
The new influencer 
battleground
How parasocial psychology, storytelling 
and measurement are reshaping 
the creator economy



Creator storytelling has become one of the most significant 
forces in modern marketing. 
It has reshaped how people discover products, how they form opinions and who they trust. 
Brands are now operating in a landscape where individual voices can have the same commercial 
impact as traditional media, and where authentic storytelling has become central 
to building relevance.

As investment accelerates, the challenge for marketers is no longer whether to work with 
creators, but how to do it with confidence. Influence is powerful, but it is also complex. It sits at 
the intersection of culture, psychology and commercial performance. Brands need clarity about 
what drives real impact and how storytelling translates into measurable outcomes.

This is why we created The Intention Unit.

It brings together Smoking Gun’s senior specialists across earned media, social strategy and 
influencer marketing. Our focus is to help brands understand influence through both a creative 
and a behavioural lens, uniting narrative instinct with practical evaluation. We believe that great 
storytelling should be a strategic asset, not a leap of faith.

This report reflects that belief. It combines original research with industry expertise to 
explain why creators hold such persuasive power and how brands can harness it in a way that 
is both culturally relevant and commercially robust. It also offers a simple, adaptable framework 
designed to help marketers assess influence with greater consistency and clarity.

Influencer marketing is entering an important new phase. Those who succeed will be the brands 
that match creative ambition with strategic discipline and treat creator partnerships as an engine 
for long-term value. I hope the insights that follow help sharpen that thinking and inspire new 
approaches to the opportunities ahead.

Foreword
Rick Guttridge, CEO, Smoking Gun



Marketing has a new frontline and it is not a media channel. It is a storytelling contest where 
creators set the pace of culture and attention is earned through human connection.

The brands that win are the ones that treat creator storytelling as a strategic engine 
rather than an executional afterthought.

Executive Summary

Industry leaders recognise this shift. Scott Guthrie, Director General of the Influencer 
Marketing Trade Body, notes that creators are now part of the media mainstream, holding 
cultural authority once reserved for publishers and broadcasters.

Amid this momentum, marketers are asking for clarity. Fifty nine percent say proving ROI is 
their biggest frustration. Many still rely on surface level indicators that track what happened 
but not the narrative that caused it. As budgets expand, brands need clearer ways to 
understand why some creator stories resonate and what signals define real influence.

This report addresses that need. It reveals the behavioural forces that make creator 
storytelling persuasive, explains how narrative shapes culture and shows how brands can use 
these insights to build strategies that are both emotionally rich and commercially confident.

64%
Nearly two thirds plan to 
increase investment in 
2026 and only seven percent 
expect to reduce it.

79%
Trust in creators remains 
high, with nearly eighty 
percent believing 
consumers trust influencer 
content as much or more 
than traditional marketing.

1100 UK Senior Brand Marketeers completed the survey online between 
9th September 2025 and 10th September 2025. Conducted by LMRMC

Smoking Gun’s exclusive research with 100 senior UK marketers shows a landscape full of 
confidence and ambition.

68%
More than two thirds 
expect creator 
partnerships to remain 
central to their strategy 
for at least five years.

Influence begins with story and grows through clarity. The brands that master both 
will lead the creator economy into its next chapter.



Audiences no longer respond to reach alone. They respond to resonance. They look for lived 
experience over polished messaging. Yet many brands still treat creators as distribution, prioritising 
visibility over meaning. This misalignment has created a growing divide between 
how influence works and how it is measured.

Performance-led creator activity has added further complexity. Ecommerce brand houses such as 
THG (The Hut Group) have shown how affiliate links, codes and creator-driven commerce can 
deliver instant sales return. But efficiency is not the same as influence. Revenue can be attributed 
immediately. Trust takes time. Real influence shapes perception, credibility and preference long 
before purchase.

To ground this report in behavioural understanding, we worked with Dr Eleanor Bryant, Associate 
Professor of Psychology at the University of Bradford. Her insight highlights a critical shift: creator 
influence is not just a media effect, it is a psychological one. It emerges through memory encoding, 
narrative immersion and the social bonds audiences form with creators. She explains:

“Emotional cues activate deeper processing in the brain. Neuroscience shows that 
emotionally salient information strengthens encoding pathways, meaning audiences 
remember and internalise creator stories far more effectively than traditional advertising. 

