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"Look at Gaga. She's the creative director of 
Polaroid. I like some of the Gaga songs. What the 
f**k does she know about cameras?” 

Kanye West 
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FOREWORD 
Over the last several years influencer marketing has grown to 
become one of the most popular upcoming forms of 
advertising. Through Google Trends we can see that the term 
“influencer marketing” only began gaining traction in 2015, 
and has been growing ever since with no signs of a plateau. 

However, despite there being plenty of books telling you how 
to get started using influencer marketing or how to grow a 
following of your own, there aren’t a lot documenting its rise 
in popularity. 

This is where I hope to come flying in and save the day with 
this joyous book. 

I want to explore how influencers came into popularity as a 
marketing tool, whether they’re actually as good as people 
say, and where I think the industry is heading in the future.  
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Before I begin explaining how the role of an influencer has 
changed over the last few years and their place in the 
business world today, it’s probably best I define what they 
are. 

So, what is an influencer? 

In theory, anyone that has an influence on a group of people. 
However, that would imply pretty much every human being 
on the planet should qualify as an influencer, as we all have 
the capability to influence those around us. 

However, we’re not influencers. 

Politicians, journalists, actors, musicians, and even characters 
like Elmo; all these figures have a huge influence on today’s 
society. However, they’re not influencers either. 

When someone mentions an influencer (generally speaking in 
2019) they will usually be referring to a social media 
celebrity who makes money through sponsorship deals with 
brands. They then advertise these brands on their social 
media accounts to their fans. 

Their “influence” is their ability to sell product, and 
throughout this book I’ll be exploring the power of this 
influence. 

Are they brainwashing children? Are they marketing 
geniuses? Are they going to be tomorrow’s political 

5 



THE INFLUENCER BUBBLE 
candidates? Maybe, but I’ll mainly be focusing on their 
ability to generate revenue for brands. 

As a marketing professional, this has always been of interest 
to me. 

Since I began my career in marketing, I’ve continuously 
wanted to learn about marketing techniques and their 
effectiveness within different industries. Which is why when 
an advertising trend gets as much traction as influencer 
marketing, it’s worth having a deep dive into what is really 
happening. 

When influencer marketing started gaining traction in 2015, I 
remember reading articles about how Vine (a short video 
sharing platform) creators at the time were able to charge 
brands six figures for a sponsored six second video 
advertising their product. These six figure deals were the 
Vine creators dealing directly with brands; Vine wasn’t 
making a cut of the profits (which eventually resulted in the 
platform being shut down). 

Generally speaking, if you were discussing social media stars 
back in 2015, you’d probably be talking about YouTubers 
who make advertising revenue based on each thousand view 
their videos receive. 

Creators on Vine didn’t receive any advertising revenue, 
though, so they found a way to go directly to brands for 
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sponsorship, as opposed to relying on the social media 
platform. 

Business Insider wrote an article detailing the life of one of 
these Vine stars, Logan Paul, and his neighbours within Vine 
Street (that’s not a shit joke, all the major Vine stars lived on 
Vine Street in Los Angeles at one point). Generally speaking, 
the article doesn’t paint these internet stars in a positive light, 
and just implies that they were glorified class clowns with a 
camera. Irrelevant of what the article implied, the money they 
were making from these brand deals was unfathomable and 
their ability to negotiate them has to be commended. 

If you can buy a Lamborghini from a six second promotional 
video, you’re definitely doing something right. 

This obviously isn’t the inception point of these deals (they 
also existed across various other platforms, too), but it was 
around this time when influencer marketing began to grow in 
popularity. 

So why was it growing so quickly within the marketing 
industry?  
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So why and how does influencer 
marketing work? 
On paper, influencer marketing is a video, image or text 
advert featuring a Z list celebrity. 

In actuality, influencer marketing combines the brand 
awareness of a TV advert with the genuineness of a 
recommendation from a friend. 

An influencer tends to address their audience directly, thus 
creating a feeling of familiarity that results in us thinking we 
know them personally. They’re not a pushy salesman, they’re 
our internet friend. So when an influencer “recommends” a 
product, we respect the recommendation. 

From a brand perspective, this can often be a powerful and 
cost-effective form of alternative digital advertising. 

Each influencer will have a different demographic. Age, 
location, language, interests; each influencer’s following 
provides a rich pool of potential customers for particular 
products. 

If you’re a film studio releasing a new movie, inviting a 
popular YouTube film critic with 5 million subscribers to the 
premiere will probably provide a cost-effective form of 
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advertising for your film; potentially generating millions as a 
return on investment. 

Or maybe you’re a clothing brand, and paying an Instagram 
influencer to wear your apparel could boost your brand’s 
exposure to a specific demographic. 

Generally speaking, an influencer’s worth is based on the size 
of their following. To put it in perspective, the average 
influencer with 100,000 followers charges $1,000 (£813)  per 
post on Instagram. 

Of course, this cost varies depending on the type of content 
(video, photo, etc) and the influencer’s demographic’s 
interest. 

Sometimes brands will use referral codes or links for 
influencers to use for the advertising, and will pay them per 
referral, too. 

We’ll return to the financial element later in the book when 
we explore the return on investment with these sponsorships. 

As time progresses and the internet continues to prove itself 
more relevant within modern day society, the lines between 
these influencers and mainstream celebrities continue to blur. 
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Take Kylie Jenner, for example. Whilst popularised by her 
family’s reality TV show, social media has only further 
pushed her career into the stratosphere.  

Now the owner of a billion dollar makeup brand, Kylie is 
arguably one of the most successful influencers of our 
generation. 

Examples such as Kylie Jenner have certainly cemented the 
importance of influencer marketing within the advertising 
industry. 

In the makeup industry in particular influencer marketing is 
largely weaponised. Makeup vloggers have come forward 
exposing how much brands were offering to pay for them to 
shun their competitors. 

At times the effectiveness of this advertising technique seems 
dystopian. 

