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1 Influencers and Creators



Chapter Overview and Objectives

Using examples and illustrations, this chapter will introduce the key focus of the book – influencers and creators – and set the conceptual groundwork for distinguishing them from other concepts such as celebrities, brand ambassadors, and opinion leaders. Beginning with a look at the world of influencers and the general changes in the media landscape, the chapter will overview the fundamental qualities of influencers and creators. Although the activities of both creators and influencers are centred on social media, they are valued for different reasons. Readers will learn the essential qualities that influencers and creators possess, and also the elements that are common but not essential. The chapter will close with a discussion of the differences between influencer marketing and influencer relations.





PROVOCATION: Are content creators and influencers the same thing? Do influencers have to make money? Can people be influencers and not be on social media?

KEYWORDS: content creator, influencer, opinion leader, celebrity, brand ambassador, digital marketer, personal branding, influencer advertising, influencer marketing, influencer relations





Richard Tyler Blevins on Twitch

You may not know who Richard Tyler Blevins is. But chances are that if you play video games, you almost certainly know his online alias, Ninja. Blevins, who was born in 1991, is a professional gamer who began his career playing e-sports with Halo 3. But his success playing e-sports pales to his success as a content streamer on Twitch. His fame as a game streamer spread to the mainstream media in 2018 when he streamed his Fortnite play together with the rap icons Drake and Travis Scott, as well as the football wide receiver JuJu Smith-Schuster, setting a record for viewers on Twitch. Currently, Ninja has the most followed channel on Twitch, with over 18 million followers, as well as almost 24 million followers on YouTube.

There are many people who produce their own video game-related material and share it on social media, and they each have their own unique personas, styles, and content focus. Blevins/Ninja is a creator of engaging streamed content who is widely followed and recognised for his fun-loving, goofy, and wildly energetic personality. Not only is he an excellent game player, he also makes watching his play highly amusing and exciting. As Table 1.1 shows, there are numerous other video game influencers who each have their own personal style and focus, from Jelly and his child-friendly video game reviews to Markiplier and his sarcastic focus on the horror genre to Syndicate and his helpful tutorials and how-to guides. Each of these gamers has developed what marketers would clearly recognise as a personal brand and they have also applied it to branding their social media channel or content stream. The question is whether these gamers are influencers, creators, or both, and this chapter will discuss just that.


Table 1.1
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What has happened to the world of media and marketing? Numerous trust-based surveys such as the Nielsen Report (Global Trust in Advertising Report, 2019), Gallup (Marketing Charts, 2021a), and Edelman (2021) have all charted the widespread and global erosion of faith and interest in traditional advertising. This long history of research tells us that, for decades, people have been tired of the unrealistic promises and fantasy imagery of traditional advertising. And this mistrust is well earned! In 2019, Chevron advertising claimed that it was ‘part of the solution’ to climate change. However, the company was widely criticized because its plans for carbon capture and storage covered less than 1% of its 2019 carbon emissions. And not only are fossil fuel companies like Chevron untrusted, advertising practitioners in general are considered only marginally better than car salespeople (Marketing Charts, 2021a). Only one in ten Americans who were surveyed considered advertising professionals to have honesty and ethical standards that are ‘high’ or ‘very high’. Besides mistrust, there is also incredible advertising fatigue. Experts estimate that the average American is overwhelmed by between 6,000 and 10,000 pieces of advertising every day (Carr, 2021).

It is little wonder that people have been trying to ignore and evade commercials and use technologies or even pay fees to escape from this bombardment. People have developed psychological strategies to deal with the profusion of advertising and marketing in their lives. An important precursor to advertising avoidance is being able to recognise advertising and similar persuasion attempts.

Persuasion Knowledge and Schemer’s Schema

The fact that people resist traditional advertising has been widely studied. Advertising theorists Marian Friestad and Peter Wright coined the term ‘schemer’s schema’ to recognize that, over their lifetimes, people build up knowledge about the persuasion attempts of marketers, salespeople, and advertisers to help them resist and cope with the barrage of commercial information that comes their way (Friestad & Wright, 1994).



One of the important outcomes of this mistrust and need to cope with advertising has been the steadily increasing appeal of more authentic types of recommendations, such as customer reviews by actual users. When social media began to offer a range of voices of ‘real people’, this was widely seen as a welcome relief to the outpouring of untrusted professional salespeople and potentially biased reviewers who previously populated most of the mass media channels. Beginning with the blogging movement of the late 1990s and early 2000s, people reacted favourably to brand and product reviews by social media content makers who seemed to be (1) similar to themselves, (2) knowledgeable about niche topics, (3) not commercially motivated, and/or (4) engaged and directly communicating with the members of their audience.

It did not take long for marketers to notice. Before long, brand managers and other communication professionals started building blogger-based strategies into their marketing plans, trying to make sure that those ‘real life’ voices were engaging with their brands in ways that they could try to control. For instance, when one of the authors of this book was studying a blogging nurse influencer in 2006 (Kozinets et al., 2010), a pay-per-post company was already offering her money to post favourable reviews of their products. Contemporary efforts to take advantage of the persuasive power of influencers directly evolved from these early attempts to manipulate electronic word-of-mouth. There is no doubt today that influencer marketing is a big-money industry. With his gaming streams, Richard Tyler Blevins creates highly engaging content for his audiences – for which he earns impressive amounts of money. In an unconfirmed rumour, Electronic Arts (EA) paid him $1 million to play their ‘Apex Legends’ game in his video stream. Altogether, Ninja makes an estimated $10 million per year.

