethical behaviour. Molly-Mae's widely criticised "24 hours in a day" comments demonstrate how quickly public backlash can damage reputation and commercial opportunities, highlighting the risks of constant public scrutiny.
Growing concerns about social media's impact on mental health, body image and unrealistic lifestyles have also increased demands for stronger platform accountability and government intervention. These concerns have influenced the UK's online safety framework and ongoing debates about protecting younger users. Therefore, social factors are closely interconnected with technological, legal and ethical influences, meaning creators who fail to adapt to changing consumer expectations risk losing audience trust, brand partnerships and long-term sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc234346340]Technological Factors
Technology is the primary driver of the creator economy, enabling creators to reach global audiences without traditional media. Algorithms on TikTok, YouTube and Instagram determine content visibility, creating significant opportunities for audience growth and monetisation (Kaye, Chen and Zeng, 2021). However, they also create strategic dependence, as algorithm changes can rapidly reduce visibility, engagement and revenue, making technology both an opportunity and a business risk.
The careers of UK influencers Molly-Mae Hague and KSI demonstrate these contrasting effects. Molly-Mae has used Instagram and YouTube to build a personal brand that expanded into entrepreneurial ventures, including her fashion label, Maebe. Likewise, KSI has leveraged YouTube to develop successful careers in music, boxing and businesses such as Prime Hydration and XIX Vodka. These examples show that technology can support entrepreneurship when creators diversify beyond platform income. Nevertheless, both remain reliant on digital platforms to maintain audience engagement, highlighting the continued influence of platform governance on commercial success.
Artificial intelligence (AI) is also reshaping the creator economy through automated editing, content generation and audience analytics, improving efficiency while reducing production costs (World Economic Forum, 2024). However, AI lowers barriers to entry and increases competition through virtual influencers and AI-generated content. Lou and Yuan (2019) argue that influencer credibility and message value significantly increase consumer trust, suggesting that technology alone cannot replace authentic relationships with audiences. Therefore, technology should be viewed not only as an enabler of innovation but also as a disruptive force requiring creators to continually adapt their business models to remain competitive.
[bookmark: _Toc234346341]Economic Factors
The creator economy offers entrepreneurial opportunities with relatively low start-up costs. However, income remains highly unequal, with a small proportion of creators earning most industry revenue while many struggle financially (Cunningham and Craig, 2019). Economic downturns can also reduce advertising budgets and sponsorship opportunities, increasing income instability. Therefore, despite continued industry growth, creators remain vulnerable to economic fluctuations and platform-dependent revenue.
[bookmark: _Toc234346342]Environmental Factors
Environmental concerns increasingly influence consumer behaviour and brand partnerships. Audiences expect creators to promote sustainable products and practices, while associations with environmentally harmful brands can damage reputation. Although digital businesses have a lower physical impact than traditional industries, streaming services and data centres still contribute to carbon emissions, making sustainability an increasingly important consideration within the creator economy.
[bookmark: _Toc234346343]Political Factors
Governments are playing a greater role in regulating digital platforms due to concerns over online safety, misinformation and national security. In the UK, the Online Safety Act 2023 and proposals for stronger protections for young users may affect creators who rely on younger audiences. While intended to improve online safety, increased regulation may reduce audience reach and increase compliance requirements, demonstrating how political decisions create both opportunities and challenges.
[bookmark: _Toc234346344]Legal Factors
Legal regulation has become increasingly important within the creator economy. The Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) requires influencers to disclose paid partnerships, while GDPR governs the use of audience data. Failure to comply can result in financial penalties and reputational damage. Consequently, legal compliance is essential for maintaining audience trust and long-term commercial success.
[bookmark: _Toc234346345]Ethical Factors
Ethical issues such as misinformation, undisclosed advertising, unrealistic beauty standards and AI-generated influencers continue to shape public perceptions of creators. As audiences increasingly value transparency and authenticity, ethical behaviour has become essential for maintaining consumer trust, protecting reputation and securing long-term brand partnerships.
The preceding STEEPLE analysis demonstrates that external factors create both strategic opportunities and significant risks. These findings are synthesised within the following SWOT analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc234346346]SWOT Analysis
See appendix C..
[bookmark: _Toc234346347]Future Lens: DPSIR Analysis
The DPSIR (Drivers, Pressures, State, Impacts, Responses) framework provides a structured approach to analysing how external forces will shape the future of the creator economy.
Drivers include rapid technological innovation, increasing digital consumption, widespread smartphone use and growing demand for personalised content. These trends continue to expand opportunities for creators while encouraging businesses to invest more heavily in influencer marketing (Goldman Sachs, 2023; Kotler, Kartajaya and Setiawan, 2021).
These drivers create Pressures, including algorithm dependence, market saturation, competition from AI-generated influencers, and concerns over misinformation, privacy and online safety. Governments are increasing regulation through measures such as the UK's Online Safety Act 2023, while Ofcom has strengthened its focus on protecting children online. Although the UK has not introduced a nationwide social media ban, ongoing proposals for stronger age restrictions suggest regulatory intervention will continue to increase (Ofcom, 2025; OECD, 2024).
The current State of the creator economy is one of rapid growth, increasing professionalisation and intense competition. AI is becoming integrated into content creation and discovery, while brands expect greater transparency, measurable returns and compliance with advertising standards (PwC, 2024). The Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) and Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) have also strengthened guidance on sponsored content, raising expectations for professional conduct (Advertising Standards Authority, 2024; Competition and Markets Authority, 2024).
These trends are likely to have significant Impacts. Smaller creators may struggle to compete with established influencers and AI-generated content, while audiences become more sceptical of sponsored or synthetic media. Although increased regulation may improve online safety and consumer trust, it could also increase compliance costs and reduce opportunities for creators targeting younger audiences (World Economic Forum, 2024). Consequently, successful creators are likely to operate as diversified digital businesses rather than relying solely on platform income.
Effective Responses include diversifying revenue streams, investing in owned platforms such as newsletters and subscription communities, adopting transparent AI disclosure practices and ensuring compliance with advertising and data protection regulations. These strategies reduce dependence on algorithms while strengthening audience trust and long-term resilience (Advertising Standards Authority, 2024; Competition and Markets Authority, 2024).
Overall, the creator economy will be shaped by the rise of AI-assisted influencers, increased government regulation and continued market saturation. Creators who diversify their business models, build long-term brand equity and maintain ethical, transparent relationships with audiences will be better positioned to remain competitive in an increasingly regulated and technology-driven marketplace (Kotler, Kartajaya and Setiawan, 2021; OECD, 2024).
Within the next five years, AI-generated influencers are likely to become mainstream competitors for product endorsements due to their lower operating costs and complete brand control. Human creators will therefore increasingly compete on authenticity, lived experience and community engagement rather than production quality alone.
[bookmark: _Toc234346348]Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Creators should diversify income through subscriptions, digital products and owned brands to reduce dependence on sponsorships, algorithms and economic fluctuations.
Recommendation 2: Creators and organisations should prioritise transparent sponsorship disclosures, responsible AI use and compliance with advertising and data protection regulations to strengthen audience trust and ensure long-term sustainability. This recommendation is supported by Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) and Lou and Yuan (2019), who found that authenticity and credibility are key drivers of consumer trust and purchasing behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc234346349]Conclusion
The creator economy has become a significant part of the digital economy but is increasingly shaped by technological innovation, changing consumer behaviour, regulation and ethical expectations. The STEEPLE and SWOT analyses demonstrate that while creators benefit from strong audience engagement and entrepreneurial opportunities, they also face risks from platform dependence, AI and increasing regulation. To remain competitive, creators must diversify income, maintain audience trust and adapt proactively to an evolving digital environment.
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C
	SWOT
	Analysis
	Implications