Jake Paul, the aforementioned Logan Paul’s brother, even 
started a company called “Team X” to help Chinese business 
owners better influence American youth. If that doesn’t 
sound like something out of a Black Mirror episode, I don’t 
know what does. 

He’s since closed down the business’s website, though. 

It hasn’t taken long and influencers have commercialised 
every social media platform possible. Instagram, Snapchat, 
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YouTube, Facebook, & pretty much any other social media 
platform that appears. 

Soon enough anyone over 1,000 followers could apply to 
work with an influencer network to try and make some 
money using their following. 

But then, why not? If influencer marketing is that effective, 
why shouldn’t they make an extra bit of income? 

What forced YouTube creators to 
become influencers. 
As I mentioned earlier, YouTubers generally didn’t take 
brand deals in 2015 as their primary source of income. 
Instead, they would usually receive advertising revenue from 
YouTube directly. 

The advertising revenue was a decent amount per thousand 
views, and full-time YouTubers’ earnings were often the 
talking point of jealous journalists. 

This was until the affectionately named “YouTube 
Adpocalypse” happened. 

This event was in the first half of 2017 when several big 
corporations decided to boycott YouTube by pulling their 
advertisements. 
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This then resulted in YouTube creators elgidely seeing up to 
a 90% drop in their earning potential from YouTube. 

Many ill-informed journalists will tell you that this event was 
caused by several controversies involving PewDiePie (the 
biggest independent creator on the platform).  

Whilst the publicity of brands pulling their ads from 
YouTube certainly worsened following his controversies, it’s 
unlikely that this was the focal point of the event. 

As I mentioned on the last page, YouTuber success was a hot 
topic for journalists in the few years preceding 2017. 

This was mainly fueled by the newspaper industry being 
threatened by YouTube’s growth in popularity and its 
importance as a news delivery platform, along with other 
social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. 

Not only were journalists keen to point out how much 
YouTubers were earning, but were also quick to report any 
controversy that YouTube could be affiliated with. 

Terrorism, racism, sexism, & more; journalists were insistent 
that YouTube should be held accountable for all the content 
featured on their website. Not only did they want to see 
YouTube held accountable for inappropriate videos, but also 
blamed the brands who advertised on YouTube for 
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encouraging the content by indirectly paying the uploaders 
advertising revenue. 

This continued pressure from the press was ultimately what 
caused the “Adpocalypse”. 

Ironically, when these brands pulled their advertising from 
YouTube they also stopped on other Google advertising 
platforms, including those that generate news websites with 
advertising revenue.  

Whilst journalists had delivered a considerable blow to 
YouTube’s ecosystem, they had also punctured their own 
pockets. 

With newspaper sales continuing to decline and website 
advertising revenue down, journalism has only further gone 
down a dark path. Sensationalism runs rampant across most 
of the press, with them trying their best to attract as much 
traffic onto their websites as possible with inaccurate 
headlines and misinformation. But, that’s besides the point. 

The decrease in advertising revenue resulted in many 
YouTubers struggling to make the same money they once 
did. 

Because of this, many creators began to make deals directly 
with brands for advertising within their videos, which at this 
point was already starting to become a common practice 
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across all other forms of social media that didn’t offer ad 
revenue. 

As time has progressed, YouTube has only continued to 
struggle with keeping big brands’ advertising on their 
platform. Since 2017, there have been several events that 
have only worsened the YouTube ecosystem for content 
creators. This has resulted in direct brand deals becoming 
more commonplace. 

Although, at the time of writing, YouTube have began to take 
considerable steps towards helping creators make more ad 
revenue. At this point, though, brand deals seem to be how 
most YouTubers generate their income. 
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The consequence of brands being tied 
to an individual’s actions. 
First thing we need to discuss going into this chapter 
(following talking about the “Adpocalypse”) is what happens 
when the influencer inevitably makes a mistake. 

When a brand pays an influencer to feature a product in their 
content, it’s generally assumed that the influencer won’t find 
themselves in worldwide news for a controversy that will 
result in the brand receiving negative exposure for previously 
paying them. 

The controversy doesn’t even necessarily need to happen 
recently to a sponsorship. If it’s been a year since the 
sponsorship, it won’t take very long for people to work their 
way through the influencer’s previous content and discover 
these brand deals. 

I can’t stress enough how unpredictable some of these 
controversies can be.  

Otherwise picturesque influencers can act completely 
irrationally, doing the most unpredictable things imaginable. 
But this is what happens when we put such immense pressure 
on individuals to not fuck up, they often fuck up really bad. 
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Part of this pressure can be pointed at the business model of 
being an influencer and the demand for them to continue to 
grow their following bigger than the day prior. 

As with every career driven individual, influencers want to 
grow their earning potential over time. Since their earning 
potential is determined by the size of their following, the 
influencer will try to grow their following through creating 
content that they see causes growth.  

This often comes at the detriment of their personal values. 

It’s a tale as old as Hollywood, and there is even a porn series 
dedicated to it involving a very famous coach. 

If you’re a Twitter comedian this probably means darker and 
more controversial jokes. If you’re a YouTuber who films 
themselves travelling, this could mean going somewhere 
dangerous or where you’re not meant to go. If you’re a 
female Instagram influencer, this probably means sexualising 
your content to grow a male audience. 

Not that I’m saying there is anything wrong with capitalising 
on  these things, but when you give up your own personal 
values in the pursuit of higher earning potential it can be a 
dangerous path. 
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The more an influencer bases their content on its ability to 
provide them with exposure, the blurier the line between right 
and wrong becomes. 

This is the mindset that results in YouTubers filming suicide 
victims and multi-billionaires acusing army veterans of being 
paedophiles (those are both things that have happened within 
the last couple years). 

It should also be added that sometimes the controversies can 
be events that happened years prior to the influencer ever 
being in the limelight (which someone has unearthed to help 
their own online exposure). This particularly annoys me as it 
implies that the influencer can’t grow and mature over time. 

Influencers promoting dangerous 
brands to impressionable audiences. 
In addition to brands accidentally being tied to controversial 
individuals, influencers can also accidentally find themselves 
being implicated with inappropriate brands. 