The world of social media is currently poised between that past reality where people considered it to be a more trustworthy alternative to traditional media and advertising, and a current reality where its many commercial operations are openly being acknowledged and sceptically questioned. There is no doubt that the massive success of influencers like Richard Tyler Blevins illustrates that something dramatic has already happened not only to the world of video games but also to comedy, fashion, travel, fitness, parenting, pet ownership, education, sports, dating, collecting, work, and almost every other aspect of human behaviour and interest. Through their knowledge, their expertise, and their entertainment value, influencers have become a vitally important part of our culture – and this has happened around the world. Over the last decade, they have also become an increasingly integral part of the business ecosystem. One of the most apparent ways we can measure this importance is in terms of economic value. Globally, the market value of influencer-related outputs was estimated at $13.8 billion in 2021 (Statista, 2021a) – and we consider this estimate to be low because the revenue streams of influencers are diverse.

During the social media intense COVID-19 pandemic, the influencer and creator industry grew rapidly because people were home and spending more time on social media and shopping online. Research suggests that the influencer marketing industry grew at the remarkable rate of 33.6% between 2020 and 2021 (eMarketer, 2021). The pandemic also halted the traditional advertising industry by putting restrictions on filming. In addition, the industry itself changed as influencers were driven to improve their business strategies, content creation tactics, and engagement mechanisms (Femenia-Serra, Gretzel, & Alzua-Sorzabal, 2022). Social media industry players introduced new platforms (most notably TikTok), altered existing platforms, changed algorithms, and focused on measurement techniques in a way that made directly communicating with audiences more challenging and expensive for brands. On top of this, a considerable portion of Generation Z became of age during the pandemic, leaving marketers struggling to find ways to reach this new target market.

In just a couple of decades, influencers and creators have transformed the way people learn, communicate, vote, shop, travel, eat, and much more. And they have changed and continue to change the way business, marketing, and advertising are conducted. As social media influencers like Logan Paul and Danielle Bernstein rack up tens of thousands per sponsored post, people begin to question whether they can trust these attractively persuasive voices, or whether they are just the same old snake oil salespeople dressed in new influencers’ clothing. With consumer tracking, coupon code promotions, and sophisticated platform algorithms becoming ubiquitous, we live in a far more complex media environment than the one we had even ten years ago. The old schemer’s schema now needs to adapt to the constantly evolving schemes of new media creators.

These facts mean that we need a specialised understanding of the way influencers and creators work today. Social media and digital marketing, public relations, and digital advertising are included in broad academic disciplines. But these fields struggle to stay current and to deal in sufficient depth with rapid developments in the world. Social media as a serious topic of study has largely passed ‘under the radar’ because its rise has been so swift. Social media, as well as the culture and business that surround them, are already an incredibly important part of our society and economy. Learning about how the influencer and creator industry works is important if we want to understand the greater impact of social media on our lives and our world. We will begin in the next section by clearly defining influencers and creators and distinguishing them from related terms like celebrities, opinion leaders, and brand ambassadors.


Defining Influencers

The world of influencers and creators is still relatively new and keeps evolving. As a consequence, researchers and communication managers have not yet settled on definitions for influencers and creators. Still, most of us use these terms all the time, without being able to define them. In order to go deeper into the topic, however, it is going to be necessary to be very specific about the characteristics of influencers and other related concepts, such as creators and opinion leaders.

Even before social media came into the world, influencer was a word. It simply means someone who exerts influence over other people. However, the word has come to mean a lot more than that when used in the context of social media. We have collected some important definitions of influencers in Table 1.2, which you should consult before reading the remainder of this chapter.


Table 1.2
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The Core Qualities of Influencers

In order to understand what an influencer is, and to be able to compare it with and distinguish it from the term ‘creator’ and other related concepts, we need to establish the core qualities of influencers. First, our definition needs to acknowledge the connection between influencers and social media. Influencers as we know them could not exist without social media and digital content delivery platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, TikTok, Douyin, Twitch, LinkedIn, Pinterest, Twitter, Spotify, and others. Podcasts would also be included, which accounts for our listing of Spotify. The world of influencers is a world of social media posts and followers, likes and shares, content created and consumed, and comments and replies. Although the influencer types vary on different social media (e.g., fashion influencers on Instagram versus video game influencers on Twitch), influencers must utilise at least one social medium – and many of them use several.

What these influencers have in common is that they (1) build relationships with people through (2) a consistent and distinctive voice and image expressed through their (3) social media content. Influencers build relationships by leveraging some quality, virtue, or talent of their own and putting it out there on social media. It could be knowledge, skill, expertise, talent, a social position, a profession, a beautiful or handsome appearance, a likeable personality, a fun attitude, an amazing or interesting life experience or ongoing experiences, a great sense of humour, a willingness to perform crazy stunts, or something else. The varied gamer profiles presented at the beginning of the chapter illustrate this diversity. Whatever it is, influencers provide people who tune into their content something that social media users enjoy, find interesting, useful, or valuable.