“When content resonates with lived experience, people engage in deeper cognitive 
elaboration - a process linked to stronger recall, trust and behavioural follow-through.”

This matters because marketing teams remain split in how they view creators. Some treat them 
as a sales engine. Others see them as cultural narrators and trust builders. Without a shared 
understanding of what influence really is, these philosophies pull in different directions.

The brands that will lead the next era of influencer marketing will blend both 
perspectives. They will pair the precision of performance-led activity with the 
emotional depth of earned storytelling and build creator strategies grounded in 
human behaviour as well as commercial clarity.

Introduction: 
Why the industry needs clarity

Brands can track clicks with ease, 
yet struggle to measure the emotion that 
shapes trust and preference. That gap 
sits at the centre of modern influencer 
marketing, where impact relies as much 
on how people feel as on what they see.



Part 1 
The new storytelling battleground



Influence today is built on stories that feel personal rather than polished. 

Audiences do not wait for traditional media to define what matters. They turn to creators who reflect 
their lives, make sense of their world and share insights that feel lived in rather than manufactured.

The new storytelling battleground

As Scott Guthrie, Director General of the Influencer 
Marketing Trade Body, notes:

“YouTube has become the UK’s second-most-watched media 
service, behind only the BBC. Creators aren’t the alternative 
media, they are the media mainstream.”

This new storytelling landscape demands a mindset shift from brands. Influence now grows 
through emotional truth, not simply exposure. The most effective creator partnerships work 
because they feel natural, human and connected to the audience’s lived reality.



Part 2 
Why creators win audience trust



Trust is the foundation of influence. 

Why creators win audience trust

“Brands often come in with a rigid message and forget that 
creators know how to speak to their audience. The tighter the 
script, the less authentic the story, and audiences can tell.”

Dr Eleanor Bryant adds:

“Humans are wired to trust familiar social sources. 
Audiences develop parasocial relationships with creators - 
one-sided but emotionally meaningful bonds that mimic 
real-life social closeness. 

“Research shows these bonds increase persuasion, 
compliance and purchase intent. Authenticity, spontaneity and 
self-disclosure are powerful trust signals, which is why 
creators are perceived as more credible than polished brand 
channels.”

Broadcaster and influencer Anna Williamson explains this clearly.

Our research shows that nearly eighty percent of senior marketers believe 
consumers trust creator content as much or more than traditional marketing. 
This trust is earned through frequent, honest and personal storytelling.

79%

Creators are trusted not because they speak perfectly, but because they speak honestly. They share 
personal context, everyday wins, minor frustrations and spontaneous moments. These elements 
build familiarity. Familiarity builds connection. Connection builds influence.

Creators also speak directly to their audiences. They answer questions, respond to comments and 
adapt content based on real feedback. This conversational dynamic creates a sense of closeness that 
brand channels struggle to match.

Trust is no longer a static brand asset. It is continually earned through story.



Part 3 
How creator narratives shape culture



Creators shape culture because they participate in it. They interpret trends in real time, elevate 
emerging ideas and turn small moments into mass movements. Their content feels like lived 
experience shared with a community, not a campaign pushed at an audience.

This cultural influence is strengthened by parasocial closeness. Audiences feel psychologically 
connected to creators, which makes their behaviour seem relatable, attainable and socially 
validated. 

As Dr Eleanor Bryant explains, creator narratives spread through online communities via social 
learning: 

“Creators don’t simply reflect cultural trends, they accelerate them. Because 
they situate trends within lived, everyday contexts, audiences perceive these 
behaviours as both authentic and adoptable.”

This psychological pull is now reshaping how major brands behave. Unilever has confirmed that 
its activity for next summer’s World Cup will be anchored in creator led storytelling rather than 
traditional sponsorship visibility. 

