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Abstract

The rapid expansion of the creator economy has disrupted traditional advertising models,
positioning content creators and social media influencers as central intermediaries
between brands and consumers. This conceptual paper examines how influencer
integration is reshaping advertising strategy and brand communication in the digital age,
shifting persuasion from mass-media formats toward personalised, relationship-driven
content embedded within creators' digital presence. Drawing on theories of parasocial
interaction, source credibility, and platform-based marketing, the paper argues that
influencers function not merely as endorsers but as co-creators of brand meaning, blending
authenticity with commercial intent in ways that challenge advertising norms around
disclosure, trust, and message control. The analysis explores how brands integrate
influencers across the marketing funnel, from awareness-building sponsored content to
conversion-driven affiliate partnerships, while navigating tensions between creative
authenticity and brand consistency. The paper further interrogates emerging challenges,
including audience scepticism toward sponsored content, regulatory demands for
disclosure, platform algorithm volatility, and difficulty measuring influencer return on
investment against traditional metrics. Synthesising perspectives from advertising,
marketing communication, and digital media scholarship, the paper proposes a framework
for understanding influencer-integrated advertising as a distinct communicative practice
rather than an extension of celebrity endorsement. It concludes that brands seeking
sustained relevance must rethink advertising strategy around authenticity, platform-native
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storytelling, and long-term creator relationships, positioning the creator economy as a
defining force in advertising's digital transformation.

Keywords: Brand communication, Creator economy, Digital advertising, Influencer
marketing, Source credibility.

Introduction

Over the last ten years the advertising industry has experienced one of its most
significant changes and it should be seen as something more than just a small change. In the
past advertising was the sole responsibility of companies, advertising agencies and
broadcast networks who addressed the public through mass media formats; today it is, if
not entirely, at least in large part, influenced by individual content creators who
communicate directly with their audiences. This represents not just a development in
methods but a basic change in the nature of persuasion. The move from one-way broadcast
messages to personal, relationship-based communication that is part of a creator's regular
digital activities, is the most important advancement in marketing communication at the
present time, and any brand that regards this as an optional rather than a strategic

necessity is already falling behind.

What stands out most about the creator economy is not simply its size. While it is
remarkable in itself that there is a multi-billion-dollar ecosystem extending from micro-
influencers to global mega-celebrities, the rather unusual position that influencers now
hold is even more noteworthy. They function as content producers, as builders of

communities, and as intermediaries in advertising all at the same time, and it is this
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combined role that makes them so effective. No conventional form of advertising has
blended commercial messages with personal storytelling as smoothly as influencers have
done. However, it is precisely in this blending that the real problems arise, compelling both
brands, regulators, and scholars to face uncomfortable questions concerning what
advertising actually is these days and where the boundaries of honest communication

ought to be.

At the heart of this complexity lies the issue of authenticity, since influencer
marketing obtains a large part of its ability to persuade people on the grounds that the
creators appear to be relatable, trustworthy, and independent rather than traditional
advertisers (Audrezet et al, 2025). However, as companies gradually incorporate
influencers into organised marketing campaigns, including the use of contracts, content
guidelines, and performance criteria, the sense of authenticity they are perceived to have is
coming under greater pressure. People nowadays are more skilled at spotting sponsored
content, and regulatory authorities in different regions have enacted more stringent
disclosure rules in order to protect consumers against misleading endorsements (Joshi et
al, 2025). Such developments prompt basic questions concerning how advertising
strategies must change if they are to maintain both commercial effectiveness and public
trust in a situation where the distinction between a genuine recommendation and a paid

promotion is often unclear.

Meanwhile, the creator economy has brought about new operational and strategic

difficulties for brands and marketing communication professionals. Unlike traditional
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advertising channels, campaigns driven by influencers take place on platforms that are
dependent on algorithms and whose rules regarding visibility change frequently and in an
unpredictable manner, making it harder to plan campaigns and to forecast their
performance (Stocchi & Harrigan, 2026). Likewise, the measurement of return on
investment is still highly disputed, since engagement figures such as likes, comments, and
shares do not always have a direct connection with sales conversion or with the

development of long-term brand equity.

