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A Critical Analysis of External Factors Influencing the Creator Economy (Influencer Industry)
Executive Summary
The creator economy has developed into a major part of the digital economy, driven by social media platforms such as YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, and Twitch. Influencers and content creators generate value through audience engagement, brand partnerships, advertising revenue, and digital entrepreneurship. However, the industry operates within a rapidly changing external environment shaped by technological innovation, regulation, platform governance, consumer behaviour, and broader social and economic trends.
This report applies the STEEPLE framework to critically analyse the external factors affecting the creator economy and evaluates its strategic position through a SWOT analysis. The findings suggest that while technological advancement and growing digital consumption create significant opportunities, increasing regulation, platform dependency, market saturation, and algorithmic uncertainty present substantial challenges. The report concludes with a future lens analysis using DPSIR and provides recommendations for creators and organisations seeking long-term sustainability.

[bookmark: _Toc243569146]1. Introduction
The creator economy refers to the ecosystem of individuals who create, distribute, and monetise digital content through online platforms. Influencers, YouTubers, streamers, podcasters, and content creators have transformed from hobbyists into professional entrepreneurs. The growth of social media has enabled direct communication between creators and audiences, making influencer marketing one of the most important aspects of modern digital advertising.
According to recent industry reports, the creator economy continues to expand rapidly, with increasing investment from brands and growing professionalisation across the sector. However, its success is heavily influenced by external factors beyond the control of creators themselves. Understanding these influences is critical for both creators and organisations operating within the industry.

[bookmark: _Toc243569147]2. STEEPLE Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc243569148]2.1 Social Factors
Social factors significantly influence the creator economy because audience engagement is at the centre of creator success.
One major trend is the growing demand for authenticity. Consumers increasingly distrust traditional advertising and prefer recommendations from creators who appear relatable and genuine. This supports the concept of parasocial relationships, where audiences develop perceived personal connections with influencers.
At the same time, changing audience expectations create pressure for creators. Research indicates that consumers increasingly value ethical behaviour, transparency, diversity, and social responsibility. Creators who fail to align with audience values often experience backlash or "cancel culture", which can rapidly damage reputations.
Mental health issues have also become increasingly important. Many creators report stress, burnout, and pressure to continuously produce content to remain visible in platform algorithms. Recent European creator surveys highlight significant concerns about workload, harassment, and income instability. [kolsquare.com]
Therefore, while social trends provide opportunities to build loyal communities, they also increase emotional and professional pressures within the industry.

[bookmark: _Toc243569149]2.2 Technological Factors
Technology is arguably the most influential factor affecting the creator economy.
Artificial Intelligence (AI) has transformed content creation by improving editing, scripting, image generation, analytics, and audience targeting. Many creators now use AI tools regularly to increase productivity and reduce production costs. Recent surveys show widespread adoption of AI-assisted workflows among both creators and marketers. [kolsquare.com], [stellar.io]
However, technological developments create both opportunities and threats. AI lowers barriers to entry, enabling more individuals to become content creators. While this democratises content creation, it also intensifies competition and market saturation.
Furthermore, AI-generated influencers such as Lil Miquela demonstrate how virtual creators can compete directly with human influencers. This raises concerns regarding authenticity, employment opportunities, and audience trust.
Algorithmic governance is another critical technological factor. Social media platforms use algorithms to determine visibility and content distribution. Research demonstrates that creators are highly dependent on platform algorithms for audience reach and income generation, making their businesses vulnerable to sudden platform changes. [policyreview.info]
Consequently, technology drives innovation and efficiency but simultaneously increases uncertainty and competition.

[bookmark: _Toc243569150]2.3 Economic Factors
Economic conditions directly influence both creators and brands.
The creator economy benefits from increasing advertising expenditure on influencer marketing. Organisations increasingly allocate marketing budgets towards creators due to their ability to engage niche audiences more effectively than traditional advertising methods.
However, income distribution within the industry remains highly unequal. A small percentage of top creators capture the majority of revenue while many smaller creators struggle to achieve sustainable incomes. Studies suggest that the creator economy often reflects characteristics of platform capitalism, where visibility and rewards are concentrated among elite performers. [ijfmr.com], [academia.edu]
Economic uncertainty also affects brand spending. During periods of inflation or recession, marketing budgets may be reduced, impacting sponsorship opportunities.
Additionally, creators face challenges related to inconsistent payments, fluctuating sponsorship rates, and platform monetisation changes. The dependence on advertising revenue creates financial instability, especially for creators operating on a single platform.
Therefore, economic opportunities exist but financial sustainability remains a significant challenge.