Many of these qualities or virtues can appear together in a single influencer. For example, Charli D’Amelio has a fun personality and is attractive, as well as being a talented dancer and someone who has gone through and can share the experience of having an eating disorder. An important aspect of influencers is that they strategically position and market themselves by engaging in personal branding.


Personal Branding

‘Personal branding is a strategic process of creating, positioning, and maintaining a positive impression of oneself, based in a unique combination of individual characteristics, which signal a certain promise to the target audience through a differentiated narrative and imagery’ (Gorbatov, Khapova, & Lysova, 2018: 6). There are three distinct and measurable characteristics of personal branding: brand appeal, brand differentiation, and brand recognition (Gorbatov et al., 2021).



Content, combined with the name and personal brand of the influencer, creates a recognizable influencer ‘channel’ or program, regardless of whether it is featured in a blog, on YouTube, or in a podcast. In Charli’s case, many of her followers admire her amazing skills as a dancer (she has been dancing since she was three and is a trained competitive dancer). An influencer’s qualities, talents, and skills are expressed consistently through a regular stream of social media posts and perhaps other follow-up communications (e.g., replies to comments). It is through these posts that the influencer builds an image and a reputation for consistent performance (in other words, a brand) amongst those who audience the material, and in the wider world. The relationship between an influencer and their audience is based on regular content sharing by the influencer and engagement by the audience that ideally turns into dedicated following. Indeed, attracting, curating, engaging with, understanding, and retaining their audience through content and communication becomes the focus of an influencer’s social media activity.

Influencer

The term ‘influencer’ refers to personal brands that build relationships with an engaged audience through a regular flow of consistent, authentic, and distinctive content posted on at least one social media platform.



Our definition of an influencer applies equally to people with different sizes of audiences, from those who attract millions of online followers like Kendall Jenner to those who have a few thousand, such as travel nano-influencer Julie Rose. Our definition includes individual people who post on social media, but it also would encompass a family influencer like The Bucket List Family (which is a group of people, not an individual), a pet influencer like Doug the Pug, a virtual influencer like Guggimon, or a non-human influencer like Eugene the Egg. Each of these influencers has a unique and distinctive voice and image. But what they have in common is that each of them builds relationships with people who become interested followers based on the unique spin and content of their social media posts. This audience gathering is the core of what an influencer is.

Influencers typically present themselves as real people. They frequently use their real names. And, whether they’re broadcasting from their bedroom or introducing you to their friends, family, and pets, they typically try to appear authentic. They invite their audience ‘behind the scenes’. The sincerity with which they perform is an important aspect of our definition of an influencer. Influencers are authentic when their performances are consistent and their actions match what they say and are compatible with the beliefs they promote through their personal brands.

Authentic influencers remain true to their own values and character in the face of external pressure. In this way, they are genuine: they stand for something and are not afraid to tell you what it is. And they are frequently enthusiastic about their beliefs. Moreover, they are consistent in their performance. Even when a character’s behaviour is scripted, such as with the Brazilian virtual influencer Lu do Magalu, it is consistent. Lu do Magalu has an ethos, a storyline, and a personality that she expresses and acts upon. In the world of influencers, being a ‘real’ person or showing one’s ‘real life’ can be beneficial, but what is most important is an authentic performance. That authentic performance is a type of personal branding in which influencers consistently perform the voice, tone, and image that makes their persona appealing to a specific audience and renders their social media content distinct and appealing.




What an Influencer Is Not…

To provide definitional clarity, it is important to establish boundary conditions. We acknowledge that these boundaries can be rather fuzzy in the influencer world.

An influencer is not necessarily a profit-oriented professional. As we are defining the core of what an influencer is, it is also vital to consider what is not necessary to include in that definition. Many of the definitions of influencers in Table 1.2 emphasise that influencers have the power to influence other people, especially their purchase decisions. But brand deals and contracts to endorse products are not essential to the definition of influencers. Although many influencers deal with topics that may impact purchase decisions, others might not. Yes, influencers can influence purchase decisions. But they can also inform people about how to be kinder to their family members, how to study more effectively, or how to pet their cats – so, we could also call them informers. They can inform people about causes and charities, social movements and political candidates, and personal matters such as living a fuller life or having better relationships. How about Kristina Carrillo-Bucaram, an Ecuadorian Lebanese social media influencer who follows a fully raw food and vegan diet? A lot of her content is about living more simply. Greta Thunberg has over 12 million Instagram followers and does not do brand deals. Amy Ratcliffe is a devoted Star Wars fan who also gathers an audience through her editorship of The Nerdist. There are many people who gather smaller audiences (‘nano-influencers’ and ‘micro-influencers’) who have not monetised them. Influencers can perform, inspire, and entertain rather than sell.