Examples of these include; promoting “appetite suppressants” 
to impressionable young girls, encouraging followers to sign 
up for online therapy sessions they don’t need, and 
advertising unregulated gambling websites to children. 
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The question of who is to blame for these incidents tends to 
be difficult to pinpoint, but it generally points to the 
influencer’s inability to turn away a huge pay cheque.  

Fyre Festival is probably the biggest example of influencers 
misleading their fans. Influencers paid by Fyre Festival not 
only advertised the event, but misled fans by implying they 
would be attending and were involved with aspects of 
organising it. However, in the defence of these influencers, 
the event was obviously for adults only, who should have 
potentially been more accountable for researching the event 
before purchasing tickets or travelling to the festival. 

The biggest issue with influencers considering themselves 
unaccountable for the brands they promote is that many of 
them have demographics that are under the age of eighteen. 

Sure, on paper they might think their audience are mostly 
adults, but realistically this statistic is skewed. Put it like this, 
what fifteen year old is going to register as a child on a 
website and have their ability to consume content online 
restricted? Not a majority, is my guess. Therefore, the age 
demographic the influencer sees is likely incorrect. 

Children won’t necessarily understand the dangers of 
“appetite suppressants” or gambling online to win a Supreme 
hoodie, so it’s down to the influencer to provide this 
knowledge or safeguard them from the danger. 
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Sure, as an influencer you might not have signed up for this 
responsibility, but the duties of a career change as your 
success grows. 

Everytime an influencer finds themself in the awkward 
position of being exposed for promoting an inappropriate 
brand, they rarely take full accountability. 

Take the BetterHelp controversy of 2018, for example. 

If you’re unaware, BetterHelp is an online counselling 
service. In 2018, several influencers were promoting the app 
and using pushy sales tactics to encourage their audience to 
use the service, including misleading their fans to think that 
they would be talking with fully licensed therapists. 
Additionally, the YouTubers also misled their viewers into 
thinking they themselves already used the service to help 
them get through hard times. 

To say the least, BetterHelp wasn’t very good and a lot of 
people felt misled. 

The controversy occurred when the deals which BetterHelp 
made with these influencers came to light. 

Per referral, BetterHelp would pay $100. Meaning if one of 
these YouTuber’s videos had an engagement rate of 0.1% on 
a million views, it would result in them making $100,000. 
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It’s clear that the influencers promoted the service because of 
the earning potential from making the video, but despite this 
many of them dodged accountability during the controversy. 
In a weird twist of guilt, many influencers would go on to 
imply they are the real victims of this scam for looking silly 
by recommending BetterHelp. 

Or, they would deny that the referral amount was $100, as if 
that makes the situation any better. 

Having the exposure of a popstar 
without a team of publicists. 
Ultimately the issues with influencers making poor decisions 
really boils down to that they’re human, and humans are 
prone to making mistakes. 

Unlike popstars, influencers don’t have a team of publicists to 
help them make better decisions for their brand. Additionally, 
publicists help moderate when the celebrity is in the 
limelight, helping reduce the likelihood of a controversy. 

Influencers don’t have this support, though. 

Additionally, as they’re constantly exposing their life as part 
of their job, the risk of something bad being uncovered is 
much higher than other celebrities. 
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Whilst this is a pretty obvious risk of being an influencer, 
realistically nobody can see what’s going to happen in a years 
time. Someone could be sat playing their PlayStation as you 
read this and become a millionaire within this year from 
people sending money whilst they live stream playing games. 

The online landscape is unpredictable, and the speed of which 
these people’s lives change means they don’t necessarily 
have the time to put an infrastructure in place to help them 
cope with their new found fame. 

Influencers’ inability to actually 
influence consumers. 
The thing is about any marketing trend like influencer 
marketing, the demand for it will eventually surpass the 
credibility of its effectiveness. 

As influencers have become equally famous as mainstream 
celebrities such as musicians or sports stars, the demand for a 
sponsorship deal has become huge. Once every brand wants 
to work with an influencer, they’re able to create bidding 
wars for the advertising. This then results in the price of the 
sponsorship becoming inflated and surpassing the amount of 
revenue they will potentially make for the brand. Of course 
the brand doesn’t realise this until after the sponsorship. 
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This is what resulted in a sponsored post from an Instagram 
influencer with 100,000 followers being $1,000. Which, 
unfortunately, doesn’t really make a great deal of sense. 

The assumption throughout this book is that influencers have 
the ability to influence their audience, but this isn’t a 
universal truth. 

If a YouTuber has a demographic who are interested in a 
particular industry (games, music, movies, fashion, food, etc) 
they will definitely be able to deliver sales with a product 
recommendation that matches their audience’s interests. 

The problem is that brands don’t utilise influencer marketing 
like this. Instead, they will chuck any shit product at an 
influencer and get them to promote it, which of course the 
influencer will do if the cheque is fat enough. 

If an influencer’s core audience is interested in fashion, 
maybe they should stick to promoting fashion brands as 
opposed to trying to advertise VPNs or toothbrushes. Sure 
they might be able to sell some toothbrushes, but this isn’t the 
best way to utilise their following. 

Additionally, by taking up these shitty brand deals, the 
influencer slowly loses their ability to sell products to their 
audience. The audience will eventually become numb to the 
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advertising, as opposed to being interested in what the 
influencer is promoting. 

Over time more brands have started using influencer 
marketing like this, simply plastering their product on as 
many influencer pages as their advertising budget will allow 
them.  

The original concept of influencer marketing has become lost 
in favour of just throwing money at someone to promote a 
product that is irrelevant to their fans. 

This clumsiness with advertising budget is what has allowed 
Instagram to become a cesspit of clout chasing influencers, 
simply looking to expand their following and price-per-post 
as far as they can. Usually these clout chasers are attractive 
wannabe models who post raunchy high-resolution photos, 
gaining an audience of people who want to use Instagram as a 
source of soft-core pornography. 

This isn’t gender specific by any means, there’s a soft-core 
porn Instagram page for everyone’s sexual preferences. 