The situation in Nigeria is even worse since brands usually cannot tell the difference
between genuinely engaged followers and those who are artificially inflated or driven by
bots, so assessing influencers is more like guessing than actually measuring. On top of this,
there is a complex hierarchy of influencer categories, ranging from nano-influencers to
celebrities, and Nigerian marketing communication practice in particular needs to urgently
challenge its outdated beliefs regarding reach, relevance, and cost-effectiveness within an

ecosystem that is still establishing itself.

In light of this, the article contends that influencer integration should not be seen as
a temporary fad to be cleverly incorporated into current advertising strategies, but rather
as a true transformation of the meaning of advertising strategy and brand communication
in the digital era. The following sections present an analysis of the theoretical basis of the
relationship between influencers and brands, look at how influencers function throughout
the marketing funnel, from raising awareness to achieving conversion, and address the

field's key contradictions: authenticity, disclosure, the unpredictable nature of algorithms,
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and the ongoing difficulty of assessing what actually works. The objective is to develop a
conceptual framework for understanding influencer-integrated advertising as a separate
and still-developing form of communication, one that will influence how brands build trust,
maintain relevance, and compete for attention in a market place that is increasingly

controlled by creators rather than by corporations.

Conceptual Clarifications
The Creator Economy

The creator economy is a newly emerging digital space where self-made content is
produced, distributed, and monetised across multiple online platforms, offering an
alternative to traditional media and employment methods. Unlike the existing media
complexes that monopolise and control the means of production, the creator economy is
decentralised and based on the principles of allowing many individuals to reach an
audience and earn income through their content and subscriptions (Cunningham & Craig,
2021). Poell et al. (2022) note that the creator economy depends on platform
infrastructure and how value is formatted and extracted, making creators both
entrepreneurs and dependent employees. The creator economy has grown massively in the
past few years, spanning multiple sectors of the media and entertainment industries while
also providing various types of content and products (Duffy, Poell, & Nieborg, 2023).
Therefore, the creator economy is an innovative concept that reimagines media production

and significantly impacts other spheres, including advertising.
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For the advertising industry, the creator economy disrupts traditional media
production by decentralising the promotion and distribution of almost any content type,
making it crucial to understand influencer marketing and how to use it to promote specific
brands. Therefore, the creator economy is the key to influencer marketing success, and
understanding its basics is essential to any consideration of influencer advertising. The
creator economy has been changing the advertising industry by allowing influencers to
operate as media companies and market various types of goods produced by them or other
entities (Poell et al. 2022). To summarise, any individual or organisation that wants to
successfully use influencers to promote their products and/or services should understand

the creator economy.

Influencer Marketing

Influencer marketing denotes the strategic practice of collaborating with individuals
who possess dedicated online followings to promote products, services, or brand messages
through sponsored or integrated content. Unlike traditional celebrity endorsement,
influencer marketing is characterised by perceived relatability and niche audience trust,
with influencers often operating in specific content categories such as beauty, fitness,
technology, or finance (Vrontis et al., 2021). Leung, Gu, and Palmatier (2022) distinguish
influencer marketing from conventional advertising by highlighting its reliance on ongoing
parasocial relationships rather than one-off persuasive appeals, positioning influencers as

recurring, trusted voices within their followers' digital lives. The practice spans a spectrum
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of arrangements, from informal gifted collaborations to highly structured, contractually

governed campaigns with defined deliverables and performance metrics.

In emerging markets such as Nigeria, influencer marketing has grown rapidly
alongside increased social media penetration, though scholars note that the ecosystem
remains structurally immature compared to Western markets (Adeyanju & Okoro, 2024).
As a concept, influencer marketing is central to this study because it represents the
primary mechanism through which the creator economy intersects with brand
communication, requiring marketers to rethink message design, partnership structures,

and audience engagement strategies.