So why would a definition emphasise only the potential economic impact aspect of the influencer, and not the informer, performer, inspirer, and entertainer aspect? Monetisation, whether in the form of gifting (free products to influencers) or paid brand deals, is a very important part of the social media marketing industry today. Historically, much of the coverage of the social media phenomenon has been written by journalists and media people with ties to the advertising industry and so it reflects their business perspectives. As we all know, money makes the world go round and it also pays the bills for a lot of social media personalities. But many influencers with devoted followings realise that they and their personal brand – and not some other company’s brand – is ultimately the most important thing they must manage. By gathering an audience for their content, they can influence people’s lives and decisions in ways that may not directly involve promoting brands and convincing their audience to buy things. Focusing only on a social media poster’s direct impacts on purchase decisions seems to be a limiting thing to include in a definition of what makes an influencer. So, the definition of influencers does not necessarily need to include financial or other forms of compensation.

Another thing we eliminate is the emphasis on size. An influencer does not need to have millions of followers. Some of the definitions in Table 1.2 emphasise the large size of an influencer’s audience or following, casting a big group of followers as essential to being an influencer. This follows a colloquial use of the term ‘influencer’ that may confuse it with celebrities or media personalities. This is perfectly understandable, since some of the biggest and most recognised influencers in the world, people like Kim Kardashian and her half-sister Kylie Jenner, Cristiano Ronaldo, and Ariana Grande, are celebrities from the worlds of television, professional sports, and music. Although some major celebrities such as Justin Bieber and Calvin Harris began their careers as people who posted their original material on social media and built audiences, many other celebrities found quick followings on social media because they were already famous. In these cases, they may have already had a strong personal brand, and they may not even have created or managed their own social media accounts. So, while it is certainly true that celebrities can be or become social media influencers, it is not the case that every influencer is necessarily a celebrity.



Celebrity

A celebrity has fame or a large degree of public recognition, along with command of significant attention in the mass media.



An influencer can talk to business audiences, not just to consumers. It is important to realise that not all influencers are business-to-consumer (or B2C) influencers, such as top fitness and fashion influencers Jen Selters and Chiara Ferragni. Instead, businesspeople might follow Sheri Hinish, the ‘SupplyChainQueen’, who informs businesspeople about current issues and solutions in global supply chain management. The size of the following is basically irrelevant in this case. Industry practitioners already acknowledge that there are business-to-business influencers who might speak to very small and specialised audiences. For example, there may only be a dozen people in the world who specialise in purchasing the steel used to manufacture ships. Yet, if they all listen to the same influencer, that person may have the attention of a very important audience worth tens of millions of dollars a year.




Distinguishing Influencers From Brand Ambassadors

In order to distinguish influencers from brand ambassadors, it is important to recognize that influencers usually are independent third parties in relation to the brands and products that they might endorse. The personal brand of an influencer is always in the foreground. Influencers usually author and almost always own their own social media content. None of these things are true for brand ambassadors.

Brand Ambassador

A brand ambassador is someone who retains a year-round and exclusive contract with a brand to appear in advertising and attend public relations events.



An influencer would not have an exclusive contract with just one brand – although they might give exclusivity to a brand within a certain type of product category for a limited amount of time. Influencer contracts are also usually shorter than those of brand ambassadors. Brand ambassadors often do not write their own content because they are not generally building and promoting their own personal brand. Brand ambassadors do not own the brand content that they post but are contractually obligated to give brands the right to use their likeness for brand-related purposes. Most importantly of all, influencers are hired by brands because of their unique style, ideas, and personality that they bring to the material they create for their audience. Alternatively, a brand dealing with a brand ambassador would generally insist that the ambassador adopt the brand’s style. The Canadian fitness fashion brand Lululemon’s appointment of the non-binary and transgender professional runner Nikki Hiltz as one of their brand ambassadors is an example of the kind of longer term and contractual relationships brands have with brand ambassadors.




Distinguishing Influencers From Opinion Leaders


Opinion Leader

An opinion leader is a figure who interprets the meaning of media content or messages or curates information for a larger or more public audience of media users.



According to the two-step flow theory of communication of Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955), information flows from the mass media to opinion leaders (step one) and then from opinion leaders to the mass public (step two). Opinion leaders do not actively generate messages themselves. Rather, they digest, interpret, and modify messages from others (Bennett & Manheim, 2006). Influencers engage in a more complex and diverse set of actions than those required of opinion leaders. Influencers create their own content, and also strategically curate and manage both their personal brands and their audiences (Femenia-Serra, Gretzel, & Alzua-Sorzabal, 2022). Opinion leaders do not do any of these acts. Instead, they are valued for their opinion based on their knowledge/expertise, taste, or social position. Individuals look to them for guidance in terms of what messages to consume.

However, it is important to note that in the Chinese social media ecosystem, the term ‘key opinion leader’ (KOL) is commonly used to describe influencers. Chinese KOLs often have larger audiences and a greater commercial focus than influencers outside of China. They also typically need verified accounts to maintain authenticity and gain trust. In contrast, key opinion customers (KOCs) are individuals who spread word-of-mouth within smaller circles and with a more personal touch.




Distinguishing Influencers From Digital Marketers


Digital Marketer

A digital marketer is a person or organisation that uses digital technologies to connect with potential customers to promote products and brands.



Digital marketers use digital channels such as search engines, websites, mobile apps, and social media to reach customers, build brand awareness, gather market intelligence, and promote and sell brands, products, and services. Although some influencers might promote brands, this is not their primary function and, in fact, there are many influencers who do not promote brands or act as marketers. Furthermore, digital marketers do not engage in the same personal branding and authentic performances as influencers.