The company is investing a large share of its tournament budget in a creator ecosystem designed to 
translate matches, moments and cultural flashpoints into human stories that feel relevant to 
everyday life. It signals a wider industry shift: creator storytelling is moving from a tactical add-on 
to a central narrative engine shaping how audiences experience major cultural events.

Within this landscape, the most effective creator content is co-created, with the creator’s voice 
leading the narrative. Audiences recognise when a message reflects the creator’s world and when it 
has been forced to fit a brand script. Brands that understand this treat creators as cultural partners, 
building briefs around human truths and the emotional tensions their product resolves. This 
approach creates stories that feel grounded, relatable and culturally aligned.

How creator narratives 
shape culture



Part 4 
The need for clarity



Influencer marketing is expanding at pace. 

The need for clarity

To understand what this means in practice, it helps to consider 
how influence actually works. Samantha Mackenzie Weller of 
Mackenzie Weller Management explains:

“Influence is about trust and credibility. That cannot be 
reduced to a single click-through rate or a sales spike. 
The real magic happens in long-term partnerships. That is 
when audiences truly believe in the story being told.”

This perspective captures a key tension. As investment grows, marketers need to show not just the 
visibility creator content achieves but the meaning it builds and the movement it creates. They need 
evidence that reflects both emotional resonance and commercial impact. And they need clarity that 
is simple, consistent and aligned with how audiences behave.

As Dr Bryant says: “Influence develops gradually through repeated exposure, consistency and 
emotional resonance. This means brands need evaluation frameworks that capture the 
psychological foundations of influence - trust, meaning, relevance and relational closeness - 
rather than relying only on short-term performance metrics.” 

Nearly two thirds of senior marketers plan to increase budget next year 
and only seven percent expect to reduce investment. Confidence in the channel 
is high, but rising spend naturally brings rising expectations.

68%

This demand for clarity is not a sign of weakness. It 
is a sign of maturity. A rapidly expanding discipline 
needs an equally strong approach to understanding 
why certain narratives work, how trust is built and 
what signals define genuine influence.



Part 5 
The measurement gap that holds 

brands back



The creator economy has grown far more quickly than the measurement 
systems designed to assess it. 

This mismatch has created confusion, inconsistent evaluation and a lack of shared standards across 
the industry.

Part of the challenge is structural. Different platforms use different metrics, emotional resonance 
is rarely captured, and brand and performance teams often measure success through entirely 
different lenses. In response, the industry has leaned heavily on proxy measures such as EMV 
(Earned Media Value), an influencer equivalent of AVE that assigns financial value to attention 
without proving business impact. Like AVE before it, EMV offers scale without meaning, creating a 
sense of accountability while revealing little about trust, persuasion or behaviour. As a result, some 
of the most widely used indicators in influencer marketing offer familiarity rather than real insight.

Scott Guthrie highlights the direction the industry needs to take next. He argues that the next 
evolution must move “from a focus on attention to a focus on action”. As budgets expand, 
creator activity deserves the same strategic scrutiny as any other media investment. The real 
challenge is understanding not only what audiences see, but how they feel and what they do 
as a result.

In agreement, Dr Bryant says: 

“Traditional metrics track what audiences do, not how they feel. Yet emotional resonance is 
one of the strongest predictors of long-term behaviour and brand preference. Measures such 
as comment sentiment, share/save behaviour and narrative recall offer a significantly more 
accurate picture of true influence than engagement rate alone.”

The measurement gap that holds 
brands back



Recent analysis from The Institute of Practitioners in Advertising [IPA] reinforces this direction. 
Its review of more than two hundred cross market influencer campaigns found that long term ROI 
improves most when creator authenticity, narrative clarity and emotional relevance work together. 

The study concluded that budget levels and executional optimisation matter far less than the 
alignment between creator, story and audience, strengthening the case for human-centred 
evaluation rather than surface level indicators.

These findings underline a growing industry consensus. Influence is created through meaning, trust 
and connection, yet the most commonly used metrics illuminate only a fraction of that picture. 
To understand whether a story is working, brands need signals that reflect the psychological forces 
explored earlier, not just the visibility a post achieved.

Measurement should not constrain creativity; it should clarify it. 