Authenticity and Parasocial Relationships

Authenticity is about being real, honest, and consistent - it's what makes people
trust a creator and their recommendations. Then there are parasocial relationships, where
audiences form emotional bonds with media figures they see all the time, even if they don't
actually know them. When you put these two ideas together, you can see why influencer
marketing is so persuasive: people feel like they are friends with influencers, and that
makes them trust what they say. But here is the thing: authenticity is not something you
can have; it is something you have to keep working on. Influencers have to balance being
relatable and real with making money from their partnerships, and that can be tricky.
Hudders and Lou (2023) similarly pointed out that authenticity is always being negotiated;

itis a performance that influencers have to maintain to keep their followers happy.
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When people see too much commercial content, it becomes unclear what is an ad
and what is not, and they start to doubt the person they are watching. This makes it harder
for brands to seem real and trustworthy. It is a big deal for brands to understand how
creators connect with their audience, because having a lot of followers matters less than
how much the audience really likes and trusts the creator. In fact, when brands choose who
to work with, they are starting to care more about the strength of the creator-audience
relationship than just follower count. This is what makes a creator's authenticity so

valuable, and it is something that brands need to be careful not to mess up.

Sponsored Content and Disclosure

Sponsored content refers to promotional material created by influencers on behalf
of brands, typically integrated into the creator's regular content style to maintain audience
engagement and perceived authenticity. Disclosure, correspondingly, refers to the practice
of clearly identifying such content as paid, gifted, or otherwise commercially motivated, a
practice increasingly mandated by regulatory bodies seeking to protect consumers from
misleading endorsements (Boerman, 2020). Evans, Wojdynski, and Hoy (2021) find that
while disclosure improves perceived advertiser transparency, it can simultaneously reduce
persuasive effectiveness if not integrated skilfully into the creator's authentic voice. This
creates a persistent tension for brands and creators alike, who must comply with growing
regulatory and platform-level disclosure requirements while preserving the relatability

that makes influencer content effective.

Arowa, O.; Sanyaolu, O. © 2026. IJIRM. All rights reserved (https://www.ijirm.com.ng)




International Journal of Information Resource Management (IJIRM)
Volume 3, Number 4 (October, 2026) E- ISSN: 1118-7786

The rules about influencers being open with their followers, in Nigeria, are unclear,
making them hard to enforce and difficult to use to protect consumers. When influencers
get paid to promote something, they need to be honest with their followers. This matters in
online advertising, where influencers have significant power. There is ongoing discussion
about how to ensure influencers are transparent about sponsored content while letting
them be creative and build relationships with their followers. This differs from traditional
advertising, so we need special rules that balance business needs with the unique aspects

of influencer marketing.
Platform Algorithms and Content Visibility

Platform algorithms are automated systems which decide how content is ranked,
recommended, and distributed to users, thereby influencing exactly which content from
influencers reaches the public and on what scale. Different from traditional advertising in
which the placement and the extent of reach are guaranteed by contract, the visibility of
influencer content is determined by ever-changing algorithmic criteria that give priority to
engagement indicators such as watch time, comments, and shares (Cotter, 2023). Duffy et
al. (2022) refer to this situation as "platform dependency", meaning that creators and, by
extension, the brands that work with them have to constantly adjust their content

strategies in order to keep up with the algorithmic preferences that are beyond their

control.

This unpredictability complicates campaign planning, as content performance can

fluctuate dramatically despite consistent creative quality or budget allocation (Duffy et al,,
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2023). For brands, algorithmic mediation introduces a layer of strategic uncertainty absent
from traditional media buying, where reach and frequency are more directly negotiable.
Understanding platform algorithms is therefore essential to this study, as it helps explain
why influencer-driven advertising performance is often volatile and difficult to forecast,
reinforcing the need for adaptive, platform-literate advertising strategies that can respond

to the opaque and evolving logics governing digital content visibility.

Overview and Rationale for Theoretical Integration

This conceptual review is anchored in three complementary theoretical
frameworks: Source Credibility Theory, Parasocial Interaction Theory, and Platform-Based
Marketing Theory, which together illuminate how influencers acquire persuasive power,
sustain audience trust, and operate within the structural logics of digital platforms that

define the creator economy's advertising ecosystem.