However, when influencers create their own brands, some of their efforts might be directed towards marketing their products or services. For instance, Madeleine Darya Alizadeh (@dariadaria) is an Austrian fashion and lifestyle influencer who promotes her own fashion label dariadéh as a sustainable and ethical product line that supports social and ecological projects and offers comfort for sizes XXS to XXXL. Similarly, Meg Jerrard, an Australian journalist and travel influencer frequently features travel destinations and brands in her Instagram feed alongside her own solo female travel-related services (tours, seminars, etc.).




Distinguishing Influencers From Content Creators


Content Creator

A creator or content creator produces professional content that is recognised for its quality, uniqueness, aesthetics, or style. They post this content on their own social media channels or grant others the right to use it, often for a fee.



There is a lot of confusion in the social media marketing industry around the connection between influencers and content creators. Many people use the term synonymously. Some believe that the term ‘creator’ or ‘content creator’ is a more attractive term than influencer because it does not suggest manipulation or a persuasive sales orientation.

The media and advertising industries have an insatiable appetite for high-quality and timely content, such as well-written product reviews, beautifully staged brand photographs, and vibrant videos. Marketers who want this high-quality content may not want the audience gathering and authentic performance that influencers provide. Content creators are those whose primary goal is to create high-quality, even distinctive content. Photographers, illustrators, writers, graphic designers, videographers, video editors, podcast producers, and other professionals are examples of creators. Sometimes, creators’ work will be posted on the social media accounts of those who commission their works, rather than on their own account. Michael Joseph Winkelmann is a content creator who uses the Instagram handle Beeple-Crap (see vignette box).

As Winkelmann’s work demonstrates, there is considerable skill involved in content creation that not all influencers will demonstrate (some influencers are amateurish in their content production). Many content creators will have a distinct aesthetic or style that audiences and marketers recognize and value. Every day, many professional content creators, such as journalists and professional reviewers, create and post things online. Not all content creators attempt to build personal brands or perspectives.

The diagram in Figure 1.1 illustrates the similarities and differences between influencers and creators. Consider influence and content creation to be activities, with influencers and content creators acting in specific roles. When we think of them as activities and roles, it becomes clear that a single person can do both. Just as one person can walk and chew gum at the same time, one person can also be a content creator as well as a source and gatherer of targeted public influence. The area where the two concepts overlap is depicted in Figure 1.1 as the intersection of the two Venn diagram circles.

[image: An illustration depicting the differences and similarities between influencers and creators]DescriptionFigure 1.1 Differences and similarities between influencers and creators



The difference between influencers and creators is one of emphasis. Generally, when we refer to creators or content creators, we are emphasising those who are responsible for producing uniquely styled, professional, or otherwise valuable content and then share it on social media. Creators create professional content which is recognised for its exceptional and one-of-a-kind quality. They are usually skilled in working with social media, and they understand how social platforms interact with their particular areas of expertise in content creation. Influencers emphasise interaction with an audience and relationship building activities rather than the production of stylish content. While influencers engage in personal branding, content creators focus on social media content branding.

Social Media Content Branding

Social media content branding is a process of creating and maintaining a consistent and differentiated style in a social media channel, stream, or other regular sources of identifiable content.




Beeple-Crap: Portrait of a Content Creator

Michael Joseph Winkelmann is a content creator. Winkelmann is an American digital artist who creates and posts darkly fantastic, satirical, science fictional works on social media that combine popular culture references and news with sociopolitical commentary. Although he is creating content that builds an audience, his Instagram brand, Beeple-Crap, is more of a gallery for his unique and provocative digital art to be displayed than it serves as a place where he builds trusted relationships with an audience who cares about his opinion. As a result, his work has been central in commercialising his social media activity, rather than his opinion or his ability to reach a particular audience. His bizarre 3D images were featured in concert visuals for Childish Gambino, Imagine Dragons, Nicki Minaj, Zedd, Skrillex, deadmau5, and others, and his artwork was featured on Louis Vuitton’s Women’s Spring 2019 ready-to-wear collection as well as in window displays at their flagship stores around the globe. We can see from Figure 1.2 that Winkelmann’s work is distinctive and professional. The question of whether it is valuable is something that depends upon the question: ‘valuable to whom’? Although, for many years, Winkelmann simply gave away his art images online, occasionally selling a print of his work for $100 or less, artists like Nicki Minaj and brands like Louis Vuitton eventually found it valuable.

[image: An animated photograph of Elon Musk walking a dog]Figure 1.2 Winkelmann’s ‘Gigachad’







sWooZie: An Animated YouTube Content Creator

The work of YouTube personality Adande Thorne is another good example of content creation. Thorne, also known as ‘sWooZie’, is perhaps best known for the humorously narrated animated autobiographical videos he releases as his key content. Although Thorne might have some endorsement deals with brands, the main revenue he makes is from the advertising fees he earns from the viewership of his content – over one billion cumulative views on YouTube. As a television show does, the audience’s attention to his animated videos is monetised by showing advertising before and during the content. As the creator of this content, Adande gets a cut of this revenue.