The challenge now is to move beyond comfort blanket metrics and adopt approaches that reflect 
how influence really works. Brands need indicators that capture both emotional resonance and 
behavioural response, providing a clearer picture of why a story lands and where it leads the 
audience next.

This shift is essential if influencer marketing is to mature into a discipline with consistent standards, 
a shared language and reliable evaluation. This is the gap the next section begins to address.



Part 6 
Evaluating influence



To help brands evaluate creator activity with greater clarity, this section offers 
a simple human centred lens. 
It is not a replacement for performance attribution or platform analytics. Instead, it helps teams 
judge whether a creator partnership is psychologically set up for influence before results appear. 
The lens blends emotional and behavioural signals to give marketers a clearer way to understand 
why some stories take hold and others do not.

The framework focuses on four human forces:

Evaluating influence

1
Meaning

Is the story clear, distinctive and 
emotionally relevant?

These forces reflect how influence works at a psychological level. Meaning links to emotional 
salience, which strengthens memory pathways. Credibility draws on perceived expertise and honesty, 
key drivers of acceptance and trust. Connection reflects parasocial closeness, where audiences feel 
psychologically near to creators. Action emerges when these elements combine to create narrative 
transportation, the immersive state that increases empathy and reduces resistance.

Because these mechanisms create observable patterns in behaviour - from comment quality to 
share/save signals and recall - they allow teams to quantify audience response alongside commercial 
outcomes. The result is a clearer, more consistent way to understand why some creator partnerships 
thrive while others fall flat.

This framework offers brands a practical, adaptable method rooted 
in human behaviour and ready to apply across briefs, channels and 
categories.

Understanding these forces is essential because story is what generates the measurable signals 
brands rely on. That psychological foundation sets up the outcomes explored in the next section.

2
Credibility

Does the creator feel trusted, authentic 
and appropriate for the category?

3
Connection

Does the narrative spark emotional 
response or shared experience?

4
Action

Does the content lead to participation, 
exploration or purchase interest?



Our industry has enjoyed super-normal growth, expanding five-fold in the past five years to top 
$34 billion. But with scale comes responsibility. As budgets grow, so too does scrutiny. The influencer 
marketing industry must now demonstrate the same level of strategic rigour, financial accountability 
and ethical standards as more established media channels.

We have reached a tipping point. Influence is no longer the preserve of a few content creators; 
it’s an established communications discipline shaping public opinion, driving product discovery and 
influencing purchasing decisions on a massive scale. Yet measurement and governance have not kept 
pace with this transformation.

The opportunity now lies in professionalisation. 
We need clear, consistent frameworks that define 
what success looks like, how it’s measured, and 
how trust is protected - not only between brand and 
creator, but between creator and audience.
If we can combine creativity with credibility, we secure the long-term future of this sector. Influence, 
done right, is not a passing trend - it’s a cornerstone of modern brand-building. The challenge is to 
ensure it remains transparent, measurable and worthy of the trust it commands.

Industry perspective: 

Scott Guthrie, Director-General,
Influencer Marketing Trade Body



PZ Cussons had developed a bold new brand platform for Original Source, ‘Nature Hits Different’, 
designed to reintroduce the brand’s signature sensory impact. Smoking Gun’s role was to bring this 
platform to life culturally and accelerate its relevance through creator storytelling.

Case Study 1
Original Source

We started with a simple human insight. People crave small moments of sensory escape in the middle of 
their daily routine. This aligned naturally with the platform and informed a headline activation that could 
deliver the idea in a memorable, real world way.

The result was a commuter “Morning Mantra Rave” at King’s Cross. This culturally charged moment 
created an immediate spark for creators to translate into their own content. Influencers delivered 
6.7 million video views and 850,000 engagements. 

Trusted cultural voices, including Arielle Free, Jamie Laing and Sophie Habboo added instant 
credibility. Their participation made the platform feel energetic, joyful and relevant to modern routines.

The impact was significant. The activation and wider content campaign regenerated cultural 
visibility for Original Source, contributed to a strong sales uplift and drove double digit social 
growth. By amplifying the existing brand platform with creator storytelling, the campaign 
re-established Original Source as a vibrant brand with renewed momentum.