Of course many of these accounts grow quickly, with their 
follower count consisting of thirsty individuals waiting for 
that next beach picture. 

From a brand perspective, though, they see an Instagram 
account with 300,000 followers who are interested in fitness 
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products (because the influencer is labelled as a fitness 
account, not soft-core porn). Because of this, they’ll fork over 
$3,000 for a post advertising a protein shake or gym wear. 

Of course, the influencer’s fans are not interested in this, so 
none of them will buy it. 

This divides influencers into two categories: 

1. Influencers with a committed fan base who reflect the 
influencer’s own interests. 

2. Influencers who have followers because they post 
“timeline filler”; such as shit comedy skits, soft-core 
porn, or pretty photos of animals or landscapes. 

One group of influencers have the ability to push products, 
the other does not. 

However, this doesn’t stop all the influencers from being able 
to make money, and brands are more than happy to throw 
their advertising budget around in the hopes that some of it 
will stick a sale. 

“Timeline filler” influencer advertising is the equivalent of 
firing a car dealership’s entire sales team and just filling it 
with cardboard cutouts of buff shirtless guys and women in 
bikinis, hoping that someone will buy a car because they 
think the cardboard cutout is attractive. 
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So how much influence does one of these “timeline filler” 
influencers actually have? 

Luckily for the sake of this book, one Instagram influencer 
gave the marketing world a peak behind the curtain and 
exposed what these marketing statistics are. 

Instagram influencer Arii partnered with a clothing company 
to launch her own clothing brand. With a following of over 
2,000,000 on Instagram, this probably seemed like a homerun 
for the clothes manufacturer she was partnering with. With 
these follower numbers, she would be providing the kind of 
exposure you’d usually need a primetime TV advert to 
replicate. 

The apparel was very simple. You’re not going to look stupid 
wearing it, but you’re probably not going to turn heads, 
either. 

Anyway, prior to the brand’s launch she releases two 
promotional posts (there may have also been other temporary 
promotional content, but only two posts were confirmed).  

Keep in mind that the average influencer with 100,000 
followers charge $1,000 per post. Meaning that each one of 
Arii’s posts are the equivalent of around $20,000 worth of 
promotion (estimation), totaling around $40,000 worth of 
promotion upon the launch of her apparel. 
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With this in mind, how much revenue did her clothing brand 
generate? $100,000? $50,000? 

Technically $0 because Arii failed to sell the clothing 
manufacturer’s minimum quantity of 36 pieces of apparel. 

So what does this tell us about “timeline filler” influencers 
and the amount they charge per post? 

Let’s say she was able to sell 35 pieces, each piece of apparel 
making on average $30 of revenue. This would mean she was 
able to generate $1,050 in sales, or $525 per instagram post. 

Realistically to make paying Arii for a sponsored post 
worthwhile (for a clothing brand), you would need to pay 1% 
of her current estimated rate. That means $200, not $20,000. 

Again, the average influencer with 100,000 followers charge 
$1,000 per post on Instagram. Arii has twenty times this 
amount of followers, and she probably failed to generate half 
of that advertising cost. 

Brands probably think their investment of $1,000 is 
worthwhile, but if an influencer with twenty times this 
following was unable to generate half of this cost, how can 
you expect to make a return on investment? 
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Working off the same data as before, a “timeline filler” 
influencer with 100,00 followers should realistically charge 
$10 per post. 

Of course it is important to acknowledge that the return on 
investment with influencer marketing is largely dependent on 
how much you make per product sold. That being said, not 
many brands are selling items worth hundreds or thousands 
through influencer marketing. 

I’ve never really understood why brands think that paying an 
Instagram fitness account to put their product in the 
background of one of their photos works as a form of 
promotion. That’s like assuming being in the background 
shot of Leonardo DiCaprio in a film means you’re going to 
get a lead role in the next Marvel movie. It simply makes no 
sense. 

Brands should be embarrassed of their marketing departments 
for thinking it’s an effective form of advertising. 

The unfortunate reality is that these “timeline filler” 
influencers are who dominate a lot of the industry. The 
brands who sponsor them don’t necessarily realise this, 
though, as all they care about it the amount of people that are 
potentially seeing their brand. 
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If a brand uses “timeline filler” influencers, it’s important that 
they’re not overpaying and aren’t paying for just one post on 
a timeline.  

The concept behind sponsoring these influencers is that they 
offer brand awareness. If this is true, every brand deal should 
be for multiple posts. 

The reality is that one post won’t catch many people’s 
attention, but ten potentially could. $1,000 for ten posts from 
an influencer with 100,000 followers? Still a bit steep, but I 
don’t think these influencer are going to be willing to do fifty 
to one hundred posts about one product. 

It’s worth pointing out that $1,000 dollars to reach 100,000 
people isn’t good value for money even from a “brand 
awareness” perspective. 

If I advertise using digital display advertising, I am able to 
target people by location, interests and age. For around $100 I 
can easily reach over 150,000 people (even when I narrow 
down on my demographic considerably), showing each of 
them my adverts multiple times to ensure the advert sticks in 
their head. 

This is much better value for money than a sponsored post 
with an influencer. 

30 



THE INFLUENCER BUBBLE 

Faking their fame. 
One of the biggest flaws about influencer marketing is that 
the worth of an influencer is based on the size of their 
following, as opposed to the interests of their demographic. 

For example, an influencer with a following of 5,000 luxury 
watch buyers is more capable of selling an expensive 
designer product than a Instagram “fitness” influencer with 
200,000 followers. 

However, because brands measure an influencer’s ability to 
sell based on their following, it encourages many influencers 
to inflate their follower count. 

This is common knowledge by now, but it’s definitely worth 
going into for the sake of covering all bases; faking 
followers. 

As I said earlier, an influencer’s worth is usually determined 
by the size of their following. Because of this, it’s often 
tempting for influencers to pay for additional followers 
through a variety of different services. 