Influencer Characteristics and Roles

Influencers are frequently confused with many other related concepts, including celebrities, opinion leaders, digital marketers, brand ambassadors, and creators. This confusion occurs because influencers can take on a variety of communicative roles from creating, curating, spreading, and amplifying commercial and non-commercial messages to managing conversations with followers. Although there are areas where influencers and these other concepts overlap, as illustrated in Figure 1.3, the concept of an influencer is distinct. The preceding definitions and discussions show that each of these concepts has distinct characteristics that it does not share with the concept of an influencer, and vice versa. However, in practice, many influencers exhibit characteristics and engage in activities that overlap with these various concepts. This makes the influencer world diverse and exciting, but it can also lead to confusion when researching and working with influencers.

[image: An illustrtion of five intersecing circles that are labelled, from the top, celebrity, opinion leader, brand ambassador, digital marketer and creator. The intersection is labelled as 'Influencer'.]Figure 1.3 Influencers and other related concepts



Influencers are often labelled and categorised to make it easier for audiences to find them or to identify them for specific commercial purposes. Influencer categories can be based on demographic characteristics (e.g., Silver Influencer for older individuals or momfluencer for women with children), ethnicity (e.g., Black influencer), the size of their following (from celebrity to nano-influencer), the platform on which they communicate (e.g., YouTuber), the topic they focus on (e.g., plantfluencer), the type of audience they attract (B2C vs. B2B influencer), the type of content they produce (e.g., vlogger or livestreamer), whether they are human or not (e.g., virtual or computer-generated imagery (CGI) influencer), their geographic location (e.g., Italian influencer), or the language they speak (e.g., Spanish-speaking influencer). No matter what these specific labels are, the definition of an influencer applies across all these categories.

In summary, an influencer builds meaningful relationships with an audience through consistently providing social media content featuring authentic performance and a distinctive voice and image, all reflecting and contributing to their personal brand. They do not necessarily have brand deals, large audiences, or an emphasis on their ‘real lives’ – although they certainly might. They do not even have to be human or individual people. Ours is not intended to be a universal definition. Instead, it comes from a specific perspective. We do not focus exclusively upon the commercial roles of creators and influencers – but we certainly do not exclude them, either. Making money is essential to understanding influencers not only as an industry but also as an impactful cultural and social phenomenon. We have defined the various influencer-related terms so that they can be useful for people who are trying to understand what influencers are in a social and cultural sense, what they do from a communication perspective, as well as how to work with them from a marketing and public relations perspective.






Influencer Marketing and Influencer Relations

Does influencer marketing include public relations functions? What distinguishes public relations from marketing? Is influencer relations the same as public relations? By answering these questions, this section seeks to shed light on the more or less strategic ways in which influencers can be used to achieve diverse communication goals.


Marketing Versus Public Relations

Marketing includes all the sales functions as well as new product development, supply chain operations, pricing, and market and consumer-related data analysis. Marketing also includes a large number of different communications activities, often abbreviated as marcom or marketing communications (which is where the confusion begins because public relations is also communications related). Marketing communications activities tend to be related to revenues and focused on campaigns. Public relations responsibilities, on the other hand, tend to be more closely and directly related to the world of reputation and its strategic management. Public relations activities transcend marketing’s emphasis on revenue generation and focus on the longevity of a business, organisation, or other entity (which could be a public official or even a nation).

Both marketing and public relations are concerned with brands and branding. Companies market their brands to differentiate them from competitors so that consumers will think that they are superior, choose them, and generate revenue for the firm. Companies use public relations to bolster their corporate brands so that people will believe the company is legitimate, trustworthy, and a good citizen. A company like Unilever will use public relations to build its corporate brand, but it will use marketing to sell its Dove and Axe brands of body wash.




From Influencer Advertising to Influencer Relations

Collaborations with influencers can span across all marketing functions and often include public relations goals. However, they can be more or less strategic and shorter- or longer-term in orientation. Depending on this orientation, influencer-based communication efforts can be divided into three categories: (1) influencer advertising, (2) influencer marketing, and (3) influencer relations.

Influencer Advertising

The short-term and tactical use of influencers or creators in campaigns to prompt sales is known as influencer advertising.



Influencer advertising reflects the desire for marketers to seek short-run or even immediate results. Influencer advertising involves using an influencer’s channel to post commercial messages that the marketers have composed for them or asked them to share with minimal, if any, additional creative input on the part of the influencer. The placement of pre-composed or partially composed marketing messages in the feeds of social media influencers is similar to viral marketing or the use of advertising in other paid media. As with a paid advertising purchase in a television show or radio program’s commercial break, the advertiser is buying access to the influencer’s audience. Influencer advertising can also involve the purchase of creator content so that it can be repurposed for brand campaigns.

Influencer Marketing

The shorter-to-medium term and tactical involvement of influencers and creators in marketing communication campaigns designed primarily for revenue generation is known as influencer marketing.



Ultimately focused on revenue generation, and also using campaigns, influencer marketing reflects a more medium-term time orientation. Influencer marketing uses the talents of influencers and content creators to create original and authentic brand material (or brand ‘assets’) that the brand can repurpose for promotional purposes. Unlike influencer advertising, influencer marketing leverages the unique voice or style, intricate understanding of social media platforms, and ability to effectively reach desirable target audiences of individual influencers who are usually chosen for single campaigns. Similar to influencer advertising, it is generally focused on discrete campaigns with specific communication or revenue-based performance goals.