Sales up 67% Market penetration 
up 27% Awareness up 21%

Sales of a key SKU rose 67% 
YOY in retailer Tesco

Outperforming key 
competitors

Spontaneous brand awareness 
rose by 21% YOY 

Significant uplift in consumers agreeing that Original Source is 
‘different from other shower gels’ 



Philips tasked Smoking Gun with elevating its 5000 Series Handheld Steamer from a functional 
appliance to a must have travel and lifestyle essential. We uncovered a universal tension that sits at the 
heart of preparing for any trip: packing creates stress, uncertainty and last minute wardrobe panic. 
This insight became the emotional hook for the campaign and shaped a narrative focused on the 
ultimate packing hack.

Case Study 2
Philips Handheld Steamers

We built a hero partnership with Ryan Thomas and Lucy Mecklenburgh, whose spontaneous humour 
and family-led routines made the story instantly relatable. Supporting creators such as Chessie King and 
Megan Carole expanded reach among travel, lifestyle and family audiences.

Content focused on authentic behaviour. Cruises, beach holidays, weddings and family trips all became 
real life proof points showcasing how the steamer removes friction from everyday moments. This 
approach generated 14.3 million video views, 3.7 million engagements and a reach of 9.3 million.

Crucially, the emotional relevance translated directly into commercial action, 
demonstrating the combined power of relatable storytelling and retail focused clarity.

147,000 retail clicks Sell-outs at John Lewis,
Argos and Currys.

This case shows how creator content, rooted in real behaviour, can shift 
category perception and accelerate purchase decisions.



Part 7 
How stories drive measurable impact



Story is the engine of influence. It shapes what audiences notice, what they 
care about and what they choose to act on.

When meaning, credibility and emotional connection align, 
audiences experience narrative transportation, an immersive state 
that strengthens empathy and reduces resistance.

“Transportation reduces resistance, enhances empathy and makes behavioural follow-through more 
likely. This is why story-led creator content consistently outperforms traditional advertising in 
shaping perception and behaviour.”

Metrics cannot explain influence on their own, but they can reveal the behavioural patterns that 
strong stories create. They show which narratives resonate, which signals of trust and connection 
appear and where audience energy begins to shift toward exploration or intent. This understanding 
helps brands make better decisions about briefs, creator selection and likely outcomes.

How stories drive measurable impact

Dr Eleanor Bryant explains:
“Humans make sense of information through narrative. 
When meaning, credibility and
emotional connection align, audiences experience 
‘transportation’ a psychological state where they 
become immersed in the creator’s story. 



Part 8 
The new rules for building influence



These principles translate the psychological foundations of influence into 
practical actions brands can apply across any creator programme.

The new rules for 
building influence

Together, these rules give teams a shared language for influence, unify creative 
and performance perspectives and turn behavioural insight into practical, repeatable 
decision-making.

When creators express your idea in their own tone, rhythm and context, the story feels 
authentic and audience trust increases.

1 Treat creators as storytellers, not distribution

Every strong narrative starts from a tension, behaviour or emotional insight that 
audiences instantly recognise.

Begin with a human truth

Look for signs of meaning, credibility, connection and action. These signals reveal 
whether a story is working, not just whether it was seen.

Use simple, human centred signals to evaluate impact

Influence comes from authority and trust, not follower numbers. Select creators whose 
lived experience aligns with your category and audience.

Choose creators for credibility over scale

Apply the insights from each campaign to the next. Influence becomes more powerful 
and predictable when learning compounds over time.

Close the learning loop

2

3

4

5



Part 9 
Why brands choose Smoking Gun



Smoking Gun’s approach to influence is built on three strengths that 
consistently deliver deeper impact for brands.

Why brands choose Smoking Gun

We think like journalists and 
storytellers

Our newsroom instinct helps brands find the 
human truth that makes content meaningful.

We unite creativity with clarity

The Intention Unit blends editorial craft with 
practical evaluation so brands understand both 
the story and the signal.

We deliver influence that moves

From PZ Cussons to Philips, our creator 
strategies convert emotional engagement into 
cultural and commercial outcomes.