	Strengths
	The creator economy enables influencers to build authentic relationships with audiences, generating higher engagement and trust than traditional advertising (Abidin, 2018). Influencers such as Molly-Mae Hague and KSI have leveraged their personal brands to create successful businesses, demonstrating how digital influence can be converted into long-term commercial value through sponsorships, entrepreneurship and diversified income streams.
	These strengths are closely linked to social and technological factors identified in the STEEPLE analysis. However, maintaining audience trust requires creators to remain authentic and adapt to changing consumer expectations. Diversification beyond social media platforms also improves long-term business sustainability.

	Weaknesses
	The creator economy is heavily dependent on platform algorithms, advertising revenue and audience engagement. Changes to algorithms can significantly reduce visibility and income, while constant content creation contributes to burnout and mental health challenges. Market saturation also makes it increasingly difficult for smaller creators to achieve financial stability.
	These weaknesses reflect the technological, economic and social pressures identified in the STEEPLE analysis. High dependence on external platforms limits creators' strategic control, making diversification essential for long-term resilience.

	Opportunities
	Emerging technologies, including AI-powered content creation, subscription models and creator-owned brands, provide opportunities to improve productivity and diversify revenue streams. KSI's expansion into businesses such as Prime Hydration demonstrates how creators can reduce reliance on platform-generated income. Growing demand for niche communities also offers new opportunities for targeted influencer marketing.
	These opportunities arise from technological innovation and changing consumer behaviour. Creators who invest in new technologies while maintaining authentic audience relationships are more likely to achieve sustainable competitive advantage.

	Threats
	Increasing government regulation, including the Online Safety Act 2023, stricter advertising disclosure requirements and evolving data protection legislation, may increase compliance costs. AI-generated influencers, deepfake technology and continued market saturation also intensify competition while reducing consumer trust in online content.
	These threats are linked to legal, political, ethical and technological factors. Long-term success will depend on creators adapting to regulation, embracing ethical practices and differentiating themselves through authenticity, innovation and diversified business models.
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