A recent report stated that social media accounts faking their 
following costs businesses over £1,000,000,000 per year, and 
that of the 10,000 influencers covered in the study a total of 
25% of their followers were fake. 
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The industry built around generating fake followers is pretty 
considerable at this point, and the extensiveness that these 
services often go to in order to ensure their fake followers’ 
authenticity is surprising. 

Originally, you could pay for bot accounts to follow you, 
provide views, or like your content. Since then, the industry 
has progressed. 

This includes “like farms”.  

“Like farms” are businesses which sell social media 
engagement. Sometimes it’s humans with lots of accounts at 
a computer for 8 hours a day providing these engagements, 
sometimes it’s robotic hands tapping away at a phone screen; 
it really depends what you’re paying for. 

Not only can these services provide a follow, but they can 
also provide ongoing engagements on your content to 
improve the credibility of your following. 

In turn, when you negotiate a brand deal, you can charge a 
higher amount because you allegedly have a large audience 
who regularly engage with your content. 

Every now and then the social media platforms decide to 
crack down on these fake followers and take them down in 
the millions. I always enjoy watching influencers freakout 
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during these events as they become exposed for paying for 
fake followers. 

Usually they claim that these were real people the social 
media platform accidentally forced to unfollow their account, 
or that these people have had their accounts destroyed by 
accident. I love the idea of social media platforms being 
clumsy enough to delete millions of users from their 
platform, thus losing them millions in revenue. 

The other way of faking your following is by bulk following 
accounts and then unfollowing once they follow you back. 

Regardless of how you fake your following, the end result is 
that your ability to influence a group of people into 
purchasing a product is completely fictionalised. 

Despite their inability to actually generate a brand any sales, 
though, these influencers continue to receive thousands in 
brand deals as a result of their hard work paying for 
followers. 

In order for brands to track which influencers are actually 
generating a return on their investment and which are not, 
they will often provide influencers with unique website links 
or discount codes. Often these links or codes will also 
provide the influencer with a small commision per sale, too. 
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In theory, the influencer’s fans will use these techniques to 
then purchase a product, and the brand will be able to easily 
track that they’ve come from the influencer. This then helps 
the brand understand which influencers to continue 
sponsoring in the future, and which to not. 

However, tracking these sales is difficult, as not everyone is 
going to use the influence’s link or code upon purchasing.  

Additionally, automatic promotional code generating 
software like Honey means that people don’t even need to 
know an influencer to use their promotional codes. This then 
results in unclear results. 

In most cases, though, the influencer does pull the short straw 
here. 

Ultimately the influencer is providing the brand with 
exposure, and this doesn’t necessarily mean immediate sales. 
For example, if you own a headphone brand, how many of an 
influencer’s audience is going to be in the market for new 
headphones upon seeing the sponsored content? That being 
said, by paying an influencer to promote your brand, when 
the viewer is in the market for headphones they are more 
likely to purchase from your brand (by then they’re unlikely 
to use the influencer’s link or code). 
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Using referral links and discount codes therefore might result 
in the influencer not getting the credit or commission they’re 
entitled to. 

This is why the digital marketing industry has historically 
focused on display advertising or promoting on search 
engines; they’re just easier to track your return on investment 
and require a smaller upfront spend. 

When your brand is worth tens of millions to billions, though, 
your marketing budget can be so monumental that using 
influencer marketing is a no-brainer because it barely dents 
your overall spend annually. 

What always gripes me about these brands, though, is that 
many of them will lay off members of their staff due to 
budget restrictions but will then spend hundreds of thousands 
on one or two Instagram influencers. 
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Corporations happy to throw money 
away. 
As I said finishing the last chapter, some corporation’s 
advertising budget is so monumental that throwing stacks of 
money at influencers doesn’t dent their overall marketing 
budget. 

Many of these brands using influencer marketing are those 
that pulled their ads from YouTube during the 
“Adpocalypse”. Part of why they pulled their ads was 
because they didn’t like the “adult” content their ads were 
appearing in front of. Yet when they sponsor these “timeline 
filler” influencers, the content is often purposely sexualised 
to encourage engagements and views. This paints a picture of 
these corporations pimping out influencers for clicks, but it’s 
not that far from the truth.  

Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if some Harvey Weinstein 
level shit came to light within the next few years. 

In addition to this sexualisation, we’ve also seen these 
influencers use shock tactics to encourage engagement. On 
the day of writing this, for example, an influencer recreated 
the scene of a motorbike accident and took photos, using 
product placement to monetise the images. 
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As I mentioned earlier in the book, even the influencers who 
have an engaged audience aren’t necessarily using them 
correctly because irrelevant brands are so keen to pay them 
for advertisements. 

At the end of the day, an influencer’s priority is to make 
money. This will always be more important than working 
with the best brand for their audience. 

They can’t really be held accountable for this decision, as the 
products they advertise are often useful for their audience. 
However, there is a difference between products their 
audience would be interested in, and what products their 
audience needs to live. Everyone needs a toothbrush, but it’s 
not the type of product an audience will be excited for.  

These huge corporations are willing to haemorrhage money 
on influencer marketing and reach as many screens as 
possible. As a result, the smaller brands that could better 
utilise these influencers (with products that connect to their 
audiences) can’t afford to pay for sponsored content. 

As a small brand, you could offer a commission deal with the 
influencer if you think your product is the perfect fit for their 
audience. This would then result in the influencer potentially 
making more money from the deal than they would have with 
the bigger corporations. Realistically, though, the influencer 
will still go for the bigger brand due to the guaranteed money 
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or because taking this deal could result in more opportunities 
with the brand in the long run. 

Sometimes the brand will understand the influencer’s 
demographic doesn’t align with their industry’s but use it to 
their advantage. 

MVMT Watches are a good example of this type of brand. 

Instead of advertising to demographics that would typically 
invest in luxury watch brands, MVMT uses influencers to 
advertise to demographics that wouldn’t usually buy watches. 

MVMT (along with similar brands) advertise as being an 
alternative to luxury watch brands, claiming to cut out the 
middleman and deal directly with the manufacturers to 
deliver cost-effective timepieces. 