Influencer Relations

Longer-term and more strategic partnerships with influencers and creators, which emphasise organisational-influencer fit and future performance, are known as influencer relations.



Influencer relations activities are longer term, more strategic, and more focused on a good fit between the image of the influencer or creator and the brand than either influencer advertising or influencer marketing. Influencer relations are still campaign-based, but generally involve cultivating relationships between the brand and the influencer or creator by working together over longer time periods that extend beyond single campaigns. Influencer relations campaigns and professionals rely more extensively upon the creative input and audience insights of influencers than either influencer advertising or influencer marketing. Over time, influencers who work on influencer relations campaigns become like spokespeople who are, in effect, an extension of the company and brand.

Influencer relations should be considered a type of public relations function. It is a relatively longer-term in orientation and more reputationally concerned approach to using influencers and creators than influencer marketing or influencer advertising. We express these relationships in Figure 1.4.

[image: An illustration depicting influencer marketing, influencer advertising, and influencer relations]DescriptionFigure 1.4 Influencer marketing, influencer advertising, and influencer relations



In the real and fast-moving world of social media marketing, there can be a lot of overlap between these neat clean categories. In practice, and when done well, influencer advertising can turn into influencer marketing, and influencer marketing can shade into influencer relations. The differences between the three activities represent different perspectives on the appropriate use of influencers and creators. This is why Figure 1.4 is drawn as a continuum. Influencer relations is a strategic, investment-oriented, and long-term approach to working with influencers or creators, while influencer advertising is more tactical, extractive, short-term and mostly ignores the many things influencers and creators can bring to the table beyond simple access to content or a target audience. Most organisations will find themselves engaging with influencers or creators somewhere between the two polar extremes. However, as marketers are realising, with the high cost of finding and vetting influencers and creators and the high risk involved in single-campaign approaches, there is a clear trend towards influencer relations.






Chapter Summary

Communication technology and its applications have altered our cultural landscape. Social media influencers and creators have emerged as popular and trusted voices, attracting large audiences and gaining significant cultural, social, and economic importance. Influencers are people who build relationships with their audiences by delivering consistent, authentic, and distinct performances that are linked to a personal brand and shared on social media. They may or may not have brand deals, large audiences, or a focus on their ‘real lives’. They are not even required to be human. Celebrities, opinion leaders, digital marketers, brand ambassadors, and creators are not the same as influencers. They are roles that sometimes overlap with influencer activities. Brands and other communicators can use influencers and creators in three ways: influencer advertising, influencer marketing, and influencer relations. Influencers and creators are used in campaigns in all of these activities, but the emphasis is different. Influencer relations is the most long-term, interactional, strategic, and concerned with the fit between the image of the influencer or creator and that of the brand or company.





Exercises and Questions


Exercises

	Identify three different influencers and familiarize yourself with their contents if you do not already follow them. Now, apply the definition of an influencer provided in this chapter to each one. Do they fit the definition well?
	Check out the Instagram account of Eric Rubens (https://www.instagram.com/erubes1/). Would you describe him as an influencer or a content creator?
	Find an example of an influencer marketing campaign, an influencer advertising campaign, and influencer relations campaign online.





Questions

	Why did influencers gain popularity in business as a way to promote brands?
	What are some of the key similarities between the following related concepts:	Creators and influencers?
	Brand ambassadors and digital marketers?
	Celebrities and opinion leaders?


	What are some of the key differences between the following related concepts:	Creators and opinion leaders?
	Brand ambassadors and digital marketers?
	Celebrities and influencers?


	A focus on influencer relations is better than influencer marketing. Do you agree?







Annotated Readings

	Bloomstein, M. (2021). Trustworthy: How the smartest brands beat cynicism and bridge the trust gap. Page Two: Vancouver.
	Content strategy guru Margot Bloomstein captures a net of experiences of copywriters, designers, creative directors, and CMOs to offer an understanding of how these business experts navigate the challenges of building trust in an era of consumer cynicism through imagery, editorial style, storytelling, and retail design.
	Hearn, A. (2008). Meat, mask, burden: Probing the contours of the branded self. Journal of Consumer Culture, 8(2), 197–217.
	An erudite, insightful, and historical account of the roots of personal branding in popular media and consumer culture.





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
An illustration of two circles labelled ‘Influencers’ (left) and ‘Creators’ (right), which intersect. The left circle lists the following: • Deliberately gather a focused or niche audience on a social media platform • Offer authentic performance such as experiences form personal life • Strong personal branding The right circle lists the following: • Develop high quality and/or creative material • Exhibit professional levels of skill in creating communication elements, such as writing, photography, video, podcast • Stylized creations that emphasise unique content The intersection reads ‘Consistent flow of content’. Below these circles is a double-sided arrow that says ‘Either one may or may not have commercial sponsorships and contracts’ on the top. At the bottom, it says ‘Emphasis on’ in the middle; ‘Personal brand and audience characteristics’ on the left; and ‘Content qualities and characteristics’ on the right.