[bookmark: _Toc243569151]2.4 Environmental Factors
Although environmental issues may appear less directly connected to influencer marketing, they increasingly affect stakeholder expectations.
Consumers are becoming more environmentally conscious and expect creators and brands to promote sustainable practices. Influencers frequently shape consumer purchasing behaviour, meaning they can significantly influence sustainable consumption patterns.
However, creators can also face criticism for encouraging excessive consumerism through product endorsements, fast fashion promotions, and frequent purchasing trends. Environmentally conscious audiences may react negatively if creators appear inconsistent with sustainability values.
Furthermore, the growing use of AI technologies and data centres contributes to increasing digital energy consumption, creating broader environmental concerns regarding the digital economy.
As environmental awareness grows, sustainability may become an important aspect of creator branding and reputation management.

[bookmark: _Toc243569152]2.5 Political Factors
Political developments increasingly influence the creator economy.
Governments have begun scrutinising major digital platforms due to concerns surrounding misinformation, data protection, competition, and platform accountability.
One highly visible example is the ongoing political debate regarding TikTok's operations and ownership in various countries. Regulatory uncertainty surrounding the platform has created concerns for creators whose businesses depend heavily on TikTok traffic and monetisation. [influencer...inghub.com]
Geopolitical tensions can also influence platform accessibility, advertising markets, and international collaborations. As digital platforms operate globally, political decisions in one country may have international consequences.
Therefore, political intervention has become an increasingly significant external factor that creators must monitor.

[bookmark: _Toc243569153]2.6 Legal Factors
The legal environment affecting influencers has become more complex.
Consumer protection laws increasingly require influencers to disclose sponsored content clearly. European regulators have identified misleading advertising, hidden sponsorships, fake engagement practices, and deceptive marketing as major concerns within the industry. [europarl.europa.eu], [europarl.europa.eu]
Privacy legislation such as GDPR places additional responsibilities on platforms and businesses handling user data. New taxation rules, including digital reporting frameworks such as DAC7, also increase compliance requirements for creators generating income through online platforms. [legalblogs...kluwer.com]
In addition, intellectual property disputes remain common. Copyright enforcement systems such as YouTube's Content ID aim to protect creators but may also create challenges through inconsistent or inaccurate enforcement. [questromworld.bu.edu]
Consequently, legal compliance is becoming a strategic necessity rather than an optional consideration.

[bookmark: _Toc243569154]2.7 Ethical Factors
Ethical considerations have become central to creator success.
Audiences increasingly expect transparency regarding sponsorships, AI-generated content, and commercial relationships. Ethical failures can damage trust and result in reputational crises.
Key ethical issues include:
· Misleading advertising
· Promotion of harmful products
· Fake followers and engagement manipulation
· Deepfakes and AI-generated misinformation
· Exploitation of child influencers
The rise of AI-generated content creates additional ethical challenges. While AI improves productivity, it also raises concerns regarding originality, ownership, authenticity, and misinformation.
Therefore, ethical behaviour is increasingly becoming a source of competitive advantage within the creator economy.






[bookmark: _Toc243569155]3. SWOT Analysis of the Creator Economy
Strengths
Strong Audience Engagement
Creators establish direct connections with audiences through authentic communication and community building. This often produces stronger engagement than traditional advertising.
Low Entry Barriers
Technology and social media platforms enable individuals to start content creation with relatively limited investment.

Diverse Monetisation Opportunities
Creators can generate income through sponsorships, subscriptions, affiliate marketing, merchandise, and digital products.
Implication: These strengths support continued industry growth and entrepreneurship.

Weaknesses
Platform Dependency
Creators rely heavily on platform algorithms and policies for visibility and income. Sudden algorithm changes can significantly affect performance. [policyreview.info]
Income Instability
Many creators experience unpredictable earnings and financial insecurity. [kolsquare.com]
Burnout and Mental Health Challenges
Constant content production creates pressure and increases the risk of creator fatigue.
Implication: Long-term sustainability remains difficult for many creators.

Opportunities
AI-Enhanced Productivity
AI tools allow creators to improve efficiency and scale content production. [stellar.io], [kolsquare.com]
Growth of Niche Communities
Brands increasingly prefer micro-influencers with highly engaged audiences.
Social Commerce Expansion
Integration of shopping features on social media creates new revenue opportunities.
Implication: Creators who specialise in niche markets and embrace innovation may achieve competitive advantages.