Source Credibility Theory, originally advanced by Hovland, Janis, and Kelley (1953)
and subsequently refined by contemporary digital media scholars, posits that a
communicator's persuasive effectiveness is determined by the audience's perception of
their trustworthiness, expertise, and attractiveness. Within traditional advertising contexts,
credibility was typically anchored in celebrity status, professional authority, or
institutional endorsement. However, the rise of the creator economy has fundamentally

reconfigured how credibility is constructed and evaluated, shifting emphasis toward
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relatability, niche expertise, and perceived authenticity rather than conventional fame or

formal credentials (Chen et al., 2023).

Contemporary applications of the theory demonstrate that micro- and nano-
influencers, despite commanding smaller audiences than celebrity figures, frequently
achieve superior persuasive outcomes precisely because their perceived credibility is
rooted in specialised knowledge and demonstrated consistency within a specific content
niche (Leung et al.,, 2022). Applied to this study, Source Credibility Theory provides the
analytical foundation for understanding why brands increasingly favour influencer
partnerships over traditional celebrity endorsement, and why disclosure of sponsored
content, if mismanaged, poses a direct threat to the credibility upon which influencer

marketing effectiveness depends.

Complementing this credibility-centred perspective, Parasocial Interaction Theory,
developed by Horton and Wohl (1956), explains the one-sided, quasi-relational bonds that
audiences form with media figures they regularly encounter but never personally meet.
Originally conceived to describe audience relationships with television personalities, the
theory has been meaningfully extended to social media contexts, where the interactive,
intimate, and frequent nature of influencer content intensifies parasocial bonding far

beyond what traditional broadcast media could achieve (Hudders & Lou, 2023).

Audrezet, de Kerviler, and Guidry Moulard (2020) demonstrate that these

parasocial relationships function as a critical mechanism through which influencer
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marketing achieves persuasive impact, as audiences process sponsored recommendations
less as commercial messaging and more as trusted advice from a familiar, relatable figure.
Within the Nigerian digital landscape, where influencer-audience interaction is often
characterised by high engagement and perceived closeness despite geographic and social
distance, parasocial dynamics are particularly salient in shaping consumer response to

SpOIlSOI‘Ed content.

Finally, Platform-Based Marketing Theory offers a structural lens for understanding
how the algorithmic architectures of digital platforms mediate and constrain influencer-
driven advertising. Unlike traditional marketing channels, where reach and placement are
directly negotiable, platform-based marketing recognises that visibility, audience access,
and campaign performance are governed by opaque, frequently shifting algorithmic logics
beyond the direct control of brands or creators (Duffy et al., 2022). Cotter (2023) argues
that platforms function simultaneously as marketplaces and gatekeepers, shaping not only
how content circulates but also how creators and brands must strategically adapt their
communicative practices to remain visible and relevant. This theory is essential for
explaining the volatility and unpredictability that distinguish influencer marketing from
conventional advertising, positioning platform infrastructure as an active, non-neutral

participant in the advertising process rather than a mere distribution channel.

In a nutshell, Source Credibility Theory, Parasocial Interaction Theory, and

Platform-Based Marketing Theory frame influencer-integrated advertising as a
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multidimensional phenomenon: one shaped simultaneously by rational credibility
assessment, affective relational bonding, and structural platform mediation. This tripartite
theoretical integration is essential to the present study, as it moves beyond viewing
influencer marketing as a mere extension of celebrity endorsement, instead positioning it
as a distinct communicative practice whose persuasive power and strategic complexity can
only be fully understood through the combined interplay of trust, relationship, and
platform logic.
Creator Economy Risks: Navigating the Challenges of Influencer-Integrated
Advertising

The creator economy has opened valuable new avenues for brand communication,
but it would be a serious miscalculation to treat this promise as unqualified. A distinct set
of risks runs beneath the surface of influencer-integrated advertising, and these risks
complicate strategy in ways that demand careful, deliberate navigation rather than
enthusiastic adoption. The most persistent of these risks is authenticity erosion. As
influencer content becomes ever more commercialised, the relatable, unscripted persona
that originally earned audience trust is placed under mounting strain. Excessive or clumsily
integrated sponsorships do not merely irritate audiences; they actively convert a once-
trusted voice into something audiences learn to read as an advertising vehicle, and once
that perception takes hold, both influencer credibility and brand reputation suffer in
tandem. This is not a minor cosmetic issue but a structural threat to the entire value