The implication here is that the quality of the product you’re 
buying is on par with a luxury brand (at a fraction of the 
cost), but this isn’t the case. MVMT just flip dirt cheap 
watches from Chinese manufacturers which cost mere pounds 
to produce, and then retail them at between £80 to over £250. 

For this price, you can buy a Seiko or Citizen and receive an 
infinitely better quality timepiece. 

If you like watches, though, you probably already know this, 
which is why MVMT don’t advertise to you. In fact, when 
MVMT has tried to advertise to watch enthusiasts, it’s 
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resulted in massive backlash (search for Alpha M’s MVMT 
controversy). 

However for someone who doesn’t understand watches, when 
their favourite influencer stands in front of a camera and tells 
them that the MVMT watches are a great purchase and are 
similar to a luxury watch in quality, they listen. After all, that 
same influencer owns a Rolex, so they must know what a 
quality watch is. 

It only takes a fraction of their audience to think “that watch 
looks cool, and apparently it’s really good value” to make 
MVMT’s influencer marketing strategy worthwhile for them. 

How brands such as MVMT haven’t received any kind of 
legal ramification for misleading consumers is beyond me. 

The blame also needs to align with influencers for flogging 
these awful products, though. MVMT and Fyre Festival are a 
great example of why influencers should be more accountable 
for the products they advertise, and should potentially 
research whether the advertising script they’re paid to say is 
actually accurate. 

Whilst MVMT’s initial selling point of  “cutting out the 
middleman” is misleading and potentially comes under false 
advertising, there’s nothing illegal about how their brand 
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operates. Despite being immoral, there’s nothing stopping 
these brands selling a £3 watch for £80.  

Therefore, it should be the responsibility of the influencer and 
MVMT themselves to ensure they’re not overselling the 
quality of the product. Sure, they can claim they like how the 
watch looks, but stating it’s luxury quality when it’s made 
using the cheapest possible watch components is false 
advertising. It’s not even luxury in comparison to other watch 
brands within a similar price range. 

Whilst nothing substantial has happened yet, the victims of 
Fyre Festival agree that influencers should be held 
responsible for the events/products/services they advertise, 
and are currently in the process of suing those who advertised 
the festival, including Kendall Jenner and Emily Ratajowski. 
If they successfully sue these influencers, there’s a good 
chance it will set a legal precedent and result in influencers 
being more cautious with the brands they advertise. 

Whilst we’re discussing influencers abusing their audience’s 
naivety, it’s worth mentioning that influencers with young 
fans currently don’t follow the same rules and regulations 
that TV shows have to when advertising to children.  

Influencers such as Jake Paul have made millions from 
abusing their young audience’s ignorance and encouraging 
them to hassle their parents to purchase his clothing. A 
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mini-docu-series by a YouTube channel called Nerd City 
found that Jake was advertising twice as much as the legal 
allowance for a TV children’s show within his vlogs. 

If you’re unsure why advertising to children is so taboo, the 
American Psychological Association states that “children 
under the age of eight are mentally incapable of interpreting 
advertisements with a critical eye, and have difficulty 
distinguishing fantasy from reality”. Of course, they don’t 
turn nine and immediately develop this ability, it’s something 
that develops as their understanding of the commercial world 
expands.  

This is why children’s programmes in America are not 
allowed to contain adverts for products featuring the TV 
show’s characters or relating to the programme. Influencers 
don’t abide by these rules, though. 

For corporations, using an influencer with a young audience 
is currently a loophole for getting around these advertising 
laws. They can’t pay Spongebob to promote gambling to 
kids, but they can count on Jake Paul and Ricegum to push 
children onto a fruit machine website to try and win a pair of 
Yeezys. 
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Podcasts and brand deals. 
If influencers have been the hot marketing trend for the last 
few years, podcasts are the newest thing to swoop in and get 
corporations around the world crossing their legs with 
excitement. 

Spotify alone invested $400,000,000 into acquiring podcasts. 
The industry itself has just hit a billion dollar valuation, 
marking a huge benchmark. 

Because podcasts’ popularity has grown so much over the 
last couple of years, brands are rushing out their own 
podcasts. Sure, you can set up a podcast with a shitty 
microphone and your laptop, but that doesn’t mean you 
should. 

Realistically, unless you’re interviewing celebrities, why is 
anyone going to listen to your podcast? Even if you do 
interview a celebrity, what relevance does this have with your 
brand? 

Take Mailchimp’s podcasts, for example. 

Mailchimp have landed some huge names, including Hillary 
Clinton and Big Boy. Great, well done Mailchimp, but what 
relevance does Hillary Clinton have with marketing? 
Absolutely nothing. Listeners might enjoy these interviews, 
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but there’s very little content within them that connects to 
Mailchimp’s marketing tools. 

I applaud Mailchimp’s charitableness funding these podcasts, 
but there’s very little chance that they’re seeing a return on 
investment. 

Not only are brands jumping at the opportunity to release 
their own podcasts, but are also fighting over the opportunity 
to be featured in popular podcast ad sections. 

Yes, it can be a worthwhile investment, but it’s not a 
universally effective advertising method. For example, if 
you’re selling a product within the fashion industry (clothes, 
furniture, jewellery) why would you choose to advertise on a 
podcast (which is usually consumed as audio only)? I’m not 
really sure, but I regularly hear clothing brands advertising on 
podcasts I listen to. 

Additionally, because brands are so keen to advertise on these 
podcasts, the price of these ad spots are skyrocketing. 

The way that corporations are currently throwing money at 
these podcasts is very reminiscent of early influencer 
marketing, reminding me of the Vine article from 2015 I 
mentioned earlier in the book. 

I believe podcasts are here to stay and pose a viable threat to 
radio personality shows. It wouldn’t surprise me if existing 
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radio shows and presenters convert their existing shows into a 
podcast format within the next few years. 

That being said, brands are massively over estimating the 
worth of paying for podcast production and the advertising 
spots. 