Back to Figure
An illustration with a double-sided arrow at the bottom labelled ‘TIME HORIZON’ in the middle; ‘Short term’ on the left’; and ‘long term’ on the right. On the left, it reads ‘Influencer Advertising’ below the arrow and lists the following above the arrow: • Immediate results • Short term campaign-basis • Tactical goals In the middle, it reads ‘Influencer Marketing’ below the arrow and lists the following above the arrow: • ROI focus • Short-medium term campaign-basis • Content creation and tactical goals On the right, it reads ‘Influencer Relations’ below the arrow and lists the following above the arrow: • Organisation-influencer fit emphasis • Longer term relationship-basis • Strategic goals






2 A Macrosocial Perspective



Chapter Overview and Objectives

This chapter will present a macro perspective on the environment in which influencer and creator content is created and commercialised. Brands and platforms are key elements in a combination of technological, social, and economic resources that create the productive ability that enables influencers and creators to work and their content to propagate. These resources also structure the influencer and creator experience in important ways. In their work and content, influencers and creators draw on and are affected by the attention economy, gig economy, reputation economy, algorithmic culture, and surveillance capitalism, which each create their own sets of demands. Holding these different elements together in a dialectical relationship is the governing ideology of neoliberalism. The chapter will introduce and explain these structural and ideological factors, setting the stage for a deeper understanding of the influencer ecosystem.





PROVOCATION: What social forces influence the world of influencers? How does the world of influencers fit into the wider social and economic world they labour within?

KEYWORDS: affordance, algorithm, data, fan labour, attention economy, gig economy, reputation economy, algorithmic culture, neoliberalism, surveillance capitalism





The Time Travelling Momfluencer

Influencers and creators do not operate in a vacuum. They are the product of a society and economic system that values, enables, and promotes certain things while discouraging others. They are also highly dependent on technologies that allow them to create and distribute their contents. Imagine a time-travelling momfluencer who ends up in Russia in the 1950s. What opportunities would she have to create and spread messages and build and interact with an audience? Would she be able to derive income from her efforts? Now fast forward to North Korea in 2020. Do you think there are many thriving North Korean momfluencers? Why not?



To help you answer some of the questions raised in our opening vignette, this chapter will dive into some of the driving forces behind the influencer and creator economy to explain why it has become so prominent over the last decade, although not in all countries or at least not to the same extent.


Base and Superstructure

Although influencers and creators are a relatively recent phenomenon, they developed in a global context with a long, varied, and rich socioeconomic history. One of the founders of sociology, Karl Marx, devised notions of base and superstructure, which can help us better understand the environment in which influencer and creator content production and commercialisation take place. Figure 2.1 illustrates the way that these central sociological ideas relate to the world of influencers and creators in our digital economy today.

[image: An illustration describing the base and superstructure in the influencer system]DescriptionFigure 2.1 Base and superstructure in the influencer system



The productive forces, or the materials and resources that create the different commodities and services that society’s members require to function, are referred to as society’s base. In an information economy like ours, which some would call ‘post-industrial’ (Bell, 1976), many products and services might be informational or digital – for example, online access to a word processing application or the usage of a new set of animated emojis. Despite how informational our electronic exchanges might be, they are still industrial in that societies build industries around and with them, such as the technology industry or the influencer industry. For influencers and creators to be able to produce content that has the potential to be industrialised, they need access to technological devices such as phones and computers, things like ring lights and editing software applications, as well as networks and platforms.


Societal Base

The productive forces or the materials and resources that create the different products and services required for a given society to function.




Societal Superstructure

All other parts of a given society besides the means of production, including people’s education, culture, philosophy, conventions, and identities, which shape and are shaped by the societal base.



As the name suggests, the base supports the development of a particular superstructure. The superstructure encompasses all other parts of society, including people’s education, culture, philosophy, conventions, and identities. Influencers depend on their education and technical skills, as well as proficiencies with things like fitness routines or cooking, to create interesting content for their audience. Beyond these types of personal skills, influencers depend on a society’s administrative system, which includes its social institutions, political system, legal authorities, and governing bodies. When an influencer signs a contract with a brand, for instance, they are using the legal and governmental superstructure of society to engage in a transaction. Influencers also need an economic system in place that supports and rewards their entrepreneurial efforts.

Neither the base nor the superstructure is natural or static. They are both social constructions and social creations, and base and superstructure are the constantly changing consequences of the accumulation of people’s continuous social interactions. The base and superstructure are interconnected in complex ways. Both construct and preserve each other. To a large extent, influencers reflect the social, economic, and cultural environment in which they work, while also fuelling the phenomena that led to their emergence. For instance, influencers are a cultural phenomenon that shapes not only the way we consume media but also the way we think about work and the kinds of jobs that are being created. Mobile Marketing Magazine (2019) reports that becoming an influencer has become an aspirational career choice for many children. Influencers also reflect the governing ideology of their society, which is a driving force in the continuous development of base and superstructure.

Ideology

A set of beliefs, norms, and values, especially the political beliefs on which people, parties, or nations base their actions. Although the term has acquired negative connotations, its true meaning is simply to signify this set of impactful beliefs (not whether you think they are good or bad).
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