proposition of influencer marketing.
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Closely bound to this is the challenge of disclosure and regulatory compliance, a
challenge that is only intensifying as governments and platforms tighten requirements
around labelling sponsored content. Inconsistent, delayed, or deliberately obscured
disclosure exposes brands and creators to real legal risk, and this exposure should be read
not as an inconvenience but as a warning sign of an industry still catching up to its own
scale. In markets such as Nigeria, where regulatory frameworks governing influencer
marketing remain comparatively underdeveloped, this risk takes on a sharper edge.
Ambiguity around enforcement leaves brands considerably more exposed to reputational
fallout than their counterparts operating in more tightly regulated markets, a gap that
ought to concern any brand treating Nigeria as a straightforward extension of global

influencer strategy rather than a distinct regulatory environment.

Algorithmic volatility presents a further risk that no amount of creative excellence
can fully offset. Content visibility is governed by platform algorithms that shift frequently
and opaquely, which means campaign performance can swing unpredictably regardless of
budget or execution quality. This is a structural vulnerability, not a temporary
inconvenience to be tolerated until the next update settles matters. It undermines the very
foundation of brand planning and forecasting, and it is compounded by the industry's
persistent inability to measure return on investment with any real confidence. Engagement
metrics remain seductive precisely because they are easy to produce, yet they consistently
fail to correlate reliably with actual sales conversion or durable brand equity- a disconnect

the industry has tolerated for too long.
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Brand safety constitutes another concern that deserves to be treated with far more
seriousness than it typically receives. Influencer scandals, controversial statements, or
personal conduct at odds with a brand's values can inflict damage with startling speed, and
the permanence with which controversies circulate across social media means the fallout
rarely stays contained to the influencer alone. Partnering brands absorb reputational
damage by association, often before any meaningful response is possible. This risk is
compounded further by the growing prevalence of inauthentic engagement, bot-driven
followers and inflated metrics that distort influencer selection at the point of entry and
undermine accurate performance evaluation throughout a campaign's lifecycle. Within
Nigeria's rapidly expanding but still maturing influencer ecosystem, this problem is
particularly pronounced, and it should be treated as a first-order concern in influencer

vetting rather than an afterthought.

Finally, platform dependency itself constitutes a systemic risk that sits above all the
others, because it renders every other risk more acute. Brands and creators alike remain
vulnerable to sudden policy changes, algorithm overhauls, or outright platform
discontinuation, none of which lie within their control. Building an advertising strategy
atop infrastructure this unstable is, in effect, building on borrowed ground. Taken together,
these risks, spanning authenticity, regulation, algorithmic unpredictability, brand safety,
and platform dependency, make clear that influencer-integrated advertising, whatever its

considerable promise, cannot be pursued through uncritical adoption. Deliberate risk
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management is not an optional refinement to creator economy strategy; it is the

precondition for any coherent approach to it.

Mitigating the Risks: Strategic Responses to Creator Economy Advertising Challenges

Addressing the risks inherent in influencer-integrated advertising is not a matter of
reactive damage control applied after a campaign has already gone wrong. It demands
deliberate, multi-layered strategy built into the architecture of a campaign from the outset.
Safeguarding authenticity should be the first order of business, and this means resisting the
lazy shortcut of selecting influencers by follower count alone. What matters far more is
genuine fit between creator and product; a values-aligned partnership in which the
influencer's existing voice and audience relationship are treated as assets to be preserved
rather than obstacles to be scripted around. Brands that grant influencers creative latitude
to integrate sponsored messaging in ways consistent with their established tone are not
surrendering control; they are protecting the very quality that made the partnership worth

pursuing in the first place.

Disclosure deserves the same seriousness of purpose. Robust disclosure protocols
should be institutionalised as standard campaign practice rather than treated as a
regulatory box to be ticked at the last moment. Clear contractual requirements for
transparent labelling satisfy legal expectations, certainly, but their real value lies
elsewhere: honest disclosure, handled well, converts a compliance obligation into a trust-

building asset. Audiences respond to transparency far more favourably than brands often
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assume, and treating disclosure as an opportunity rather than a burden is a strategic

distinction too many campaigns still fail to grasp.