  

45 



THE INFLUENCER BUBBLE 
 

 

THE CURRENT 
LANDSCAPE & 
AFTERMATH 

  

46 



THE INFLUENCER BUBBLE 

How the influencer space is changing. 
With all the chaos occurring within influencer marketing, it’s 
unsurprising that the industry reacts and adapts. 

This doesn’t mean that influencers are having to ditch their 
penthouse suites and are now homeless selling selfies for 
spots in a hostel, but it does mean that things should begin to 
calm down. 

It’s like the Bitcoin rush in 2017. By rushing to invest, the 
price of Bitcoin shot up until it peaked in demand, and then 
saw a rapid decline before plateauing and now slowly 
increasing again. 

Bitcoin isn’t dead, but the original gold rush that occurred in 
2017 isn’t happening anymore. 

I think we’re still in this initial “gold rush” period of podcast 
advertising, but influencers are either close or now out of this 
stage. 

Micro-influencer networks are one of the most notable 
changes recently. This marketing tool takes the budget you 
would ordinarily use on one influencer, and spreads it across 
a group of much smaller influencers, adding up to a bigger 
reach with more sales potential. 
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With marketing tools like this coming into play, it does 
slightly devalue the influencers with bigger followings 
(100,000+). However this devaluation won’t result in them 
being redundant. Instead, we’ll see influencers charge a more 
fair price for their services. 

Ultimately, influencer marketing is undeniably effective.  

In my experience there are more effective marketing 
techniques which offer a better “bang for buck”, especially 
for brands who don’t have millions in marketing budget. That 
being said, influencer marketing can definitely be a great tool 
if you’re in an industry that can use it to its full capabilities. 

Influencers diversifying their income. 
It didn’t take long for influencers to realise that if their 
audience was willing to pay them directly for their content, 
that they would make more money than through YouTube 
paid ad revenue or brand deals (quite often, not always). One 
of the first platforms that allowed content creators to receive 
this money directly from their audience was Patreon. 

Whilst Patreon is a great solution for content creators to make 
revenue from their audience, it really depends on the content 
they’re creating and what the audience gets in return for their 
money. Additional content might keep fans happy who are 
paying £1 to £5 per month, but those paying £10+ are likely 
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to expect more, such as complementary merchandise or being 
able to engage directly with the content creator. 

Surprisingly, many “timeline filler” influencers find success 
through these subscription based platforms, although they 
tend to use Snapchat Premium or For My Fans Only. 

Many female influencers are fully aware that their core 
audience are simply interested in their appearance, and take 
full advantage of this through these subscription models. 
Their audience can pay to see exclusive pictures and videos, 
and sometimes have the option to pay an additional amount 
for them to interact directly with the influencer (watch 
Netflix’s Cam). 

The amount of money these influencers can earn through 
these platforms is colossal, with some reporting £100,000s 
per month just through Snapchat Premium alone. 

Even as a small influencer, the earning potential is pretty 
impressive. 

Of course it is a bit of a moral grey area in many people’s 
eyes. Ultimately, I think it’s difficult to condemn anyone 
willing to diversify their income in this way. It really depends 
on what the influencer is comfortable with. 
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Influencers selling their own product. 
Many influencers already know what products their audience 
is interested in, or which brands saw the most return on 
investment sponsoring them; so began branching out to create 
their own brands and capitalise similarly to their sponsors. 

Sometimes they launch their products with an existing brand 
who are already established, sometimes they try and do it 
independently. 

One of the most infamous examples of an influencer trying to 
launch their own product with a brand was when Boots 
released a Christmas calendar in collaboration with Zoella. 

The calendar initially retailed at £50, and had 12 doors which 
contained cheap Christmas-cracker-esque gifts. It was a gross 
miss-use of Zoella’s ability to sell products. The controversy 
even resulted in Poundland mocking the calendar by creating 
an advert showing how you could buy all the calendar’s 
content at one of their shops for just £13. 

The calendar was a disgusting example of an influencer and 
brand trying to take advantage of their fans. Since then, many 
influencers have collaborated with big brands (Primark being 
a brand that consistently partners with influencers), but 
generally speaking none have resulted in the controversy that 
Zoella created. 
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We then turn to Zoella’s boyfriend, Alfie Deyes.  

Alfie recently decided not to collaborate with a brand, but 
launch his own independently. 

Alfie’s clothing brand, titled Future Self (or FUTURESELF 
on the actual clothing), is arguably another example of an 
influencer cash-grab. 

If indie brands are pushing the fashion industry forward with 
their advertising and branding, influencer brands like Future 
Self are presenting a compelling argument for why fashion 
shouldn’t innovate. 

Similarly to the music industry, merchandise has always been 
present within YouTube and a popular way that fans can 
support a creators. However, the term “merchandise” comes 
with the preconception that the clothing isn’t going to be 
particularly high-quality, and to counteract this some 
YouTubers have started relabelling their merchandise as a 
brand. 

“It’s not merch, it’s a brand.” 

I’ve chosen to focus on Alfie’s because he unintentionally 
reflects why these brands are so painful to witness as 
someone who loves branding and follows the fashion 
industry.  
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Firstly, my biggest grievance with YouTubers like Alfie 
using the term “brand” is that it’s used as justification for a 
higher price tag. 

Sure, Alfie claims that the clothing costs more than his merch 
to produce, but in theory they should cost similar amounts as 
both are cotton blend clothing and his merch tends to have 
more complicated designs (more variety of colour and 
layered) than his Future Self clothing. 

This excuse also ignores why real fashion brands are able to 
charge more for their clothing. 

Brands price their clothing based on how much demand there 
is to wear it; which is why Gucci can price their suits in the 
thousands whereas M&S can’t. Many influencers don’t 
understand this concept, and seem to think that the reason a 
brand will have higher prices is because people will buy 
anything if it’s from a “brand”. 

However, what is a brand? What makes Tyler The Creator’s 
GOLF a brand, and why is Tom Ford’s self-named brand not 
merch? 

Partly because they earned that respect within fashion due to 
their unique designs, but also due to other factors such as 
them having a seasonal collections, and debuting these 
clothes at their own runway shows. Then, over time and as 
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their clothing becomes more in demand, the fashion industry 
respects it as a brand. 