Threats
Increasing Regulation
Stricter advertising and consumer protection regulations may increase compliance costs. [europarl.europa.eu]
Market Saturation
The low barrier to entry increases competition and reduces visibility.
AI Influencers
Virtual influencers could compete with human creators for sponsorship deals.

Platform Governance Risks
Changes in monetisation policies or algorithm design can threaten creator business models. [policyreview.info]
Implication: Future success will depend heavily on adaptability and diversification.

[bookmark: _Toc243569156]4. Future Lens: DPSIR Analysis
Drivers
· AI adoption
· Digital consumption growth
· Social commerce expansion
· Brand investment in influencer marketing
Pressures
· Content oversupply
· Increased competition
· Regulatory scrutiny
· Consumer demand for transparency
State
The creator economy is becoming increasingly professionalised yet highly competitive. AI integration and platform governance now influence almost every aspect of creator activity.
Impacts
Positive impacts include innovation, entrepreneurship, and economic growth.
Negative impacts include creator burnout, misinformation risks, economic inequality, and reduced visibility among smaller creators.
Responses
Industry responses may include:
· Stronger regulation
· Enhanced platform transparency
· Ethical AI standards
· Creator diversification strategies
· Improved creator support systems

Future Predictions
First, AI influencers will become increasingly common, particularly in fashion, entertainment, and customer engagement sectors.
Second, governments are likely to introduce stronger influencer marketing regulations focused on transparency and consumer protection.
Third, creators will increasingly diversify income streams beyond social media through memberships, courses, digital products, and personal brands.
Finally, successful creators will operate more like businesses than individual influencers, using data analytics, AI tools, and professional management systems.

[bookmark: _Toc243569157]5. Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Diversify Revenue Streams
Creators should reduce dependency on platform monetisation by developing subscriptions, merchandise, affiliate partnerships, and owned digital products.
These addresses weaknesses associated with platform dependency and income instability identified in the STEEPLE and SWOT analyses.
Recommendation 2: Invest in Ethical and Transparent Content Practices
Creators and organisations should establish clear disclosure policies, responsible AI usage guidelines, and ethical sponsorship standards.
This will strengthen audience trust, support regulatory compliance, and improve long-term sustainability.




[bookmark: _Toc243569158]6. Conclusion
The creator economy remains one of the fastest-growing sectors within the digital economy, driven by technological innovation, changing consumer behaviour, and expanding monetisation opportunities. However, the industry faces significant challenges arising from platform governance, regulatory intervention, market saturation, and increasing ethical expectations.
The STEEPLE analysis demonstrates that these external factors are highly interconnected. Technological developments create economic opportunities while simultaneously generating regulatory and ethical concerns. Similarly, social expectations influence both legal frameworks and platform governance decisions.
The SWOT analysis highlights that although the creator economy possesses substantial strengths and opportunities, long-term success requires strategic adaptation. Organisations and creators who embrace diversification, transparency, and innovation will be best positioned to succeed within an increasingly competitive and regulated environment.


























[bookmark: _Toc243569159]Reference List 
1. Abidin, C. (2016) Visibility labour: Engaging with influencers. Media International Australia.
2. Annabell, T., Bishop, S. and Goanta, C. (2025) You and TikTok are, and will remain at all times, independent contractors. Internet Policy Review. [policyreview.info]
3. Bishop, S. (2019) Managing visibility on YouTube. New Media & Society.
4. European Parliament (2022) The Impact of Influencers on Advertising and Consumer Protection in the Single Market. [europarl.europa.eu]
5. European Parliament (2025) Regulating Influencer Marketing in the European Union. [europarl.europa.eu]
6. Goanta, C. and Ranchordás, S. (2020) The Regulation of Social Media Influencers.
7. Kolsquare & NewtonX (2025) Voices of the Creator Economy 2025. [kolsquare.com]
8. Market.us (2026) Creator Economy Market Report. [market.us]
9. OECD (2021) Model Rules for Reporting by Platform Operators.
10. Statista (2025) Social Media Users Worldwide.
11. Influencer Marketing Hub (2025) Influencer Marketing Benchmark Report. [influencer...inghub.com]
12. Grand View Research (2026) Creator Economy Market Report. [grandviewr...search.com]
13. Desmyttere, F. and Vázquez, J.M. (2024) DAC7 and Digital Content Creators. [legalblogs...kluwer.com]
14. Arnórsson, S. et al. (2026) Platform Governance and Automated Enforcement. [questromworld.bu.edu]
15. Cunningham, S. and Craig, D. (2021) Creator Culture: An Introduction to Global Social Media Entertainment.


image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