This combination is rare. It is why brands trust us to lead their 
creator programmes.



Part 10 
The future of influence: AI, discovery 

and the wider storytelling mix



Audience behaviour is changing fast. Search no longer begins with Google alone.
 
Consumers now explore products and ideas through a blended journey that includes TikTok search, 
YouTube how-to content, creator recommendations, Reddit and AI powered answers from tools like 
ChatGPT. This shift makes trusted human storytelling more important than ever.

AI systems increasingly surface creator content as evidence when shaping recommendations. 
They pull signals from sentiment, reviews, tutorials and narrative-led formats to determine what feels 
credible and relevant. As a result, creators are becoming part of the discovery layer as well as the 
inspiration layer. Their stories influence both what people notice and what they choose.

Influence also sits within a wider storytelling ecosystem. Creator narratives work best when they align 
with earned media, brand PR, social content and paid amplification. Consistent stories travel further, 
strengthen memory and help audiences move from curiosity to action. Brands that treat creators as a 
central thread within an integrated communications mix will achieve stronger, more sustained impact.

The future of influence will belong to the brands that understand how AI-shaped discovery, human 
storytelling and channel integration work together. Those who adapt early will not only reach 
audiences but shape how they think, feel and decide.

The future of influence: AI, discovery and 
the wider storytelling mix



Influence begins with a human story. Audiences follow creators because their narratives feel real, 
relatable and emotionally grounded. That is where trust is built and where attention shifts into action. 
But story alone is not enough. Brands need clarity about why a narrative resonates and what signals 
show when influence is taking hold.

Behavioural insight explains why creator storytelling works so powerfully. Influence strengthens 
when content triggers memory encoding, when audiences feel psychologically close to creators and 
when stories create the immersive state known as transportation. These forces directly shape trust, 
relevance and behaviour, which is why understanding them is essential for any brand seeking long 
term value from creator activity.

This report highlights three elements that define the most effective creator strategies: 

        A story rooted in human truth 

       Creators selected for credibility rather than scale 

        A simple way of interpreting the signals that matter 

Brands that embrace these principles unlock influence that is both emotionally meaningful and 
commercially confident.

For marketers, the task is clear. Start with audience insight. Give creators the freedom to express 
the idea in their own voice. Track the signals that reveal meaning, credibility, connection and action. 
Use those signals to guide future decisions. When creativity and clarity move together, influence 
becomes a repeatable and scalable engine for growth.

This is where Smoking Gun’s Intention Unit can help. 

We combine editorial craft, cultural intelligence and practical evaluation tools to uncover 
the stories that matter and identify the signals that show when those stories are working. 
If you want to build a creator strategy rooted in human insight and backed by confidence,
our team is ready to support your next step.

Conclusion



Smoking Gun is a globally-renowned earned-first agency uniting media storytelling, 
social strategy and influencer expertise to drive measurable impact and growth for brands.

From our Manchester HQ, we help household names and challengers alike earn 
attention, increase visibility, likeability and memorability to spark conversation across 
every channel. 

If you’re ready to unlock your brand’s full influencer potential, our team can help. We offer 
bespoke audits of your current influencer approach and a proven process to grow with the 
right strategy - increasing brand likability, memorability and visibility in the moments that 
matter most.

About Smoking Gun

To explore how to win amid the new influencer battleground, get in touch with 
Smoking Gun for an exploratory call.

 Speak with 
CEO Rick Guttridge or Strategy Director Hayley Peters on 

0161 839 1986 
or email createingenious@smokinggun.agency 

mailto:createingenious@smokinggun.agency


The Intention Unit is a powerhouse of diverse storytelling expertise blending a combined 
50+ years of industry-leading PR, social and newsroom experience. 

It seamlessly combines strategy, creativity and channel mastery with an editorial mindset, to deliver 
best in class storytelling that captivates audiences and drives real business impact.

Rooted in everyday culture and research-led insight, it cuts through the noise with its effective, 
results-driven approach. It’s approach has been globally recognised with nine AMEC Awards for 
effectiveness. 

Introducing The Intention Unit