In the case of Alfie, though, he expects it to be regarded as a 
brand simply because he called it such. 

Even as a small indie fashion label, Future Self simply 
doesn’t have the creativity that other indie labels display. All 
of their clothing “designs” are just their name with a wave 
effect; the kind of design that takes less than 3 minutes to 
create in Adobe Illustrator. 

There’s no personality to the clothing, and even the initial 
marketing video for Future Self doesn’t have any identity of 
its own. It’s a mish-mash of generic indie tropes, including 
skateboarding and jumpy editing. 

Alfie’s Future Self would flop if it wasn’t tied to his name. 
However, because Alfie is the brand’s owner, his fans will 
purchase the clothing. This, as a result, makes it no different 
to his merch (as he’s only selling it to his existing audience). 

The creation of this brand seems to exist to justify bigger 
profit margins on his merch, rather than being passion 
projects or attempts to expand their capabilities outside of 
YouTube. 

Sure, in the upcoming year Future Self could do something 
amazing and be at the front of GQ magazine, but as it 
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currently stands this is just another way to make a quick buck 
off an impressionable audience. 

There are plenty of influencers I could have chosen to focus 
on instead of Alfie.  

Jake Paul was who I initially planned on writing about due to 
his clothing brand called RNBO, which received backlash for 
stealing designs from Off-White and its lack of creativity. 
However, Jake has since taken down that website. 

Not every influencer created brand has been a failure, though, 
and many of them are successful. 

One brand that surprised a lot of people was Teddy Fresh, a 
brand that was created by Hila Klein from H3H3 Productions. 

H3H3 were typically known for their comedy videos and 
creating viral memes such as “Vape Nation”. 

A lot of the videos’ skits centered around self-deprecation 
(mainly Ethan’s - Hila’s husband - appearance), usually 
dressing themselves in ridiculous costumes before parading 
the streets of New York. 

Based on this, you wouldn’t expect them to launch Teddy 
Fresh, one of the biggest upcoming indie clothing brands. 
The brand has quickly become popular due to its vibrant 
colour pallets and exaggerated 90’s inspired designs. 
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To put it in perspective, Teddy Fresh just overtook Just Don 
(a fashion label by designer Don C) on Google Trends. 

Teddy Fresh has long surpassed the reach of its creators’ 
audience, with the brand now being sold in shops such as 
Zumiez and celebrities such as Billie Eilish wearing the 
clothing. 

Ultimately, there’s only so far an influencer’s following can 
take their financial success. There are a handful of influencers 
who have managed to make tens of millions through selling 
to their audience, but for a lot of influencers this isn’t a viable 
reality. 

H3H3, for example, have 6,500,000 subscribers on their 
YouTube alone, but the majority of these fans probably aren’t 
interested in fashion or wearing bold clothes like Teddy Fresh 
offers. The majority of their audience were just interested in 
watching silly videos, potentially putting them in the 
“timeline filler” category.  

Their fans definitely provided exposure for Teddy Fresh, but 
it was their responsibility to turn this into a real brand and not 
just glorified merch. 

Of course it’s not just clothing or product that we’ve seen 
influencers adopt outside of content creation. Acting, 
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modeling, writing, music, website creation, and more; there’s 
simply too much to discuss. 

The success of all these ventures rely on the influencers’ 
passion and knowledge of the industry. Are they doing it for a 
bit of extra cash this month, or is it the start of something 
they wish to exist in ten years time? The answer always lies 
in the quality of the influencers’ effort. 
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With Instagram threatening to pull the follower and like 
counters, people are questioning the viability of being an 
influencer as a full-time career more than last year. 
Ultimately, it’s unclear what the future of influencer 
marketing is, but it’s probably here to stay for a while.  

I’d like to bring it back to the opening quote of this book:  

"Look at Gaga. She's the creative director of Polaroid. I like 
some of the Gaga songs. What the f**k does she know about 
cameras?”, Kanye West. 

Aside from the quote being hilarious, the context and 
meaning behind the quote is relevant to the influencer 
marketing industry today. 

If an influencer doesn’t have a tie to an industry or product, 
they probably shouldn’t be advertising it. This won’t change, 
brands have and will always tie famous names to their 
products to improve sales (even if it doesn’t necessarily result 
in more sales).  

Lady Gaga doesn’t work with Polaroid anymore, take from 
that what you will. 

If anything, the most memorable thing from Lady Gaga’s 
time working with Polaroid was the Kanye quote. 

It should be noted that whilst I have done my research, any 
estimated figures exist to prove my personal beliefs of 
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influencer marketing. The return on investment using 
influencer marketing depends greatly on the profit margins of 
the products you are selling and the influencer’s sponsorship 
rates. 

The figures used when discussing MVMT Watches are true 
to the time of writing. Their watches vary in quality greatly, 
but their cheapest watches cost only a few pounds to produce. 
The owners of MVMT have confessed to purchasing many of 
their watches through Alibaba - this wasn’t something I was 
speculating. 

For the most part I’ve tried my best to keep this book 
balanced and realistic. If you’re interested in influencer 
marketing (either as an influencer or a brand), do your own 
research seperately to this book. I finished writing on the 7th 
of September, 2019. Marketing is an ever changing industry 
and something important within the industry is likely to 
happen within the weeks (which could prove a point I’ve 
made in this book redundant) following me finishing writing. 

My goal was to look at influencer marketing with a critical 
eye as someone who works within advertising, and tell the 
story of the industry coming into existence. It’s likely that 
I’ve missed key details, but this is my own personal 
perspective on the industry. 
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Whilst a lot of this book is opinion based, I do think the 
sections such as where I discuss influencer sponsorship rates 
vs their ability to sell products is a much needed reality check 
for the industry. Even if this never reaches those who it needs 
to, I’m pleased I’ve been able to create this book. 

I hope you enjoyed the book, and if you want to learn more 
about the marketing industry head over to: 

SIRTHORNEY.com 
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