Algorithmic resilience is equally non-negotiable in an advertising environment
where visibility can shift overnight for reasons entirely outside a brand's control.
Diversifying content formats and platforms, rather than concentrating investment in a
single channel, is the only sensible hedge against this volatility. This diversification should
be paired with more sophisticated, multi-metric performance measurement, one that
moves decisively beyond superficial vanity metrics toward indicators that actually capture
return on investment. Engagement data alone tells an incomplete story; conversion

tracking and brand-lift studies are what separate genuine insight from comforting noise.

Brand safety, too, calls for rigour rather than good intentions. Background checks,
historical content review, and ongoing relationship monitoring should be treated as
baseline due diligence, not optional extras reserved for high-budget campaigns. Contractual
morality clauses matter here precisely because they allow brands to respond swiftly when
controversy erupts, rather than scrambling reactively after reputational damage has
already spread. This vigilance must extend to audience verification as well: investment in
tools capable of detecting inauthentic engagement and bot-driven metrics is no longer
optional, and it is especially critical within emerging markets such as Nigeria, where
influencer ecosystem maturity remains uneven and inflated metrics can distort selection

decisions before a campaign even begins.
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Mitigating platform dependency requires a longer-term shift in thinking. Brands
cannot afford to build their entire audience relationship atop infrastructure they do not
own or control. Cultivating owned media channels, email lists, branded communities,
proprietary content ecosystems, alongside influencer partnerships ensures continued
audience access that survives changes in third-party platform policy. Taken together, these
strategies reposition risk management as a proactive, embedded component of influencer-
integrated advertising, woven into strategy from the beginning rather than bolted on as an

afterthought once problems have already surfaced.

Recommendations

1. Prioritise Authenticity-Driven Partnerships: Selecting creators on the basis of
follower count alone is a shortcut that consistently undermines campaign
credibility; genuine audience alignment and content fit are the far more reliable
indicators of whether a partnership will resonate.

2. Institutionalise Disclosure Protocols: Clear, contractually mandated disclosure
practices should apply across every sponsored collaboration, not as a defensive
measure against regulatory scrutiny but as a deliberate mechanism for reinforcing
audience trust.

3. Diversify Platform and Content Investment: Concentrating resources within a single
channel is, in effect, gambling on that channel's continued visibility logic; spreading
investment across multiple platforms and formats builds resilience that

concentrated strategies cannot offer.
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4. Adopt Multi-Dimensional Performance Metrics: Frameworks that stop at superficial
engagement metrics offer little more than reassurance; genuine insight requires
incorporating conversion tracking and brand-lift analysis alongside engagement
data.

5. Implement Rigorous Influencer Vetting: Background review and audience
authenticity verification should become a non-negotiable baseline rather than an
optional safeguard, carrying particular weight in emerging markets such as Nigeria,
where ecosystem maturity remains uneven.

6. Cultivate Owned Media Assets: Brands that build email lists, branded communities,
and proprietary content channels alongside influencer partnerships secure audience

access that does not evaporate with a policy change or algorithm update.

Conclusion

The creator economy has irrevocably altered the architecture of advertising, and no
serious marketing strategy can afford to treat influencer integration as a peripheral
experiment rather than a central discipline. What emerges from this discussion is a clear
and unavoidable tension: the very qualities that make influencer marketing persuasive:
authenticity, relatability, personal voice, are the same qualities placed most at risk by
commercialisation, algorithmic unpredictability, and inconsistent regulation. Yet these
risks are not an argument for retreat; they are an argument for rigour. Brands that
approach influencer partnerships with deliberate governance, transparent disclosure,

diversified platform investment, and genuine audience verification stand to capture the full
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value of this shift while avoiding its more costly pitfalls. Within markets such as Nigeria,
where the ecosystem remains especially dynamic and comparatively under-regulated, this
discipline is not merely advisable but urgent. Influencer-integrated advertising, properly
managed, represents not a passing trend but a durable reshaping of how trust, attention,

and commercial value are built in the digital age.
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